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“ELLIS, YOU’RE GOING to be late for college. Again.” My family are always yelling at each other: I think it’s an antidote to where we live, the dignified and respectful manner of how things are done here. I love the way he adds in the again – the only reason I’m ever late for anything is because I’m working. Mum is rubbish at makeup and I’m good, so it always falls on me as the other girl in the family to do it. I’m a pro at pressed powder and coral lipstick now. 

“I’m just finishing Mrs. Britton’s makeup, dad. Can you take me in?” 

“Yeah.”

“Sorry for shouting,” I say to the lady lying on the table, taking another brush from the bag and adding blusher to her face. It’s not her fault we’re always so loud. “There, you look lovely. Enjoy the funeral.”

Mrs. Britton doesn’t answer me. 

She’s dead.

I close the door to the mortuary quietly behind me and rush up to my bedroom. I grab my bag, and head downstairs, remember my phone and run back up. No matter how many times I rush around, I always forget something. I steal a croissant off Isaac’s plate and run to the car. 

“Thanks, dad.” I kiss his cheek, leaving crumbs on his face. “Sorry.” I brush them off. 

“Does Mrs. Britton look okay? Her children are coming in at ten.”

“She looks as good as she can.”

“Thanks Ellis.”

“It’s fine. I need the money.”

“You don’t get paid.”

“I was joking.”

We are silent for the rest of the trip, my dad is as sombre and morose as his job, but I kiss his cheek again before climbing out of the car. Since my friend Molly died, I have this irrational – rational – fear that whenever I say goodbye it might be the last time. My family are definitely enjoying the additional affection and emotional outbursts several times a day.

Urgh. I’d rather do makeup on a hundred dead bodies than face college. I know I’m going to end up working for my parents anyway – this is just two years of pointless stress I don’t need. 

College. Pretending not to be school, but just as bad really. In a lot of ways worse. I hate the pretend, casual grown up-ness of it all – no need to wear a uniform, you feel relaxed and learn better in your own clothes; call staff by their first names instead of Sir or Miss, it fosters a good relationship and helps you learn. I’ve always hated it. Since Molly died, I hate it even more.

Molly. 

I shake my head and rush inside the building. I’m not even going to think about my best friend. It only makes me cry and I can tell by the way everyone looks at me that they think I’m weird enough as it is. I don’t want – or need – to give them any more reasons to ignore me. 

As always there are too many people and I feel awkward – don’t believe people when they tell you it’s a phase. I’ve felt like this since I was thirteen, and it’s more than four years later, and I still feel like it. 

I’m early for my first lesson but I sit in the classroom by myself anyway. If I go in the common room, I’ll only be ignored. At least in here there’s no one to ignore me. Yet.  

The room fills up and I end up with Stephen sitting next to me. He’s nice enough but always smells of manure. He helps out on the family farm, so I can hardly blame him. Maybe I smell of dead people. 

“Doing anything nice on the weekend?”

I shake my head. I never do anything nice on the weekend. I never do anything. I’m living my best life.

“Me neither.”

What a pair of miserable gits we are. 

I get through the lesson. Just about.

I frown, actually it’s more of a scowl. When Molly was alive, I didn’t have to make small talk with manure boys. Instead we would talk, and laugh, and make fun of people; run away from lessons if we hadn’t revised for a test, and moon over boys together. “Damn you, Molly,” I whisper to myself, just as the buzzer goes signalling the end of the class.

I wait for the other students to leave, nodding at Stephen when he waves at me, hoping he sits by someone else next time, and then gather my stuff. I can’t stand the bustle of the corridors; getting pushed and crushed and jostled. I can’t stand the place at all, and this is the only good thing about college – I can walk out, and nobody will question me. 

As soon as the urge comes over me to leave, I do it. Never second guess a potentially bad decision – you’ll only do the right thing, and then people will expect better from you next time. 

I can’t go home; mum and dad will shout at me. First for wasting the opportunity of going to college – as if they don’t let any old body in – and then they’ll get me working; dressing coffins in frilly pink satin, doing even more makeup, or my personal favourite: greeting crying family members as they come to view their loved ones, and handing them tissues. 

I go to the only place I feel any sort of peace at all. Molly’s grave. I cannot tell you why I enjoy sitting there, when the thought of her being dead makes me sob – still. But being near her helps. 

“Hey you,” I take a seat on the bench next to my best friend’s grave, and the tears fall before I’m even aware of them. I’m a wreck. Molly has been dead for eleven months and I’m still not over it. ‘Over it’ is a ridiculous notion anyway. Of course I’m still sad. “I had to sit by smelly Stephen again, in history.”

Even as I speak aloud, talking to my dead best friend, I know it isn’t healthy, I know it isn’t good for me. I wish I could let go, talk to someone else. But that’s the problem; no one else will talk to me. Molly and I had been like sisters, closer than friends, more like family. Since her death, I know I’ve withdrawn from normal life and I know I can’t help it either. 

I flick through the photos on my phone. Me and Molly when we were tiny – our mums had been friends since before we were born. Dressed as little witches for Halloween. Making silly faces. Laughing. 

No wonder I’m struggling to live without her. We’ve been inseparable since we were born. 

It’s time to go. As much fun as wallowing in a graveyard is of an afternoon, I can’t be late picking Isaac up from the bus stop. 

The biggest pain of having a family business, a family business where we all live, and my parents work – and make me work – is that there is never any switch off. My parents are workaholics. We own the only funeral home for miles around – and the people just keep dying. 

Isaac is last off the bus, chatting intently with his friend over the merits of the new computer game they both want. Dorks.

“Hey, Isey. Good day?” He nods but doesn’t answer me, so I ruffle his hair, because I know he hates it. I’m a good sister. 

I let the boys walk ahead, listening to music on my phone so I don’t have to listen to their inane conversation about computer games, Pokémon and Marvel films. Dorks.

We reach his friend’s house first and then Isaac talks to me. “Thanks for picking me up.”

“I do it every day.”

“I know.”

There’s nothing else to say so I ignore him, and he ignores me, as all good siblings do.  

When we get home, I pretend that all is well with my world. I lie about my day, the lessons I’ve done and the friends I’ve caught up with and then I insist on going up to my room to do even more work. 

With the door shut and locked – yes, locked. I’ve learned the hard way that it’s not that funny when your little brother and his friends steal your bras to use as slingshots, or burst in the room when you’re only wearing your bra and knickers, because of, you know, a dare, and catch you absolutely not pretending to be famous. 

Anyway. Door locked, snacks laid out on the bed for demolition and a fetching underwear only ensemble, I eat. 

Like with many of the things I’m failing at in my life – getting over Molly’s death, succeeding at college and living my healthiest life – sitting in my underwear and eating chocolate is something I’m aware of as maybe not being my best choice. I know I have unhealthy habits, and afterwards I might regret this little snack marathon, but in the meantime, salt and vinegar crisps or sour cream and onion?

Teenagers have so many big decisions to make, no wonder I need a bit of fuel to help me along. 
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FLETCHER SHUTS THE door and leans against it. His mother and aunt are in such a state of near insanity, tinged with an unnervingly hysterical edge, that he cannot bear to be in the same room as them. 

He shakes his head when he can still hear their voices and climbs out of the window. He sinks onto the floor, under the ledge and shuts his eyes.

“They’ll find you,” his cousin Talia says, the amusement evident in her voice. He opens his eyes; it’s clear on her face too. 

“Maybe not.” He stands up. If he’s not here, they can’t find him. If they can’t find him, they cannot ask him – again – which colour cloak he wants to wear, and which of his wands he’d prefer to use for the ceremony, and has he given any thought to his first rule of business when he’s the head witch of the whole damn country.

As he heads off down the drive, he greets three more members of his extended family, gathering in preparation for the most exciting day of their lives. He nods and smiles, accepts cheek kisses and pats on the back, and then runs. 

He’s the fastest runner in the school, and the only reason he isn’t the fastest in the county is because his teacher cannot convince him to join the team; he would win, because magic makes him fast. Same as magic makes him clever. Same as magic makes him funny. Same as magic makes him handsome. And cool. And irresistible. And popular. He can only imagine what it would be like to have zero magic, zero unfair advantage over almost everyone else in this little village, and just be himself. Maybe himself would suck. Maybe it’s better that he’ll never have to know. 

He finds himself at the graveyard, at his father’s grave, a place he goes to so often, that the grass is worn away where he always stands. If his father was alive, he would still be the head witch and Fletcher’s biggest worry would be... what? He has no worries because magic makes his life so easy. 

At least he wouldn’t be the ‘chosen one’ if his dad was still alive. He hates being the ‘chosen one’. He even hates the way people say it, their voices all low and the words pronounced too clearly. The ‘chosen one.’

He shakes his head. “Cheers, dad.” Of course his father doesn’t answer and Fletcher touches the headstone briefly before leaving the graveyard. 

His mother is calling for him, and his aunt – he can hear them in his head – and while he can ignore them, they’ll know that he’s heard them. It’s not worth the hassle, though he’s gutted that they noticed his absence so quickly.

He’ll head home and bite his tongue while they worry about the ceremony, and the extra guests, and the hundreds of other things they bicker about daily, which he refuses to get involved in. You’ll have to get involved once you’re the head witch, they often warn him, cackling. He keeps his sarcastic answers to himself; it’s not worth the aggravation. 

No wonder he needs to escape when the four women he lives with – his mother Elodie, his aunt Ember and two cousins (twins) Thea and Talia – love to gossip, bicker, argue, fuss and fight about every tiny detail of their lives and everyone else’s. 

This ceremony has got them in the biggest tizz of their lives. The closer it gets and the bigger the fuss, the more Fletcher just wishes he could run away. It’s the palaver he can’t stand. Nothing is ever simple with witches. 

He’s slow heading home, the reluctance clear with each step. None of them mean any harm and he loves them all – especially his mother. He knows how bittersweet this ceremony will be; there would be no need for it if her husband, his father, hadn’t died. But being the only male in the household is difficult and he knows that even when he is in charge of not just the witches but all the supernatural creatures in the country, they’ll still hen peck him to death. It’s just what they do. 

He’s passing the park when he hears a commotion, lots of shouting and jeering. He changes course, wanting to know what the fuss is about; nobody else would know it but Fletcher likes to keep watch over their little village. He’s put plenty of magical protections in place, quietly, and they help keep the area a nice place to live. This doesn’t sound nice – and it doesn’t sound just like kids messing around. 

He’s right. As soon as he gets closer, he can see that all is not well. There’s a young boy tied to the roundabout, crying and begging to be freed, and five slightly older lads laughing, and spinning and spinning and spinning him, despite the fact that he’s thrown up all over himself, and judging by his clothes maybe even wet himself. 

Fletcher breaks into a run. This is one of those times that he’s so glad that he’s a witch. “Hey! Cut it out!” He shoves through the throng of boys and stops the roundabout. One of the boys shoves him and Fletcher turns to face him, frowns. The boy backs off, doesn’t say a word or move again. Fletcher glares at each of them in turn. He doesn’t need to use violence – he detests it – but he uses his magic to stun them, to still them and silence them. 

The younger boy also has a black eye and a bloody nose. “Here, let me help you.” Fletcher uses magic to clean the boy’s clothes – magicking away the sick and drying the trousers with a simple word. He unties him and the poor boy starts sobbing. He seems oblivious to the fact that his aggressors are as unmoving as statues. 

“Are you okay?” Fletcher asks, sending healing magic the boy’s way. 

He nods. “Thank you.”

“It’s fine. Why were they being horrible to you?” Fletcher gathers the rope and ties each of the older boys to the roundabout, in turn. He moves them easily as though they are parcels and not people, plonks them down and wraps the rope around them. The young boy watches the scene with open-mouthed awe. 

“They just don’t like me. I’m their age, but smaller.”

Fletcher shakes his head. This poor boy cannot help his height. “What’s your name?”

“Jack.”

“Well, Jack, they won’t bother you again. I promise.”

This is when his powers fill him with pride and happiness. He quickly spells each of the boys, making them incapable of bad thoughts or deeds, and making them choose each day to be kind and helpful from now on. He also removes the memory of this incident from their minds. He doesn’t want them to remember poor Jack wetting himself through fear. 

Then he spells Jack – giving him just a touch more confidence, a touch less anxiety about his differences. And then he offers to walk Jack home.

He turns around and nods, starting the roundabout spinning faster, and faster and faster. The boys have come out of their stupor and all he can hear are moans and groans and the sound of five boys throwing up as the roundabout spins on its own, faster and faster and faster. 

He runs home after dropping Jack off safe and well at his house. His mother and his aunt’s voices have been in his head for over half an hour calling for him, and he knows they’ll be worrying now that he hasn’t come home sooner. 

“Sorry!” he calls out as he shuts the thick wooden front door behind him. His mother is the first to swoop down on him; perfume and voluminous sleeves enveloping him. 

“You’ve been gone so long.”

“Less than an hour, mam.”

“Which is a long time when we have so much to do.”

She holds his chin, peering intently at him. “You did well tonight. Good boy.”

Ember totters into the room, always on the highest of heels; he has no idea how she doesn’t fall over. She kisses his cheek, leaving a smudge of red lipstick. “My lovely nephew. You are too soft. Even the twins would have given those boys black eyes and bloody noses in return for what they’d done to that poor boy.”

Fletcher just nods – his aunt is pretty blood thirsty and always thinks she’s right. It’s not worth arguing with her. There were two things his father always instilled in him when he was alive; in preparation for when Fletcher was in charge. Number one was trusting his own judgment and gut. And number two was to always be kind. Their magic gave them an unfair advantage over everybody else; nothing was that difficult for them and life was easy but not everyone else lived like them. You never knew what sort of day someone was having, what sort of life they lived behind closed doors. Kindness cost nothing and Fletcher stuck to his father’s mottoes as much as he could. 

It didn’t mean that he didn’t have a mean streak or lash out every now and again. But it did mean that he tried his best. He was pleased with how he handled that incident today. He knew his father would have been proud. 
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I PUSH ALL THE WRAPPERS onto my already messy bedroom floor and lay on my bed, stretching my arms and legs out so I look like a starfish. 

There’s homework to do, washing to put away that my mum placed on my desk, and I know if I go downstairs my parents will find me something to do – more makeup, or engraving name plates, or transferring ashes into beautiful caskets. 

I don’t want to do any of that. 

I just want to mope. 

Moping is lovely. My mum and dad want me to snap out of it – this slump I’ve been in since Molly’s death – but the truth is, I kind of like it. I like laying around, indulging in my tears, my sadness, my anger that leukaemia finally stole my best friend. I like feeling sorry for myself – nobody else does. All the sympathy I was given initially has waned. Even my friends can’t be bothered with me anymore. I don’t blame them, but I don’t want to snap out of it either. 

I’m not ready.

I’m not ready to let her go. 

If I let her go, then she’ll be gone. 

“Ellis.” My mum, knocking the door. 

I sit up, groaning, and take a deep breath, unlocking my door. “Come in.”

I feel sad when I see my mum come into the room. I don’t want to admit it because it’s ridiculously selfish, but my turmoil has definitely taken a toil on my mother. She’s always careful with me now, she doesn’t want to tip me over the edge, she doesn’t want to push me away either. And, of course because I’m seventeen I use it to my advantage. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t. She has a tentative smile on her face. “Hiya lovely.” She sits on the bed, stroking my hand. “How was school?”

“College.”

“Sorry, college?”

I shrug and she leans over, kisses my head. “Ooh, you should wash your hair, sweetie. You’ll feel better if you do.”

Okay, so maybe my standards of personal care have dipped a little, but I don’t need it pointed out. 

“And maybe it’s time to-”

I interrupt her with a sigh, tears easily filling my eyes. “Mam, please don’t nag me.”

She pulls me into a hug. “Sorry, lovely. I just thought you might feel better if you looked after yourself a bit, that’s all. I hate seeing you upset.”

Upset? The sad truth of it is that I keep the lowest of my moods from my mum and dad and Isaac. I manage to get up, get dressed, go to college, eat. I go through the motions of work and family life and then when I shut my bedroom door I sob, I howl, and I cry the whole night through.

Molly was more than my best friend; she was an extension of me. And she had all the best bits. She was funnier than me, cleverer than me, nicer than me. The friends who don’t want to know me anymore because I’m so flipping miserable were really Molly’s friends and I was lucky enough to tag along.

I’m not weird just because I live with dead people. But people think I am. And I can’t blame them. There is something creepy and macabre about our household. We are used to it, but even Molly would get weirded out when I talked about embalming or ashes, or doing dead women’s hair with my own hairspray because we’d run out downstairs.  Dead people are creepy. They can’t help it and I don’t believe it. I quite like them – I try to make them look their best and I always talk to them, but other people think I’m the weird girl who lives in the funeral home. And without Molly I am the weird – sad – girl who lives in the funeral home. 

My mum pushes my hair back off my face, my flat, straight, couldn’t get it to curl if my life depended on it, hair and kisses my forehead again. “Anyway, dad’s asking if you want to go along tonight.”

“To?”

“Chilli in the woods. Have you forgotten?”

I feel bad, but I had. Chilli in the woods is my father’s favourite annual tradition – I think he likes it more than Christmas. It was started by our family friend Sheelagh, and now we do it every year. And every year it grows, as people invite their friends, and then they invite theirs. 

Now about seventy of us head to the woods near Caswell beach, eat chilli and sing songs around the camp fire. It’s old fashioned and unsophisticated – we usually end up with soggy bottoms and burnt marshmallows, but I love it. I’ve been doing it since I was five, and even though Molly always came with us, I do want to go. 

Someone will bring giant saucepans of chilli and someone else will bring the rice. There’s fresh baguettes, party bags and cup drinks for the children, beer or cider in cans, and without exception every year I leave at midnight feeling better than when I got there. 

Maybe it will help me this year. 

“How long till we go?”

“An hour.”

“Maybe I’ll wash my hair.”

My mum looks pleased and I pretend not to notice, but she’s right. After it’s washed and dried, I feel better. I feel more like my old self. 

I put clean clothes on for the first time in a long time. I actually feel shocked when I open my wardrobe and see colour – I have officially been ‘in mourning’ since Molly died. Only wearing black, grey and navy – all through the summer, as well – all through the heatwave. No wonder nobody wants to talk to me. 

I pull out a yellow top, covered in little white flowers and a pair of blue jeans. 

Downstairs my parents are packing the car – camping chairs, baguettes, crisps, alcohol, and my dad is clutching his guitar. He’s not very good at it, but he’s so proud that he can play a few tunes. I grin at him. “Mustn’t forget that, dad.”

Isaac gives me a high five. “I knew you’d come to chilli in the woods. Remember last year when Molly’s marshmallow caught fire-”

“Isaac!”

“Mum, it’s fine. I like talking about her.” I turn to my brother. “It was funny, Isey. It’s okay.” He looks gutted and I kiss the top of his head. 

“Do you reckon Chris will have the song sheets tonight?”

“Of course.”

Each year the singalong around the camp fire gets more and more intense – guitars – plural – song sheets, and the conductor, Chris, Sheelagh’s husband who sings in a choir. I always sing – I’m not great at it but it makes me happy. Last year Molly joined me for a few songs, we held hands and warbled away; the fire making our eyes water and the camaraderie and happiness amongst the group making us both smile. 

This year will be different, but at least the people there don’t think I’m weird and sad. Most of them like me a lot. 

We park up and gather our stuff, trudging up the long path to the camp fire. Anyone can use it, but in all the years we’ve been coming, we’ve never clashed with another group. 

We hear everyone before we see them – a rush of voices, laughter, kid’s shouting. I know my mum will have prepped them all, that no one will mention Molly, but I’m still nervous. We went everywhere together – I still reach for her or turn to tell her something. I feel like part of me is missing. 

“Hey!” The calls start and Isaac shoves his stuff into my arms, and he’s gone. The younger kids run around, climb trees, build dens and find sticks for marshmallows. 

The men build up the fire and take charge of keeping it roaring away all evening. 

Everyone pitches in and so do I. And I feel the sadness slip away from me, the constant ache in my chest lifts – it really does. It’s like magic. I look around this group of people – all friends or family, and I grin. We range in age from a few weeks old, little Jacob, to over sixty and yet we have more in common than not. The biggest thing being that we think it’s important to gather here, every year, making a tradition out of nothing. Making family out of strangers.

When the music starts, guitars and voices blending to sing feel good songs from Delilah to Country roads, my eyes are streaming with tears. I don’t even try to stop them or wipe them away; I’m with people who love me and I can feel their sympathy and love as clearly as I can feel the heat from the fire. 
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FLETCHER JUMPS OUT of bed as soon as his alarm goes off. Being a witch makes his life so easy – he can do so many things by the flick of a hand, or a command in his head – and so he likes to challenge himself. 

He dresses in shorts and a t shirt, trainers and a hat. He grabs his water bottle and heads outside. He warms up and then runs. He runs every morning for ten miles, it takes him an hour and he always feels better for it. 

Then he runs home to change. He still has three hours before his first college lecture, and less than one day before he becomes the most important witch in the whole of the country. The head of all the supernatural creatures in Britain. He feels the panic build in him and closes his eyes. Shaking his head and refusing to allow it to escalate, he joins his family for breakfast.

His aunt Ember is cooking bacon and eggs. She wears the same thing every day – like a uniform – skin tight black jeans and a black t shirt, ridiculously high heels and blood red lipstick. He grins when she places a plate of food in front of him.  

“Coffee?”

He nods, his mouth full of bacon. 

“How was your run?”

He nods again, grinning, bacon grease running down his chin. “Good.”

She sits opposite him, her bright white hair glowing. “Looking forward to tonight?”

He looks up at her. He loves his aunt Ember, but she’s the complete opposite of his mother. His mum is warm and kind and gentle. Ember is sharp and calculated and unkind. “Yes.” He doesn’t elaborate; he would never share his doubts, insecurities and uncertainties with her. For one, she’d tease him mercilessly, and he’s not sure she wouldn’t exploit his fears to her own end. 

“Good.”

They are interrupted by Thea and Talia. Twins with different years of birth – Talia born on the 31st December, one minute to midnight, and Talia born on the 1st of January one minute after midnight. It’s so rare, it was in the paper. 

They are arguing, as they always are, and Fletcher finishes his food quickly. He loves his family, but he cannot stand the drama. They argue about anything and everything. If one likes something, the other won’t – just to be awkward. 

“Where are you going, chosen one?” 

Fletcher rolls his eyes and turns to face them. They are creepily identical. He still cannot see a single difference between them, and he’s pretty sure that Ember has lost track of which is which as well. Before they could talk and correct her, he’s sure Ember mixed them up more than once. Thea is probably really Talia, and Talia is probably Thea. 

He shakes his head. Does it even matter? They are so alike and so beautiful that they are the talk of his college, as they were the talk of their school before that. They love the attention; they’re as vain as their mother, and now they are arguing about what to wear for the ceremony. They haven’t grown out of dressing alike, and they love to fool people by switching places. 

“Down to the school.”

“Oh, you’re not still doing that?”

“You don’t have to be a saint.”

“So perfect all the time.”

“So good.” 

They grin at the word good and he shakes his head. His father taught him to be good – their mother taught them to be bad. They are not dark witches by any means, but they are also very far from good. 

“I like it.”

“Girls leave him alone. He’s like his father, always feeling like he has to atone for his birth right, whereas we recognise how lucky we are to have the powers and gifts we have. You go, Fletcher.” She waves her hand at him, shooing him out.

“It’s not atoning,” he protests. “It’s doing good because we can.”

“Anyone can do good – you’re not thought of any better for it.”

Fletcher shrugs and leaves them squabbling in the kitchen. He thinks she is wrong – he is better thought of because of all the good stuff he does. 

He still remembers the day his father sat him down and explained how lucky he was; how magic had given him an unfair advantage. It wasn’t his fault he had an unfair advantage, but he had it all the same. He told him to never forget that just as he didn’t choose to be a witch with powerfully magical parents, nobody got to choose their parents or the life they were born into. It was the luck of the draw – a king or a thief, a saint or a murderer, an honest man or a liar, you had no choice. But you did have a choice as to what you did with your life. Fletcher had been blessed with the easiest and luckiest of lives. Magic makes everything better and he must never forget that others aren’t so lucky. 

All through his life, his parents had modelled the behaviour they wanted him to emulate and it was in his blood now, part of who he was. He also liked who he was. It would be easy to be vain and lazy like his cousins and his aunt, using their magic to get everything done, never really trying – but never achieving anything either. It’s not how he wanted to live. 

It’s why he pushed himself physically and mentally and why he did so many good things. Just balancing out his life. 

He gets to his old school – no matter how much the twins take the mick out of him he’ll never stop helping out here. 

The children are waiting for him in the yard, grins covering their little faces despite the early morning. This little band of children get to school a half hour earlier every Monday and Friday to run their morning mile with him. It’s the school he went to, and these kids come from all sorts of families, and he loves being able to give something back. 

“Morning, Sir.”

“Fletcher.” No matter how often he tells them, they revert to habit – calling anyone older than they are, Sir or Miss. He laughs. “Ready?”

They all nod – they know the drill by now. They place their bags, coats and anything else under the shelter and then line up in a huddle. They never push, they never shove, and they are always smiling at the start of their mile and at the end of it too. 

He jogs slowly at the back of the group, calling out encouragement and cheering them all on. Running a mile isn’t a huge deal, but for some of these kids it’s the highlight of their week. Two days when Fletcher brings his positivity and happiness into their little corner of the world. 

They adore him.

At the end of the mile, they all cheer for themselves and for each other. He insists on it. “Remember,” he says to them as they gather up their stuff, “this isn’t about running – it’s about proving we can do anything we put our minds to.”

“Morning Fletcher.”

“Good morning Mrs. Adams.”

The head teacher smiles at him. “You’ve started something here. I’ve finally talked three other teachers in to manning the mornings you can’t come.”

“That’s great.”

“The difference between the kids who come to run and those who don’t is staggering. The ones who run start the school day in a good place – full of energy and fizz, wide awake and raring to go. It’s such a good initiative. Thanks Fletcher.”

He high fives all of the children as they line up and go inside and when he leaves, he feels great. That’s the other thing his father taught him: people assume doing good things for other people is selfless – but in truth it’s actually selfish, because the buzz you get out of it, is like nothing else. He feels on top of the world, ready to run home and grab his stuff for college. 

When he gets to the door, he can hear the twins and his aunt still arguing and gossiping, but now his mother has joined them. He goes in, kisses his mother’s cheek. She smells of perfume. “Morning.”

“Morning, love. How was school?”

“Good.” 

He goes upstairs before any of them can try to talk him out of doing it and gathers the things he needs. 

“Fletch?” His mum’s voice is tinged with concern.

“What’s wrong?”

“I’m just nervous about tonight I suppose. Making sure you’re okay.”

“I feel sick, mam. I wish I didn’t have to do it.”

“I wish you didn’t have to too. I wish your dad was still here.” She kisses his forehead – having to go on her tiptoes because he’s taller than she is. “He’d be proud of you, though.”

“You think? I worry I’m going to get it wrong, screw it up...”

“You won’t. I won’t let you. I’ll be right by your side – not just tonight – but all through your time as head witch.”

“Thanks mam. I love you.”

“I love you too my wonderful boy. And don’t let them girls – or Ember – talk you out of all the lovely things you do. They make you, you.”

They hug and he is quiet – quietly panicking, but he won’t show his mother how much he’s dreading tonight, how much he wishes he could just be a normal boy. 
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WHEN I WAKE UP MY HAIR smells of bonfire and it gives me a rush of happiness. I remember the words Sheelagh said to me as I climbed in the car: “Isn’t it the best and the worst thing that when someone dies, we have to carry on without them.”

I thought about her words the whole way home, until I was crying. Silently – I didn’t want to ruin our lovely night. Isaac had fallen asleep before we left the carpark, and my mum and dad were quietly chatting as we drove. 

She was so right it was frightening. It was the worst thing – I ached every day to see Molly again, to tell her something funny or sad, just to see her, and yet it is the best thing that life goes on. We can’t just stop and that’s when it hits me – that’s exactly what I’ve done. I’ve stopped. 

I stopped eleven months ago when Molly died.

I stopped taking care of myself. I stopped running. I stopped washing my hair. I even stopped brushing my teeth – much. I go through the motions, but I’ve stopped caring, I’ve stopped trying. I go through each day on automatic pilot, drifting along, observing and not participating. I have changed so much. 

I climb out of bed and look at myself in the mirror. I groan. I look as rough as I feel, but with Sheelagh’s words echoing in my mind I shower, wash my hair, brush my teeth, get dressed – not in black, and join my family for breakfast. 

I make porridge for me and Isaac, and boil the kettle for my parent’s coffee. 

“Last night was good, yeah?”

Isaac, bless him, looks gobsmacked that I’ve bothered talking to him and I laugh. “Sorry, Isey – I know I’ve been impossible since Molly died. I’m going to try to be better.”

“You’re still the best sister I’ve got.”

“Only sister.”

“Exactly.” He looks chuffed as he eats his porridge, drowned in honey, and I ruffle his hair. 

My mum and dad look as surprised to see me as Isaac did. I think it helps that I’m clean and fresh too. I feel embarrassed as I smile at my mum. Molly would have been so angry if she’d been around to see what a slob I’ve turned in to. No wonder everyone looks the other way when I walk through the common room. 

I’m determined to do better today. To act like a normal human instead of whatever it is I’ve been. 

“You look lovely, lovely.”

“Thanks mum. I’m going to walk in today – I’m not running late. I’ll do Miss Ledder’s makeup when I get home if that’s okay. I’m only in for a half day today.”

“Great. Thanks lovely.”

My dad opens his mouth and I know he’s going to protest – ask me to do it now – but my mother glares at him, and ushers me out of the door. 

I can hear her telling him off, but I don’t wait to hear what she says.

I’m feeling good for the first time in a long time – and looking better than I have for nearly a year. I walk along, singing quietly to myself, humming when other people go past, so I don’t look too weird. 

I get to college right on time and strut into my lesson with the kind of confident nonchalance I see other people achieve. Stephen grins at me – and I’m not sure if that means I’ve achieved it, or I look like a dick. I sit by him, feeling bad about my judgement on his manure smell. Looking at the pile of clothes on my bedroom floor this morning, the dirty clothes, that I wear every day, I realise that I haven’t exactly been a catch to sit by. 

I can actually feel my toes curl as I think about how gross I’ve been. Brushing your teeth just on Sundays is fine, right? Same underwear on for two days in a row is okay, yeah? Deodorant – what’s that? Just for vain, frivolous girls. I want to cry; my attitude has been awful. I can almost hear Molly: “Sort yourself out, girl. You’re beyond gross now.”

I’m ready to change and I’m hoping people will let me. 

How unforgiving can sixteen and seventeen year olds be, right?

I let my head drop to the desk. I am beyond saving. Teenagers are evil and horrible and nasty, and you should never let them see your weaknesses – they are like dogs, they can smell fear. I know this – I am a teenager. What have I done?

Stephen is looking at me like he’s actually scared of me, he even scrapes his chair over a bit, physically moving further away from me. 

I can’t help but laugh and then he looks really scared. “Sorry, I’m just feeling a bit odd.”

He nods, refusing to answer me and I realise how low I have come. We all have those kids we make fun of – those kids that everyone makes fun of, well Stephen, bless him, was one of those kids. All through school and now college – it was almost a sport to make fun of him. Never to his face, of course, only ever behind his back. As though that made us better than him. 

And now he is looking down on me – and it’s exactly what I need. Even without my almost yearlong meltdown, who do I think I am to judge and be unkind to anyone else. 

I feel ashamed, and then luckily the lesson begins, and I get to tune out from my own mortification and enjoy some historical wars and shit. 

I wait for everyone to leave – as always – and then head out. I’m going to be brave today. I’m going back to my own self, one step at a time. Instead of rushing through the common room and then waiting in an empty classroom for my next lesson to begin, I am going to get something from the vending machine, and sit amongst my peers.

I may well sit alone, but I can handle that. Hopefully the people who did used to like me – even if it was just for Molly’s sake – will see me trying and give me a break. It’s not what I would have done, Molly and I would have had the best time making fun of me. I’ve been an absolute loser.

But it stops. Now. 

I hold my head as high as I’m able – which isn’t very. Now I’m in here, I feel disgustingly claustrophobic. It’s a huge room, with tables and chairs all the way down both sides, and an archway through to even more seats.

Everyone is loud, laughing, joking, messing around. I used to be one of these kids – sitting in a group, safety in numbers, and now I’m alone. Like a target. I can feel all their eyes on me as I head to the vending machine. 

I can feel – or I think I can – the silence growing as people look at me, whisper about me, nudge each other about me. 

Are they impressed at least that I’m clean, or taking the mick – like I would have?

Ooh, karma – I’ve heard of you but never experienced you until now. I don’t love it. 

I have to buy something now – or I’ll look even more stupid than I feel – but I won’t try to find a seat. I will retreat. Retreat. Retreat. Before they attack.

I choose a chocolate bar and press the button. I press it again, but nothing happens. I press it again. Forcefully. 

I hear a laugh. Are they laughing at me? I’m not even going to look. I do not need it confirmed. 

I knee the machine, trying to get my chocolate to budge – but it refuses to move. I can feel tears swimming in my eyes, and I can’t see. This is horrific. 

I can hear more laughter, the noise rising again, and I’m about to leave, when I feel someone standing beside me. 

It’s Thomas – one of Molly’s old boyfriends. He smiles at me, kindly and I am crying even more. “Let me help you.”

I wipe my eyes. “Thank you so much. Stupid machine.” I hear myself laugh – a ridiculous noise that doesn’t even sound like me. 

He knocks the button with the heel of his palm, at the same time as kneeing the machine, and I hear the chocolate clatter down. Thomas bends down to grab it. 

Relief floods through me and my legs go a little wobbly. I’m so chuffed that I washed my hair this morning and put makeup on. I smile up at Thomas, my saviour, and he grins, turns to face the room, and then slips my chocolate into his pocket. 

The roar of laughter is immediate and immense, and I figure out what’s happened a second too late. He only helped me to take the mick out of me and steal my chocolate. I’m the butt of a common room wide joke and I feel sick. I am crying, blushing to my toes, and wishing I could disappear. 

As I rush out of the room, I am still crying, mortified and swearing under my breath that I won’t ever come back to this stupid college and these stupid teenagers.
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FLETCHER WATCHES THE joke go down, waits for Thomas to re-join his group, and then clips him round the head. “Dick. What did you do that for?”

“Come on. That was so funny.”

“Lighten up Fletcher.”

“Wish you’d thought of it?”

Fletcher shakes his head and holds out his hand. He doesn’t need magic to get Thomas to hand over the bar. He is well regarded enough among his peers, that he knows Thomas will give it to him – but he would have used magic, if he’d had to. Thomas is whingeing, and the group is protesting, but he gives the chocolate to Fletcher. 

“Cover for me. Tell Mr James I’ve been sick.”

“Shut up – you’re not going after her?”

“She’s such a loser.”

Fletcher ignores them and leaves the common room. She is a bit of a loser from what he can remember of her – he thinks her best friend died last year – but as always, his father is his compass. His father would have helped her. 

By the time he gets outside he’s lost her, but he knows where she lives; her father buried his father. He’ll give her time to get home, then he’ll take it to her. 

He takes his time walking to the funeral home. He usually does everything at one speed – fast, but he doesn’t want to beat her home, it would only worry her parents. 

He calls in the little village shop and buys a bottle of water and then sits to check his phone for ten minutes. He can’t wait forever so he goes up to the front door and rings the bell. 

Her father answers, his face a mask of dignified sympathy as always, but he smiles when he recognises Fletcher. “How are you, young man? Tell me you don’t need my services today?”

Fletcher quickly shakes his head. “No, thankfully. I’ve come to see your daughter.”

“Ellis?” 

Fletcher is so glad her father mentions her name; he couldn’t remember it. He nods. 

“Come in.”

He sits Fletcher in a beautifully furnished room and goes to get Ellis. Fletcher looks around while he waits. It’s strange being back in here, the last time had been the saddest day of his life. His father’s funeral. 

“Hi?” Ellis is standing awkwardly by her father, the fact that she’s been crying clear to Fletcher, but maybe not to her dad. 

“Right, I’ll leave you to it.” He rushes off and Ellis stays where she is, standing in the doorway, wringing her hands together, a blush colouring her tear stained face. 

He feels so sorry for her. She looks mortified and strangely vulnerable.

“What do you want?” Her voice is harsh, accusing, defensive, and Fletcher feels flustered. He reaches for his bag, opens the zip and spills the contents all over the floor, including her chocolate. 

He drops to his knees, trying to gather everything together and back into his bag. She humphs but joins him; she is aware of how many grieving families pass through the doors each day, and she won’t let them come into this mess. 

She spots the chocolate bar, touches it, then pulls her fingers back as though she’s been burnt or stung. She pauses, looks up at him. “Why did you bring it back to me? I don’t want it.” Tears fill her eyes again and he reaches out, touches her arm. “No don’t cry. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you.”

She shakes her head, refusing to look up, then wipes her eyes. She feels as though something heavy is pressing on her neck; she cannot look up; she cannot bear to see the pity on his face again. “Um, thanks.” Her voice is a squeak. “You can go now.”

“Ellis.” He places his hand, so gently, under her chin, that she has to lift her head. Their faces are so close, he can see the ring of green around her brown eyes, see them fill with tears. He wipes a tear away with his thumb. “Thomas is a douche. Ignore him. Nobody thinks he’s funny.”

“They do. I heard them laugh.”

He shrugs. “For a minute. They’ll have forgotten about it by Monday.”

She shakes her head and he removes his hand. “I’m never going back.”

“Don’t say that. He’s not worth it.”

“I’m so embarrassed.” She’s crying again, and Fletcher feels so sorry for her. He scoots closer to her, on his knees, and hugs her. He allows his magic to envelop her, to make her feel better, to make her forget how excruciatingly embarrassing her day had turned out to be. He pulls back, wipes her tears away and smiles. “Feel better?”

She nods. She’s not sure how but she does feel better. “Thank you.”

“It’s nothing. Eat this and forget about college till Monday.” He presses the chocolate into her hand. 

She shakes her head again, but he interrupts her. “Look for me Monday morning. I’ll walk in with you.”

She looks unsure but he takes her hand. “Don’t leave me waiting.”

Eventually she answers. “I won’t?”

“Promise!” He grins and lets himself out of the door, pleased with himself for cheering the poor girl up.

Half way home, he’s shaking his head. Why did he offer to meet her on Monday morning? There was something so sad and delicate about her in that moment, it was like he wasn’t thinking straight. She’d looked so forlorn, then he’d remembered that her best friend was dead, which made him remember how his father was dead, and all of a sudden he was being even nicer than normal.

The twins would go wild if they knew what he’d done today; they would never let him forget it. But he knows he’s done the right thing. It’s only one morning. He’ll survive. 

And by then he’ll be invested as the most important person in the supernatural community. He’s dreading the ceremony, the fuss and drama. But witches love it; there’s nothing he can do. He’ll wear whatever cloak his mother prefers, and he’ll get through it. And then he’ll be in charge. He knows his mother will look after him, but it’s a huge burden for a seventeen year old to bear. 

What if he isn’t very good at it? What if people don’t like having such a young leader? All the insecurities come to the fore and he runs the rest of the way home. Running always helps him shake off a bad mood, a worried mood, or a why-did-you-offer-to-rescue-Ellis mood. 

As soon as he walks inside, he can tell that the twins already know about his rescue mission, and he knows they are going to roast him for it. He’s laughing as he puts his hands up to ward off an attack. “Easy. I was just being nice.”

“You’re always being nice.”

“Don’t you get bored?”

“Isn’t it too nice to be nice?”

“Don’t you ever just want to be mean?”

“Don’t you ever want to be the bad guy?”

He lets them rant – half of their fun isn’t in his reply, but in having a go in the first place. He doesn’t feel so nice now, he wouldn’t mind slapping their supercilious little faces. 

“What’s her name anyway?”

“Ellis. I felt really sorry for her. She’s sweet.”

Talia makes a sick face and Thea groans. “Sweet?”

“You know that’s an insult to a girl, right?”

“Yeah. Girls don’t want to be sweet.”

“They want to be sexy.”

“Or sassy.”

“Or sporty.”

“Clever.”

“Funny.”

“Pretty.”

“Gorgeous.”

“Anything other than sweet.”

“Thanks girls, I’ll bear that in mind.”

“You should.”

“So, looking forward to tomorrow?”

“Or technically tonight?”

They switch so quickly he gets dizzy sometimes, and he grins at them. They are family, and as much as they annoy him, he loves them. 

Tonight. 

As the clock strikes midnight – cliché, but the witches love it – hundreds of thousands of members of the magical community will gather in the forest to watch him be invested with the power, knowledge, magic and wisdom of all the species. 

It’s going to be hard for him not to throw up.

“Do we know if the Richards have arrived yet?” Thea says. “Do we know if Caleb is coming?”

“I assume so – we really hit it off last time.”

“Only because he thought I was you.”

Talia laughs and the two girls scurry off to worry about boys. 

Fletcher can remember Caleb, a nice witch from Scotland. After tonight, he’ll be in charge of him. And everyone else. 

It will be so strange. 

“Hiya lovely. College okay today?”

Fletcher nods. His mum asks him every day and every day it’s the same answer. 

“I heard what you did.”

He rolls his eyes – his mother hears everything, knows everything, sees everything. Even when she’s nowhere around. It makes teenage rebellion a non-starter. Maybe that’s why he’s such a good guy?

“You know it was the right thing?”

“I always do the right thing, mam. I just don’t think anybody appreciates it.”

“Oh, they will when you’re in charge. Don’t you think they’ll want fair treatment and kindness then – when it’s their neck in the noose?”

He shrugs. He supposes so, but he can’t help but feel like a bit of a wuss. 

She ruffles his hair. “Don’t worry lovely. It’ll all come right. After tonight.”
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EVEN THOUGH HE’S GONE, I answer him. “Promise.”

I touch my hand, where his skin touched mine and my stomach flips.  I know Fletcher, everyone does. He’s one of those – popular, sporty, clever, universally adored, which makes me not like him very much. I always scoffed when Molly would harp on about him, and how handsome and nice he was, but now I think I want his babies. 

I shake my head, ridiculous. He only brought me a bar of chocolate for crying out loud. That I paid for. It doesn’t take much to impress me, does it? 

I stomp through to the mortuary and sit on the stool close to Miss Leddon’s dead head. She’s looking lovely. I’m really good at doing makeup now – sometimes they don’t even look dead when I’ve finished with them. It makes me proud, and it makes their families happy, which is everything we stand for here. And it helps me forget Fletcher. Stupid, kind Fletcher. And stupid, horrible, cringe-making Thomas. 

Once I’m done, I line three coffins with the correct coloured silks, and tick my work off the board. I phone a family to collect ashes when they are ready, and I switch on the engraving machine. 

I have seven nameplates to make up and it shouldn’t take me too long. 

I picture his face so close to mine. He’s got the bluest eyes, the thickest eyelashes, quite unruly eyebrows. His floppy brownish blondish hair is a delight. 

A delight. Really?

I shake my head at my own ridiculousness and start engraving. 

As soon as I’ve made one, I drill it straight onto the correct coffin lid. 

It doesn’t take me long and I’m on to the last one. 

My father pokes his head around. “How are you doing?” 

“Yeah – loads done, all marked off, so you know where you are.”

“Thanks, love.”

He doesn’t leave and I know he’s going to ask about Fletcher.

I still remember the day of his father’s funeral. I stayed out of the way, I’m very much behind the scenes anyway – especially since Molly died and I stopped washing so much – but I would never intrude on anyone’s grief. I remember standing behind a pillar, just watching him come in with his mother and the rest of his family. He didn’t look like the golden boy, the best looking, most popular boy, he looked young. Like a little boy. Frightened, scared and sad. I wanted to reach out and touch him then, which surprised me, as I’ve always felt he was a bit of a big head, but that day he was a little boy mourning the loss of his father. I ducked out of the way before he saw me, but I stopped slagging him off to Molly after that. I still didn’t fancy him like everyone else, but I wasn’t mean. 

“What did Fletcher want?”

“Nothing. Just a college thing.”

My dad nods approvingly. “He’s a nice young man. Nice family.”

I can’t help but snort and he looks so alarmed that I pretend to cough. Fletcher might not be so bad with his delightful hair, but his family? The worst. Okay so I don’t know his mother or his aunt, but his cousins? Creepy as fudge for a start: twins, literally nothing to differentiate between the two, and beautiful – of course – it must be in their genes, but so odd. They are the horriblest of all things horrible. They look down their pretty noses at everything and everyone. And they still dress identically – like toddlers, not teenagers. 

There is nothing more creepy than seeing the two of them standing watching you, identical hair, identical faces, identical clothes, identical expressions of insanity on their lovely faces. I reckon they kill people in their spare time. Or at least think about it. 

And they keep trophies.

Urgh. 

I hate them.

And although I’ve never spoken to them in my life, I think the feeling is mutual. 

I frown – I have no concrete reason to base my dislike of them on. Weird. 

I try and stick up for myself by thinking that everyone hates me for no good reason, too, but then I remember my lack of cleanliness that they might have endured for almost a year, as well as the obvious disdain I feel for everyone around me that isn’t Molly, and I realise what an idiot I have been. 

Sheelagh’s words echo in my head again – damn her common sense, kindness and wisdom. I say the words out loud. “Isn’t it the best and the worst thing that when someone dies, we have to carry on without them.”

My mum must have told her all about my moping – okay maybe moping is an understatement – and asked her to talk some sense to me. 

It’s worked. I feel embarrassed as I think of all the stupid things I’ve said and done since my best friend died. All the friends I’ve blown off. All the excuses I’ve made and generally just how horrible I’ve been. 

It’s like watching a film of the most obnoxious and immature girl ever known and I’m crying again. I wanted today to be the day I turned things around. Obviously, that didn’t go so well, but I did get to see Fletcher’s delightful hair up close.

I think I’m losing my mind.

I will get through the weekend, and then I will meet him on Monday morning, go into college with my head held high and make permanent changes to my attitude and my life.

I am feeling strong again when I go back inside the house proper. Although it doesn’t always feel like it, there is a clear separation between the funeral home part of our house and the bit we all live in. I can hear Isaac and my mum chattering, but they go silent as the door closes behind me. 

My dad pops out of the lounge. He looks weird. 

“Are you okay, dad? Looking like you might be having a stroke there?”

He rolls his eyes at my sarcastic question and beckons me forward. 

My mum and brother look like they might burst and I’m suspicious as I look at the three of them. My birthday was last week, it’s not Christmas and I don’t think we’ve won the lottery, so I don’t know why they are being so creepy.

“What?”

My brother cannot hold it in any more. “Mammy and daddy got you a dog to cheer you up. Look.”

As he lets the cat out of the bag, my mum shifts and lets the dog out from behind her.

“You’ve been down for so long, we thought that maybe having a little dog to love might cheer you up. A belated birthday present, if you like.”

I have frozen. I have wanted a dog all my life and I have always been told no. I cannot believe this little ball of cuteness might be mine. 

“She’s a sausage dog.”

“I love her. Is she really mine?”

“Well, ours.” Isaac butts in. “But yeah,” he concedes because of the look my mother gives him.

I am crying with happiness, and relief, and embarrassment about my awful day, and it all spills out until I am snivelling all over the poor little puppy. She fits in my hand, she’s so small. 

“What are you going to call her?”

“Poison Ivy?” Isaac begs but I shake my head.

This little puppy is so adorable and I know exactly what I want to call her. I have dreamed of having a dog for so long, I have had a name planned for years. 

I hold her up and gently wave a paw at my family. “This is Macaroon, everybody.”
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FLETCHER IS SURE HE’S going to be sick, it’s pitch black outside, almost eleven o clock and time to head over to the forest. He feels like an idiot in his cloak – and he’s so glad that it’s dark. It’s nowhere near Halloween and he can’t think of any excuse he could give if he was to run into any of his mates. 

His mother is a rush of nerves and last-minute panic attacks. Ember is calm. “Sis, relax. Everything is in hand. All the senior families are there now, making a magic circle, putting protections in place. William is looking after the representatives for the vamps, shifters and fairies. All we have to do is arrive. And look pretty.”

Elodie sighs. “Really? What about the marquees, and the food and the-”

“All done.” 

They had been pretty clever with the organisation of this, and Ember wouldn’t stop reminding everyone that it had been her idea. The forest where the ceremony will take place is just off a huge park with an old castle, acres of forests and lakes, as well as modern holiday cabins and chalets, two minutes from their home. Ember booked the whole place – at a cost of thousands, reduced to hundreds, when she spelled the woman making up the invoice – and they have the run of it until Sunday morning. 

The witches make up the majority of the group, with vampires, shifters and fairies in a smaller number, and they’re only there because the magic Fletcher is being invested with covers their species too. 

It’s a whole lot of history which is so convoluted and complex that Fletcher often zoned out when he was being taught all about it, but he does know that he’ll be in charge of all magical creatures in the whole of Britain – not just witches. 

The ceremony will be over by quarter past midnight on the Saturday morning and then they intend to party until the Sunday morning. 

Well everyone except Fletcher does. He’s not sure what he’ll do or how he’ll feel. He’s so nervous he cannot imagine getting through the ceremony without it going wrong yet. 

“Ready?” The twins often talk in unison and he’s still not used to it, but he nods. They look beautiful and he wishes their insides matched their outsides. They think he’s a wuss for being too nice, but he thinks that they are like rotten apples, shiny and lovely to look at but bad and maggoty on the inside. He doesn’t think the girls have ever done one good thing in their whole lives. And they are only a year younger than him. They would be a force to be reckoned with if they decided to use their charms for good instead of being spiteful and vindictive. He knows that most of the girls in their village are petrified of them, not just the girls, truth be told. 

Ember joins them. “My beauties.” She kisses each of their heads in turn and then faces Fletcher. She looks amazing – she always does; he knows loads of his friends fancy her, and she doesn’t do anything to stop them. In fact, she actively encourages them. She has changed out of her habitual black tonight and she’s wearing a bright red dress. “My boy. I’m so proud of you. Your father would be so proud of you.”

“He would,” Elodie says, joining them. She looks so lovely that Fletcher feels a lump in his throat. She’s never been as glamorous as her sister, and since his dad’s death she’s shrunk even further into herself. He knows how nervous she feels about tonight, about the scope of the event and how many eyes will be on her.

Ember, on the other hand, thrives on it. 

“It’s time to go.” Elodie is going to drive them there – they live close but can’t walk the streets at this time of the night all dressed up without arousing some suspicions – and they have the biggest cabin to stay the night in. She will probably sleep; she’s not sure if anyone else will.  

As sad as it makes her feel, their community has been waiting, since his father’s death, for Fletcher to turn seventeen so he could become head witch. The excitement amongst them is feverish – she’s already been informed of two girls who Fletcher might like to marry; whose families are willing. That made her laugh. Her little boy is as ready for marriage as he is to be the head witch. 

She takes his hand, giving him some of her strength, sharing her magic with him. 

They pull up outside the castle, and a young witch takes the car off them. He bows reverently when he sees Fletcher, and Fletcher feels ridiculous. He clutches his cloak around him like a layer of protection and they head off, almost like a royal procession, into the thick of the forest. 

The hundreds of thousands of witches cannot all get a good view of the ceremony of course, so they are littered around, some with blankets, others with tents, enjoying the atmosphere, regardless. The celebrating has already begun for them and many are drunk already. 

“Are the protections definitely in place?” Elodie will always find something to worry about.

Ember nods, but shoots a spark of fire upwards to prove it. It hits an invisible ceiling and fizzles out. Elodie smiles. “Good.” 

“Sis, please. There is nothing to worry about. Everything is in place. From the smallest detail to the largest.” 

Elodie gasps. “Is Lincoln here?” She had forgotten to check if the head witch from America had arrived to perform the ceremony. It has to be done by someone of the same standing. The different countries never get involved with each other, apart from for this. It’s a friendly favour, a nice little holiday. 

“Yes. Of course he’s here.” 

“No need to snap. I’m just worried. Sorry. I don’t want anything to go wrong for Fletcher.”

“It won’t.”

They weave through the throngs of people, all happy and chattering – this is a big day in their social calendar. Families who live apart are having mini reunions, and the party atmosphere is absolute. 

Thea and Talia strut through the groups of people as though they are famous, whereas Fletcher can feel himself shrinking with each step. He’d really like to disappear. He’d really like to be in one of these tents, watching the drama unfold, enjoying himself at someone else’s expense. 

His mother holds his hand even tighter and he’s glad. He has a flash of memory from his father’s funeral. She held onto his hand all of that day too. 

“I’m scared.” It’s only a whisper but she hears him.

“I know my lovely but you’ll be just fine. This is in your blood, you know. You were born to do this. Maybe not so soon, maybe not so young, but you were always going to follow in your father’s footsteps.”

He knows she’s right and her words give him courage. He can walk a little taller, he does feel a little prouder. 

They finally get to the clearing where the most important attendees have set up their camps – folding chairs, blankets, picnic rugs – and the fire already burning. 

Lincoln greets them, his arms wide open, face beaming. It’s a lovely job for him to do. He wishes the boy was older, as he’s sure he does too, but there’s nothing that can be done. He’s seventeen – the youngest that a head witch can be – and so the day has come. He’s wearing his fanciest cloak and thoroughly enjoying his role in this. 

He nods at Fletcher who nods back, unable to speak suddenly. 

Elodie, Ember and the twins take seats and leave Fletcher to stand by the fire by himself. 

Lincoln takes his hands. “You’ll be fine, boy, just fine.”

Fletcher smiles, but he knows the fear is showing on his face. 

“I’m just going to amplify our voices so everyone can hear us. Is that okay?”

Like he has a choice. There’d be a mutiny if they couldn’t hear it – some of them are already grumbling that they don’t get to see it. 

“Are you ready? Anything you want to ask or say before our words are no longer private?”

Fletcher shakes his head, no. He’s not sure he’ll be able to say anything. There’s a thick wad of fear in his throat that he cannot swallow down no matter how hard he tries. 

This ceremony is everything – the pressure, duty and expectations that have been placed on him since his father’s death all come to fruition here tonight. 

He will never be the same, he will never be plain old Fletcher again. He will be head witch until the day he dies. 

It’s a lot to take in. 

Lincoln uses his magic quickly and quietly to amplify their voices and then he speaks. 

“Ladies, gentlemen, boys and girls, we have finally arrived at this wondrous day. We can put our uncertainty aside and trust Fletcher to lead us onwards.”

The boom of cheering and clapping is deafening, and Fletcher cannot help but laugh and relax. Just a little bit.  
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MACAROON IS THE CUTEST thing I have ever seen, and I have to take her outside in the cold to wee one last time before she goes in her cage to sleep. I feel mean putting her in a cage, but apparently it’s the best way to train her. 

I wrap my coat around me, and pop her down on the grass. I hope she just wees, I don’t fancy scooping her poop in the dark. 

She waddles away, and I watch her, full of happiness. I’m so pleased – and a tiny bit guilty – that my melancholy has resulted in this delicious present. 

I perch on the bench and let her do her business, maybe she’s shy, so I ignore her a bit, let her wander over to the fence. Then I see her duck under it and out into the lane. 

“Damn it – Macaroon!” I daren’t go and ask for help in case my parents take her off me. I am a neglectful mother, indeed. But she’s got pretty short legs and I’m sure I can catch her. I spot her in the lane and run after her. “Come here little lady. I’ll ground you.” I’m quite amused by myself until she runs behind the stone wall and into the grounds of Margam Park. If I can’t catch her before she gets to the trees, she could get lost. I put the light on my phone and chase after her. “Macaroon!” She probably doesn’t even know her name yet, daft dog, so she’s not listening.  

She’s not too far ahead of me – but this isn’t fun. It’s almost midnight and-

Weird. I watch her hit something and bounce backwards. There’s nothing there that I can see, and she’s unperturbed, but I have never seen anything like it. She keeps walking in the other direction. I run to where I spotted her bounce, and I can feel something. This is ridiculous. I’ve got one eye on her and one on the blank space in front of me. It looks like thin air, but I can feel something. Almost like an invisible bouncy castle. I keep my hand on it and follow her at the same time. 

I must be sleep deprived or losing my mind. I can definitely feel something under my hand but there is nothing there. I cannot see a thing. I feel a tingle of unease. Something is wrong. It’s late and dark and I’m on my own, apart from a wayward sausage dog who doesn’t know her own name.

“Macaroon. Please!” 

She pauses for a minute and I run towards her, ready to grab her and go home, but she vanishes. I rub my eyes – I know what I have seen but I do not trust myself. I am only a few steps behind her, so I push against the invisible bouncy castle until I feel a gap. I slip through and spot her, she’s running now. 

And then I pause. I am no longer alone in the forest chasing my dog. I am in the forest surrounded by people and flood lights, and tents, and weirdly nobody notices me. There must be hundreds of people here, thousands. The noise is deafening – but there’s definitely a happy vibe here. I don’t feel scared or threatened. Just confused. 

“Cute dog,” someone says, and I smile, raising a hand in thanks, or greeting, or confusion. I’m not really sure.  

Then Macaroon speeds up and I chase her again. I thread between groups of people, coloured tents, wondering what on earth they all are doing here. Is it an outdoor cinema screening maybe? They’ve done that here before, my brother came with his friends to watch a film, but it rained, and they all got fed up and left. 

I look around, there aren’t any screens, just reams and reams and reams of people. 

Suddenly a voice booms out of nowhere and I jump. I flatten myself against a tree. This is odd. 

“Ladies and gentlemen.”

Okay so I relax a bit – it’s definitely some sort of event. Probably private. Probably somewhere I shouldn’t be. I call Macaroon again and get glared at by a woman, who is weirdly, dressed as a witch. It’s not Halloween and nobody else is dressed up. Maybe she’s crazy. I smile and make a ‘sorry’ sort of face and rush after Macaroon.

She’s a fast little thing for a sausage, and I am weaving further and further, deeper and deeper into the woods. I still cannot believe how many people there are crammed into this place. I’ve been here hundreds of times for food festivals and live music events, ghost tours, and kayaking on the lake; I have never seen it so busy.

No one is paying me much attention, which is good, because I do not want to get in trouble. 

“Thank you for joining us on this most auspicious night.”

I jump out of my skin again, the voice is so loud, but I still can’t see who it belongs to – and usually the events are out in the open, facing a makeshift stage. Everyone is looking inwards, facing the thickest part of the forest. If Macaroon carries on scurrying away from me on her tiny little legs, I’ll end up right in the middle of whatever this is, anyway. 

“Macaroon!” She’s certainly not an obedient sausage either. I’m getting thoroughly fed up now, and my voice is sharper than I intend. 

A young girl turns to me. “Good idea – using the dog as a decoy to get closer. Wish I’d thought of that.” She looks glum and I smile because I have no idea what she’s on about. It’s a weird mix of ages and types for a convention too – usually you get one type of person, the geeks, or the gamers, or the film buffs or the foodies. This seems more eclectic as weird night time gatherings in forests go. 

“Welcome to you all – young and old, from near and far, and from our friends from different species. Thank you.”

I’m sure he just said friends from different species. Is it an animal convention, or a farming thing?

I am getting closer to the action anyway – I can hear the boom of his voice, but his actual voice too.

Why would farmers or vets be meeting in the middle of the night. Ooh, unless they are protestors of some sort, setting up illegal stings.

I think the night air is going to my head. I almost have her when I make another grab, and then I pause. 

And so does she.

We have come to a clearing and there are hundreds and hundreds of chairs, set in circles, all facing inwards, facing a fire, and two figures who I can’t make out.

I break out into a sweat, remembering the woman dressed as a witch. I’ve stumbled upon a devil worshiping group – that has to be it. Or a sacrificial rite. Shoot, I need to grab Macaroon before they do. Before they put her on a slab, split her open and use her fresh blood to thank their dark gods. 

“Macaroon!” I hiss and take a step towards her, but she’s off. 

“I use my magic, my power, my wisdom, and my position to pass the baton from father to son.”

Crikey – definitely a dodgy ceremony of some sort. Luckily everyone is at least fully clothed.

“Step in front of me boy.”

I am getting closer. Macaroon will not listen to me. And if she makes it through the night – if she’s not sacrificed instead of a goat, I’m going to be giving her a good telling off. 

“Take this blessing. Take this curse.”

Curse! This isn’t funny anymore. I feel uneasy, and people are noticing me now, nudging each other and muttering. I’m interrupting something very special to them. The creeps. 

I am near the fire now and I can see an older man in a cloak and what seems to be a younger boy with his back to me. He looks a bit familiar but-

“Macaroon!” She’s gone again and I can’t let her get sacrificed. I chase her and as though she can feel my fear – which of course she can, dogs are cleverer than humans – she bolts closer to the fire side scene. 

I barrel now, shoving a few chairs out of the way. I ignore the shouts of indignation and run towards her. She shoots between the two figures and I follow her.

“With my power I invest you!”

BANG!

Something hits me and I’m on the floor. 

BOOM!

My whole body quivers and shakes and I think they might have tasered me. They are definitely going to kill me or cook me or eat me. I scream.

WHOOSH!

Multi coloured sparks shoot out of my body turning the air around me electric. Blue. Pink. Purple. I can see the air change colour and I’m fizzing, buzzing, humming from head to toe. 

The boy turns around and, it can’t be?

Fletcher?

“Fletcher?”
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FLETCHER LOOKS AT HIS mother, who is looking at him, the same expression on her face as absolutely everybody else he can see – and he can hardly see because his vision is swimming – pure, unadulterated horror. 

What the hell has just happened? What did they just see?

The four women rush over and form a huddle around the girl on the floor.

“Is she dead?”

“No. She’s breathing. Mam, she’s from our village.”

“Oh, she’s the funeral director’s daughter.” Ember recognises her.

“Yes, she’s also in our college.”

“What the hell is she doing here?”

“How the hell did she get in here?”

Lincoln has sunk onto a chair and is mopping his brow with his cloak. Thank goodness he has the presence of mind to undo his voice amplifier. “What have I done? What have I done? What have I done?”

Elodie pats his arm. “She’s alive. You haven’t done anything. Give her a second and she’ll wake up.”

The wretched angst and horror on his face grow. “Elodie!” His tone is sharp, and they all turn to him. “I’m not worried that I might have killed her. I’m worried that I have just invested her as the head witch of all the supernatural creatures in Britain. Bring her parents forward – why didn’t they tell her to stay seated like everyone else.”

The blood drains from Elodie’s face, from all of their faces. “Lincoln, she’s not a witch.”

“What do you mean, she’s not a witch. Don’t tell me she’s a vampire? A shifter? Fairy? Which one?” 

Fletcher steps forward. “None of those things. She’s just a girl, a human girl, from our village.”

Lincoln shrieks and collapses even further into his chair, his head shaking from side to side, his whole body shuddering. “No! No, no, no, no, tell me it’s not true.”

Elodie looks grave. “I’m afraid it is true.”

“What can we do?” Ember’s voice is sharp, people are pushing forward, trying to see what’s happened. 

He lifts his hands, openly sobbing. “Absolutely nothing.”

“Of course we can do something. We’re witches, Lincoln.”

“Which is why this investment is infallible. You can’t just undo it, you can’t just remove the magic, or alter it.”

“All magic can be changed – that’s the point.”

“Not this. This is meddle-proof, tamper-proof, supposed to be idiot-proof.” He’s wailing like a big baby and they block him out of their huddle. He’s no use to anyone now. 

“What do we do?” Elodie’s voice is mournful.

Ember turns and grabs Lincoln. “Come here. Turn on your voice thing again – say it’s done. Say congratulations Fletcher. Say it’s time to party. In the confusion we’ll get her the hell out of here. Back to the cabin.”

Elodie nods, glad her sister has a cool head in a crisis. 

Lincoln does as he’s told, and though his tone is far from joyful, the well-oiled witches don’t seem to notice. The cheer that goes up is deafening and in the chaos that ensues they get to work.

Ember nods to Fletcher and they each grab an arm to hoick Ellis up. Then Ember turns to her sister. “Spell them.” She gestures with her head to the people sitting closest who saw everything, but still seem confused as to what’s happened. They cannot know how disastrously wrong this ceremony has gone. 

“Thea – bring him. Talia – bring the dog.”

None of them notice the tall blonde woman watching from the other side of the fire, her sharp eyes taking in every detail and every word.

Ember puts a bubble spell around them, shielding them from sight, and they walk the long way back to the cabin, away from the revellers and the fireworks and the drunken dancing. 

They do not speak; none of them can think of a single word to say. They can only hope that the panic and fear has made Lincoln exaggerate the hopelessness of their position, and that there is something they can do. Otherwise Ellis, the accidental witch, is the most powerful person in the whole of Britain.

They bundle inside the cabin and then stand, shell shocked and speechless about what has just happened. 

“How the hell did she get through the protections?” Elodie asks. 

Nobody answers; nobody knows.  

Thea’s voice is small. “There must have been a gap in the circle.” 

“Well that’s bloody obvious.” Ember snaps. 

“She asked. I-”

“I think it was rhetorical.”

Thea starts crying, and Talia goes to her side and hugs her.

The silence takes over again, thick, nasty and oppressive. 

This cannot have happened. It’s impossible. Human people don’t just wander into witch gatherings, and they definitely don’t wander into secret witch ceremonies. And they certainly don’t get turned into chief bloody witches.  

Lincoln is sitting stock still, apart from his hands which are pleating and un-pleating the folds of his cloak. He is muttering to himself, tears coursing down his cheeks. 

Elodie has one hand on Fletcher’s shoulder, one hand on her own heart. “I think I’m going to die. I think I’m actually going to die. Seriously, I can’t handle this. I can’t... I don’t... I’m not.” She stops talking, shaking her head, unable to form a coherent sentence. 

Ember is pacing, her red dress swishing as she moves. If she wasn’t in the most awful predicament, she’d be enjoying how lovely she looked as it swirled around her knees.

Nobody can think of a single thing to say; there is nothing to say. This has gone from the most important and exciting night of their lives, to the worst and most damaging thing that could have happened. 

Ellis is laying on the floor, unconscious but alive, and twitching every now and then from the newly minted magic that is flowing through her human blood. With every breath she takes, a tiny puff of coloured smoke unfurls from her slightly open mouth, and if it wasn’t catastrophic it would actually be quite funny.

Nobody looks at anybody else; the pain and panic on their faces is too scary. This is worse than frightening; this is a breach of security like their world has never had before. 

Elodie pats Fletcher and goes to kneel in front of Lincoln. She has to take charge – she is Fletcher’s mother, and she is responsible. “Lincoln listen to me. Nobody else is here, nobody else can hear us.”

He looks at her, but she can tell he’s not seeing her. Elodie sighs, crosses the room and slaps him. The sharp sting startles him into alertness. “Yes?”

“Lincoln – this human girl has just been invested. We need to do something. We need to know what to do. There must be a reversal we can do, or a shifting spell or something, anything that will work to undo this. Please?”

His eyes fill with tears again, wetting his cheeks and the bereft expression on his face tells them everything they need to know. “You cannot undo this, or change it, or alter it. It is not normal magic. It’s special.”

“Well, we can’t just let this accident take over.” This from Ember, spitting fury with every word.

“We have no choice.”

“What happens if we kill her?”

This makes everyone in the room – even Thea and Talia – gasp out loud.

“Ember!”

“What? Don’t act like none of you thought the same thing.”

Elodie stands up in front of Ellis. “I won’t allow this. Do no harm, Ember – you are not a dark witch.”

“It wouldn’t make a difference. She cannot be killed by another witch.”

They all turn to Lincoln. “And if she is killed by another, the power goes to them. The one way – the only way – you could end this disaster is to give your power to one of the other species.

They all bristle. “Well, there’s no way we’re doing that.”

“We’ll just have to...” Elodie cannot finish her sentence. She does not know what to say. 

Fletcher takes a step towards Ellis – he suddenly feels sorry for her, protective of her. Thank goodness she doesn’t know that a bunch of witches are plotting her death. “We will handle it. We will manage it. We will do what we can and try to figure out something more permanent as we go along.” He holds a hand up. “I know you say the only way is to get a vampire or shifter or fairy to kill her – but there is so much magic that we do not use and do not know. If we go back far enough, to the allegiance even, we may find something – in our history books, in our spell books. 

Lincoln shrugs and Fletcher takes his hand. 

“In the meantime, do you promise to not speak of this to anyone?”

“Oh, believe me I do not want anyone to know what I just did.”

“We cannot risk the other species finding out what’s happened. That I’m not in charge. Blood bond?”

“Blood bond.”

They split their skin and mingle their blood while Elodie says the magical words that bind them in this secret. 

And then they all turn as Ellis groans and sits up.
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OOH MY HEAD HURTS. Like really hurts. And when I open my eyes it hurts, so I shut them, and I’m not sure if I’m going to faint, or if I have fainted. I feel weird. Not just a bit weird, like really weird. My bed feels too hard, and I can’t remember anything, I can’t think, I can’t.

I open my eyes again and hold them open, to let my eyes adjust to the light. It’s strange that I fell asleep with the light on...

I must be sleeping, or in hospital, or dead. There are people I don’t recognise looking at me. 

An old man, who is crying, and clutching his heart, no one I know. 

A woman with a concerned expression on her face. Maybe a kindly nurse.

A similar looking woman to the first, but with white hair in a pixie cut, who looks angry. At me?

I look around, pain still filling my head as I turn it and see three people I recognise.

The creepy twins from college. And Fletcher, with his delightful hair. 

I shift position and my vision swims. Fletcher drops down in front of me, takes my hands, and I am so confused that I start crying. 

I was in my house and now I am here – where? – and I’m not sure how I got here.

“Ellis? Can you hear me.”

I nod, still crying. 

“You’re okay. You’ve had a bump to the head. You blacked out, but you’re okay.”

I nod. That’s good to know. But I don’t feel okay. I feel...I shrug and close my eyes.

“Ellis!” Fletcher again, his voice sharp. If I’ve hurt myself why is he being so mean? I open my eyes again but I’m pouting.

“Christ!” The pixie cut witch swears and pokes her head closer, examining me like I’m a bug or something. She rolls her eyes and clacks away on ridiculously high, high heels. 

“Guys, why don’t you give us some space? Let me talk to Ellis?”

“And say what?” Pixie cut asks; her voice icy with fury. I have no idea why she’s so cross, and I don’t feel well enough to ask.

“The truth.”

“What?” More than one voice exclaims, and the shrillness has me reaching for my ears, covering them up. 

“We have to. There’s nothing else we can do.”

There is silence and then some grumbling and then some nodding. “Just don’t let her go anywhere.” This sounds like a threat from the nicer looking woman who I think might be Fletcher’s mum. I recognise her from the funeral. And pixie cut must be his aunt. And maybe his mum’s not so nice after all. My head hurts trying to figure out why they all seem cross with me.

There’s a bark and I turn my head too quickly. “Macaroon!”

She comes bounding over to me and then I remember.

Running through the forest, chasing Macaroon, seeing a ceremony – a devil worshipping or if not, at least as dodgy, ceremony of some sort or other.

Fear must have coloured my face because Fletcher looks alarmed. I stand up, seeing stars, but keeping my feet solidly on the ground, refusing to fall and be sacrificed. “Let me go. I won’t tell anyone. I promise. Don’t hurt me. Don’t kill me.”

“What’s she on about now? The bang to the head has turned her loopy.”

“I saw – in the forest, I saw the ceremony. Devil worshippers!”

Pixie cut bursts out laughing, and for such an angry looking woman it’s the most pleasant sound. I smile, despite myself. 

She nods at Fletcher, and they all file out of the room. “Yes, you need to talk to her.”

There’s only the two of us and Macaroon now, and I’m so scared that I must say his hair does not look delightful anymore. It looks quite menacing. 

“Ellis. You’re going to want to freak out when I tell you this. You won’t believe me, and it’ll sound ridiculous. But I’ll show you it’s true and I’ll show you it’s okay. Can you trust me on this?”

I shrug. 

I’m not loving this; I have to admit. 

His face is so close to mine, and his features are etched with concern. I can see the fuzz along his jawline, and the weirdly unruly eyebrows. He has the longest eyelashes, and the nicest smile. His teeth are so white. His hair flops over one eye, no longer menacing, but delightful again, and I nod. 

Who am I kidding? He’s too handsome to be a devil worshipper.

I hope.

He takes a deep breath, I can see him swallow, see his Adam’s apple bob, and I, suddenly, desperately want to touch him. He takes hold of my hand, and I hope it’s not too sweaty. It’s been a rough night. 

Macaroon has fallen asleep in the crook of my other arm and I’m a bit stuck. 

“Ellis. What you saw tonight wasn’t anything bad, it wasn’t a sacrifice, or anything dodgy, but it was a secret. It has to be.”

He’s watching me closely, waiting for a reaction, but I just nod. I do believe him if he says it wasn’t dodgy, I think.

“So what was it, then? Ooh, a secret society.”

“Ellis, shh. Let me explain.” He smiles at me, and I am quiet. “Just give me a minute. I’ve never had to tell anybody this. I don’t know how to say it, so you’ll believe me – so you’ll understand.”

He’s still holding my hand, and I’m very aware of it. “Just tell me. I promise to listen. To not freak out.”

He nods and smiles and again I’m struck by how good-looking he is. 

“Okay. Ellis. I’m a witch.”

I smile, my expression still, waiting for the punchline, or the trick, or the real explanation.

“You don’t believe me, of course, listen. Witches are not just Halloween costumes, or legends from years gone by, or teenage girls trying to make black magic in their bedrooms. Witches are real, magic is real, I’m real.”

He pulls my hand up to his body, and covers it, so my hand is flat against his chest. I can feel his heart beating, perfectly normally, just like mine. “I’m a real person, alive, like you, yes?”

I am too dumbfounded to be touching him that I don’t answer.

“Yes?” He prompts me and I nod, extremely flustered, and yet still touching him. “Now watch.”

I watch – I cannot take my eyes off him, or my hand off him. 

He lets go of my hand, but I don’t remove it from his chest, his beating heart, and he doesn’t seem to notice. He holds his hand out, right in front of my face and mutters something I can’t hear. A ball of light appears in his hand, not in his hand, just floating above his hand, not quite touching him, but quite clearly there. I move back, waking Macaroon and not even noticing at first. “What is it?”

“Just light. Just to show you. Watch.” He swirls his finger around and the ball of light starts to spin, faster and faster, brighter and brighter. It’s mesmerising to watch. He closes his fist; the ball disappears. 

My heart is pounding. I cannot explain what I have just seen, but my brain wants to rationalise it. “I-”

He shakes his head and I am silent. “Watch.”

This time when he opens his palm and mutters, instead of a ball of glowing light, there is a bird there. I rub my eyes and laugh. I still want to argue with what I’m seeing with my own eyes. “You’re a magician?”

He shakes his head, jumps up, opens the door, and lets the bird fly free.

I am silent. I pull my knees up to my chest and hug them. A witch? 

“So, you’re a wizard?”

He laughs and shakes his head. “No. I’m a witch. Wizards are for stories; this is real life.”

Real life? I am questioning that concept a little.

“I’m a witch and the ceremony you saw, was me being invested, in my father’s place, as the head witch of the whole of Britain. 

I am impressed. “Wow, so there are a lot of you?”

“About five percent of humans aren’t really humans.”

“Five percent of the population are witches?”

He shakes his head, a smile tugging the corner of his mouth. “Not just witches. Shifters – like werewolves, but they can actually shift into anything, even other people, vampires and fairies.”

I shake my head. Weirdly, the witch thing I could believe, but Tinkerbell? Tinker – hell, no. “No way!”

“I can’t prove that to you, not right now, but it’s true.” He looks so vulnerable and I feel a thrill. I am the only person – human – he’s ever told his secret to. 
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“OKAY, I BELIEVE YOU.” She concedes and Fletcher breathes a sigh of relief. “So, you’re in charge. That must be pretty scary?” She still has her knees tucked into her chest, a strange look on her face, and he feels so sorry for her. She’s had a weird night, a crack to the head, a fright, and he’s about to make her night even worse. 

“It is, well, it would be, but...”

He takes a deep breath, and another. “Ellis – the ceremony didn’t go as planned.”

“Because I interrupted it?” She looks aghast. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t mean to, can you do it again? What about all those people – were they all witches, or some vampires too? – will they come back to watch it again?”

He shakes his head. “So, when you interrupted-” he uses her word. “The ceremony, you sort of got caught in the magic – in the way – and so, it didn’t make me head of all supernatural beings, it made you.” 

“It made me what?”

He can’t help but smile. She really has no idea. “Ellis. You are the head of all supernatural beings in Britain. You! You ran through the middle, got in the way, and got hit with the magic that was meant for me.” 

She shakes her head. “That’s ridiculous and also impossible. I’m not a witch.”

“You are now.”

He steps closer to her, and despite his panic at telling her this, he is very aware of the smell of her, strawberries and apple, and the heat from her body. He takes her hand, unfurls the clenched fist and smooths it flat. He looks at her, faces close. “Say light and look at your hand.”

She nods. “Light.”

They both scream and jump apart as a flash of light explodes from her hand, sending sparks of bright white heat flying around the room. The door bangs open and his mother and aunt rush in with the twins trailing behind. 

“Fletcher! What’s happening?”

“I told her. That’s all.”

Elodie raises a hand, and all the tiny sparks of light shoot towards her. She makes a fist and it vanishes. “So where did the explosion come from?”

“I was showing her-”

Ember tuts and sighs and clips him around the ear. “Showing her! She’s an accident. A newly hatched witch – an accidently hatched witch. Don’t show her anything.”

“She could have killed you both!” Elodie grabs her boy and hugs him close.

Ellis frowns. “I’m sorry I-”

They all turn and shush her – even Fletcher.

“Hey!” At the word bright green sparks fly out of her fingertips and Macaroon barks with fright.

They all take a step back, including Ellis. “What was that?”

She looks scared. Elodie looks ashamed now, and takes the girl by her shoulders, leads her to a seat. “You’ve had a shock. You’re a witch now, lovely. Those sparks were because you feel angry.”

Ellis stares down at her hands, and Ember rolls her eyes. “Hey, accident! You’ll have to learn to control yourself.”

Elodie glares at her sister. “Really? That was so helpful. Why don’t you take the girls home, and Lincoln, and leave this to me and Fletcher?”

“Fine!” She doesn’t even try to argue, just gestures with a turn of her head, and the girls follow her. Talia comes back and takes Lincoln’s elbow, leading him out of the cabin.

“Accident?”

“Ignore my sister. She was expelled from charm school. Listen-” She looks at Fletcher because she cannot remember the girl’s name.

He mouths the word, Ellis.

Elodie smiles her thanks at him. “Ellis. I know this is strange and scary and confusing. We were all born witches, we learned how to manage our powers at the same time we learned to walk and talk and pee on a toilet. This is going to be hard for you, but I promise we will help you. Me and Fletcher, probably not my sister, but the girls too.”

Ellis looks petrified. “I’m scared.”

“I know lovely. Truth be told, so are we. Our existence is a nationally guarded secret. Only the Queen knows about us. Humans don’t know about us, can’t know about us.”

“The Queen? Really?”

Elodie nods. “Yes. What happened tonight should never have happened, but until we can fix it or sort it or figure out how to undo it, we’ll help you and sort it out.”

“Really?”

“Really. Right, Fletcher, this girl has a home to go to and parents who might be wondering where she is, can you take her please? I’ll go back to the house and sort out Lincoln. Send him on his way. And have a word with my sweet and lovely sister. Thank goodness it’s the weekend, it gives us a bit more time. Ellis, can you come to ours in the morning? At about nine?”

She nods but doesn’t speak. She’s peering at her hands, worry colouring her face. Fletcher takes one of her hands and she flinches, pulls away.

“You can’t hurt me.”

“Are you sure?”

He nods and takes her hand. “See?”

She allows herself to be led out of the cabin and stands where she’s put, while Fletcher goes back inside to talk to his mum and grab Macaroon. Elodie shakes her head, the expression on her face sombre. “Fletcher, I have no idea if this is going to be okay. The only good thing is that Lincoln made the blood bond, so the others won’t find out. We’d have an even bigger problem on our hands otherwise. Take her home, reassure her. She seems very sweet, but she has no idea what she’s gotten herself into. Here-” She hands him the dog.  

“Can’t we spell her? So she doesn’t accidently spark off and set her house on fire.”

Elodie shakes her head, no. “Fletcher – we can’t do anything to her – she is more powerful than any one of us, than all of us put together. She has no idea of how to control her magic, but she has more of it than any of us.”

He is stunned into silence and goes outside with the dog. Ellis hasn’t moved. She looks strange, like she’s seen something or heard something awful and can’t stop replaying it in her head. “Hey.” It takes her a few seconds to turn and she is crying. “Hey, don’t cry.”

He steps closer to her, touches her back, pats her, a bit awkwardly. 

She shakes her head. “I’m fine. Just a bit...” She trails off and he nods. What can she say? He completely understands where she’s coming from and why she’s so upset and out of sorts. She’s gone from not knowing witches exist to being the most powerful one. 

Fletcher wipes her tears away from her cheeks with his thumb. “Let’s go.”

They walk around the outskirts of the forest, staying well away from the revellers, and the booming music. 

“I can’t believe all this is going on here and nobody knows.”

“We spell the whole place. No one can hear anything or see anything. We still don’t know how you got in. There should have been a protective circle around the whole place.”

“I could feel that. Macaroon ran away and I chased her, but then I saw her bounce back from thin air. There was nothing there, but I could feel something. It was like a bouncy castle. Really weird. I kept following her and then she vanished. I ran to where I saw her last and found myself surrounded by people.”

He shakes his head. “Rookie mistake. Someone left a gap. Probably a young witch, not so experienced.”

“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to steal your magic thing.”

“It’s not your fault, it’s whoever cocked up the magic circle. But it doesn’t matter, anyway. It’s done now.”

She looks sad and scared and he takes her hand again, trying to send comfort her way.

She looks up at him when his hand touches hers, and he feels goose bumps cover his arms. She smiles and he smiles back. How is this girl – this sad girl in charge of everything, every one of the magical creatures in Britain? It doesn’t make sense, it can’t be true, and yet it is.

“Here it is,” Fletcher says, reaching out and touching the magic circle of protection. “You’re right. It does feel like a bouncy castle. I’ve never noticed that before.”

She smiles up at him and he makes a gap big enough for the both of them. 

Once they are outside of it, he closes the gap, keeping the rest of the witches safe while they celebrate his new position.

They are quiet the rest of the way to her house. He feels really awkward. Before yesterday he had never even spoken to her. 

“Thank you for bringing me home. And thank you for bringing me my chocolate earlier, well, yesterday I suppose.”

“It’s fine. Not a problem.”

“I’m scared. What if I hurt someone in my family?”

“You won’t. Just stay calm and very still. Don’t flap your arms around too much, don’t-”

“Ellis!”

They both turn at the voices calling out from the house. It’s her parents, looking half mad with worry.

Fletcher smiles and tries to look as wholesome as possible. He lets go of her hand.

“Where have you been, we couldn’t find you.”

“I went to lock up and you were gone.”

Fletcher holds out Macaroon as an explanation; he can see that Ellis is afraid to speak or move in case she puts some kind of spell on her parents.

“Macaroon ran away. Ellis was chasing him, and I found her, down by the park.”

“Ah thank you so much. Ellis, are you okay?”

She manages to nod, and Fletcher breathes a sigh of relief. He pats her shoulder and whispers to her, “see you in the morning.”
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MY MUM AND DAD LOOK as worried as I feel. 

I’m a witch?

I kiss them both, apologise and tuck Macaroon into my dad’s hands.

I rush upstairs. I’m almost at the top, when my mum calls: “Ellis, what happened to your hair?”

I touch my hair and I can feel straight away that my normally sleek and well behaved hair is not sleek any more. I can feel frizzy, crazy curls: all the sleekness of my hair is gone. “Must have been the rain,” I call and run away before she calls me back, before she inspects me too closely, before she sees that something is different about me, because mums know everything.

Well, she can’t know this.

I lock my bedroom door and check the time on my phone. It’s almost two a.m., no wonder my mum and dad were worried. I set an alarm for eight, and then I cross over the room to my mirror. 

My hair is wild. I shake my head. I must be a witch! I’m always trying to curl my hair but within minutes it’s poker straight again. I give it a flick, I love it.

Then I sit cross-legged on my bed. 

I hold out my hands – I want to test my new powers; this magic Fletcher says I have. I know I have it, I saw it, but I’m scared.

Is it mine, or was it a trick?

Why would they trick me, why would anyone lie about what I’ve just been told?

How does this magic thing work, then? Fletcher didn’t have a wand. I didn’t use a wand. But I almost set the cabin on fire.

I need to be careful, but I can’t resist.

Do I just think things or say things?

I hold out my hands. They look just the same as they ever did. Long nails, glitter nail varnish, a ring shaped like a crown – Molly had an identical one. 

How do I get my magic to work? I don’t want a bird in my room, or to set the place on fire. What’s a nice, safe, word I can say to test myself?

I peer intently at my hand and think the word chocolate. 

There’s no noise, but I can feel a shift in the air, maybe even a subtle change in temperature, and there’s chocolate in my hand. Just one square of milk chocolate, sitting on my palm, when it wasn’t there before.

I squeal, and wriggle. This is amazing!

I nibble a tiny bit of the corner of it, just in case – maybe magic chocolate isn’t real chocolate. 

It is real chocolate. 

I do it again. “More chocolate.” This time I get a whole bar, and I squeal again. I cannot help it. How do these witches ever get anything done?

I don’t eat it, I put it on my bedside table. “Pepsi.” Suddenly my hand is soaking wet, as Pepsi pours from thin air. I laugh despite the mess, and jump up to get a towel, I catch my foot on my blanket and fall to the floor with a thud. I see magic hasn’t made me less clumsy. Yet!

“Can of Pepsi.” I have to clutch hold of it, because a can has appeared out of nowhere. I open it and drink it – it’s ice cold. 

I know that Fletcher and his family aren’t happy about what’s happened, but I am! I’m a witch, a real witch. I wish Molly was here to see this. I shiver imagining the fun we’d have, the trouble we’d get into. 

I wonder...

I pause and shake my head. I almost started a fire today; I cannot try to conjure up my dead best friend. Not yet.

But I am determined to ask Fletcher if he’ll help me. 

Back to my magic. What else can I do? Money. I wonder if I can conjure up money. I imagine a five-pound note and there it is in my hands. It feels the same as a proper one – then I laugh. Witches must be taught a lot of self control through their lives – they aren’t all rolling in money, eating magic chocolate all day long. I think of Fletcher and the evil twins – I would never have guessed that they were witches, or supernatural in any way. 

I mean, they’re a good looking bunch, and clever, good at sports, popular...

It hits me then – they obviously don’t use their magic to make themselves the richest people in the land – or maybe they do but they keep their wealth hidden away – but it does make their lives easier, better, just with the day to day things. 

I’ll reckon I’ll keep my wealth hidden away. 

I add another fiver, and another one, until I have a hundred pounds in my hands.

The clothes I could buy with all this.

Then I shake my head. They don’t need loads of money because they magic up everything they want.

I imagine some shoes. Nothing too fancy. Just some Vans. 

They are in my hands. I actually jump up and down. I am so excited about this. I cannot help myself. 

I magic up shoes, skirts, jewellery, makeup, more food, DVDs, an iPad. This is so much fun, and completely irresistible. If anyone walked into my room right now, they’d assume I’d been on a shoplifting spree.

I sober up, looking at all of the stuff I have magicked up. 

I have been on a shoplifting spree really. I haven’t paid for any of it. Where did it come from?

Have I magicked it from a shop to my bedroom or is it a figment of my imagination? Have I conjured it from thin air and soon it will go back there?

I’m so confused and annoyed with Fletcher. Why didn’t he tell me more about my magic, about being a witch? 

Are there parameters, limits, penalties? Am I going to be thrown into witch jail for stealing? I have no idea how to undo any of it, so I pile all my new things up in the corner of the room and lay in bed, blanket pulled up to my chin.

I’ll ask Fletcher tomorrow. He’ll know what to do.

Then comes another worry.

What if I magic in my sleep?

Should I try to stay awake?

I’m so nervous that I suddenly feel sick. New witches should get a mentor. I’m going to suggest that tomorrow too.  

Then I sit up again, switch on my lamp and look around the room. I am a witch. Me, Ellis! 

It’s the most amazing and fantastic and wonderful and ridiculous and crazy and outlandish thing to ever happen. And it’s happened to me.

I must be the luckiest girl in the world.

I can conjure chocolate out of thin air – that’s the dream, right there!

I do it again, just to prove that I can and laugh out loud. 

What else can I do? How will I ever sleep again?

I run to the window, open the curtains and look out. 

The sky is a blanket of black. I add stars, shooting stars, raining confetti – I like confetti. I add birds, eagles. Ooh, I wonder if I can conjure up something that isn’t real – like a unicorn or a dragon. 

My toes are actually curling with the excitement of it all. 

Then I stop myself. It’s awfully hard, but I stop myself and go back to my bed. One of the reasons witches stay low key is so that they don’t get found out. So they don’t get hurt.

If my parents came into my room right now, there’s no way they’d believe my story. They’d think I was insane – they’d take me to the doctor. Even if I showed them some magic, their logical brains would discount it.

I need to calm down.

I’m getting far too carried away.

I need to sleep, and then tomorrow I can ask Fletcher a million questions. 

Fletcher. No wonder he’s so handsome, no wonder everyone fancies him. I actually feel a bit cheated. Would I think his hair was delightful if he wasn’t a witch?
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FLETCHER OPENS THE door, hoping, but knowing there’s no chance, that everyone’s gone to bed and he won’t have to relive this horrible mess.

In fact, he can hear them before he sees them – same as always, but this time it’s not squabbling, teasing, gossiping, laughing, there is a serious tone to the voices, hurried whispers, panic.

He joins them in the kitchen. 

His mother is stirring a pan of food and comes to hug him. “Did she get home okay – no magical mishaps?”

He shakes his head. “She’s fine. Her mum and dad were waiting for her, they were worried.”

“Did she say how she got in? How she got through the protections?” This from Ember. 

“There was a gap – the dog got through it.”

“Bloody dog.”

“It’s not the dog’s fault.”

Ember humphs, and takes a spoonful from the pan. She tastes it and nods. “Lovely, sis.”

“What is it, mam?”

“Toffee.”

Fletcher nods, pleased. His mother is always making sweet things. She passes him a spoonful and he tastes it.

“So what now? Has Lincoln left?”

Elodie nods. “He was in quite the rush. I think he feels responsible.”

Ember is filled with fury and she has nobody to take it out on. She stamps her foot. “This is a travesty. That’s what it is. We should be celebrating now, drinking, dancing, enjoying ourselves, with Fletcher in charge. Instead, this stupid, pointless, plain girl is in charge. This accident.”

“She’s not an accident and she’s not plain. She’s just normal. And sad. Her best friend died.”

Ember glares at him. She is not the sympathetic kind. 

The twins glare at him too. “She is plain.” They speak in unison.

Fletcher rolls his eyes. He can’t be bothered to argue about Ellis. “So what do we do?”

Elodie sits down. “We really don’t know. We’ve tried Woogling it.” 

Fletcher nods, witch Google was handy for so many things but apparently not this. 

“I didn’t think you’d be able to Woogle it.”

“We thought it was worth a try.”

“No, we didn’t – we’re just petrified. This cannot be happening. A girl – a human girl – is in charge. If she had any idea of the power she wields... it’s frightening to even think of it.” Ember clutches at her heart, like she might have a heart attack any minute. 

Elodie pours the hot toffee on to a tray and puts it to one side to cool. Even in the midst of a crisis, she cooks.

Fletcher smiles, maybe everything will be okay. “She’s coming in the morning. She’ll probably have a lot of questions.”

“I don’t care!” Ember shrieks. “Can’t you understand? Elly, stop cooking, Fletcher, stop blathering. A human girl is in charge – a human girl. This isn’t the time to cook or worry about her questions. I’d like to murder her or lock her in a cupboard until we figure this out, so she can’t do anything stupid in the meantime. What if she tells someone, what if she-”

“What’s that?” 

Ember whips her head around to glare at Thea, daring to interrupt her, when she sees it too. Out of the kitchen window, the sky is alight with stars, shooting stars, confetti?

“What the hell is she doing?”

“We don’t know that it’s her.”

“Of course it is.”

“Go and get her. Now.”

“I can’t. Her parents would freak out. They were probably about to phone the police earlier – she was out till 2 o clock in the morning.”

“I really don’t care. Elodie tell him.”

Elodie nods and touches Fletcher’s arm. “You’ll have to. She can’t be allowed to do this. Someone’s going to see. If they haven’t already.”

“Girls, go with him.”

“No!” Fletcher’s voice is harsh. “I’ll go – I’m not taking those two.”

Thea and Talia protest but Ember raises a hand. They are instantly contrite. 

“Fletcher – you’ll have to spell the house, so none of them wake up. We need to keep her here until she understands the severity of the situation – before she does anything else.”

“Can you do it?” His mum asks him, and he nods. 

“I won’t be long.”

“You better not be.” Ember is snarling now, and he quickly ducks outside.

He’s cursing as he walks up the hill to fetch Ellis. None of this is his fault. They should have known that she would test her magic – who wouldn’t? They’ve had it all their lives; it’s not a novelty to them. 

Confetti is still swirling in the air as he approaches her house. He’s sure he can tell which her room is – the only window with a light on. He can only imagine the fun she’s been having. 

This is the scariest thing that has ever happened to him, his family or his species as a whole, but for her it’s literally magical. He can’t help but smile. He can remember being young, making silly magic; it was the best way to entertain himself, and when he was with the twins, he knows – because his mother and aunt tell them all the time – they had been little monsters, causing so much magical trouble that the neighbours often had to be spelled to forget about the weird and wonderful things they’d seen.

He looks up at what he thinks is her window and magically calls her. His voice will sound as though it is in the room with her: “Ellis. I’m outside. Let me in.”

She comes to the window and opens it, peering down. “What?” Her voice is a whisper.

“Let me in.”

She disappears from sight, and the window closes. Hopefully she can tell from the tone of his voice that he’s not messing around. 

Less than a minute later the front door opens. “You have to be quiet.”

He shakes his head and stands in the doorway. He touches the walls on either side of him and mutters something Ellis cannot hear. He feels a shift in temperature and knows he’s done the spell right. 

“ELLIS!” He shouts at the top of his lungs and there is silence. He does it again. No one has heard.

“You’ve put a spell on my family?”

He nods. 

“Rude.”

He grins and then catches himself – he must make her realise how serious this is. She looks cute – she’s wearing a Disney onesie and her hair looks different to how he remembers. She looks young and vulnerable – not like the most powerful witch in the whole country. 

“Take me upstairs.”

She hesitates for a second, a funny look on her face and he frowns. “What’s wrong?”

She shakes her head, seeming to snap out of a reverie and then nods for him to follow her. 

She seems awkward when she opens her bedroom door and then he sees why. She’s been ‘shopping’. 

“Ellis!”

“What? I’m a seventeen year old girl.  Of course I was going to shop.”

He laughs, examining the pile of boxes and bags. 

“You’ve spent a fortune.”

She shakes her head, blushing. “I had to test my magic, and there was nobody to ask what I’m allowed or not allowed to do. I got over excited.”

“Just a bit.”

She shrugs and pulls the covers tidy on her bed, so they’ve got somewhere to sit. 

“We shouldn’t have let you come home. This is much too new for you to handle on your own.”

“I think so.” Suddenly her eyes fill with tears, and Fletcher shifts closer to her, takes her in his arms. “I’m scared.” Her words are muffled by his shoulder.

He cannot help but feel sorry for her, protective of her. 

He pulls back so he can see her. She looks bashful and he smiles, wiping her tears away. “You’re bound to be scared. We should have kept you with us. This is huge for us, but for you too.”

“Is it bad for you? Have I put you and your family in danger?”

“No – but maybe confetti rain isn’t the best idea.”

She laughs. “Sorry – I just got so excited. I couldn’t help myself. How do you get anything done?”

“It’s not exciting to me anymore. I’ve been a witch all my life. I don’t play with my magic anymore.”

Ellis looks down at her lap, but he puts a finger under her chin, lifting her face up to meet his. “I don’t blame you; it was funny. My aunt’s face!”

“Oh don’t! I bet she’s furious with me.”

“She looks scarier than she is. None of us are cross with you, but we weren’t thinking straight, sending you home. Come home with me.”

She nods. “I need to change.”

He nods, looking again at her cute onesie.

She raises an eyebrow at him, and he coughs, embarrassed. “Sorry, I’ll wait outside for you.”

He shuts her bedroom door and leans against it for a second, listening to her humming as she gets ready. He’s smiling as he walks downstairs, everything has changed, everything has gone wrong, and yet he feels weirdly happy. 
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HE SHUTS THE DOOR AND I almost faint. I look in the mirror and I’m as flushed as I thought I was. 

I’m half mortified that he saw my confetti rain, and my cache of ‘shopping’ and half excited that I’ve seen him again, that he’s been in my house, been in my bedroom, sat on my bed. 

My heart is actually pounding loud enough that I can hear it. He is the most gorgeous boy. And he’s waiting downstairs for me. And he’s seen me in my onesie. 

Now I’m blushing again. Why wasn’t I wearing something sophisticated. Maybe because I don’t own anything sophisticated. 

I take a breath – it’s too late to worry now – he’s seen my ridiculous shopping and he’s seen my ridiculous onesie. 

And he’s waiting downstairs for me. 

And he’s spelled my family. 

And I’m a witch. 

I sit on the bed, feeling dizzy all of a sudden from it. 

Everything has changed. 

Everything is different.

I’m not Ellis anymore.

I’m Ellis – the witch. 

And Fletcher is waiting downstairs for me. 

I freeze. I cannot move. I cannot think. I cannot comprehend the changes I’ve gone through. I could change my parent’s life forever – giving them all the money in the world, so they didn’t have to work so hard. I could change the world for everyone who lives in it. 

There’s a knock at the door. “Are you okay?”

Fletcher. 

I don’t answer. I can’t. 

He knocks again. “Are you decent? I’m coming in.”

Again, I don’t answer. 

There’s a beat of hesitation and Fletcher comes in. He rushes over to kneel in front of me, concern written all over his face. He’s so close to me that I can see the freckles on his skin, the spot on his cheek, the length of his eyelashes. “Ellis?”

When he talks, I can feel his breath on my face; I can smell his chewing gum. 

He touches my arm; my bare skin and I get goose bumps. “Ellis?”

He moves away and although I don’t move, I follow him with my eyes. He grabs my coat off the back of the door and some shoes. He puts the shoes on my feet and puts his arm around my shoulder, helping me to my feet. “Ellis? I think you’re in shock. I’m taking you home. Your family won’t know. They’ll be spelled until I come back.”

I don’t answer, just nod. 

He puts my coat on me, like I’m a child and then he takes my hand. 

I allow myself to be led out of my bedroom, out of my house, and down the hill, to his house. 

Inside, he stands me next to a table, pulls out a chair and helps me to sit. Then he disappears.

I still cannot move. I am paralysed by fear, worry, stress, anxiety, any other word that means feeling completely out of my depth and helpless. 

Fletcher comes in and sits beside me, he reaches out and touches my shoulder. “Ellis, my mum is here.”

His mum sits the other side of me. I see her but don’t look at her. I can hear her though. “Fletcher – I think she’s gone into shock. What did you say to her?”

“Nothing!”

“You’ve scared her.”

“I didn’t scare her. She likes me.”

My head snaps up at that and I look at him. He’s looking at me. What does he mean by like? Does he mean like, like or just like? He smiles and asks me if I want a drink. I nod. 

“Fletcher, there’s some pep in the fridge.”

I don’t know what pep is, but when I drink it, I feel instantly better. It’s delicious and warming. Aware now, feeling more like myself, I look around the room. 

It’s a huge family room – with a kitchen, this table and two huge sofas. It’s warm and clean, with pictures on the wall, and blankets on the sofas. 

“Better?” This from Fletcher’s mum. I nod. “What was that drink?”

“My special brew. Do you want more?”

I nod again. Fletcher refills my cup.

“It’s full of good stuff, healthy ingredients and just a tiny bit of witchcraft – guaranteed to make the drinker feel instantly better, no matter what the trouble. Now, we weren’t really fair on you earlier, and I hope you’ll forgive me.”

I nod. “Of course.” I answer before she thinks I can’t speak at all. 

She’s really pretty, with much softer features than her sister. Her voice is kind. 

“Fletcher explained what happened, what we are?”

I nod. “Yes.”

“But it’s a lot to take in, I’m sure. I think that’s why you went into shock. It shouldn’t happen again, but in case – when you do go home, I’ll bottle up some pep for you. Fletcher – did you spell the house?”

He nods and she turns back to me. “That just means that nothing will wake your family tonight. They won’t be disturbed and find you missing, again. It’s not harmful.”

I didn’t think it could have been, but it’s nice to be reassured. 

“So, we’re all in a bit of a pickle. We just need to figure out how to get out of it. That’s down to us, nothing for you to worry about. In the meantime, your magic...”

“I’m sorry about the confetti, and the shopping, but-”

She holds a hand up to stop me, and I bite my lip.

“Ellis, don’t worry – I completely understand – who wouldn’t have wanted to experiment? We should have kept you here, explained everything a bit better, supported you. We were in shock ourselves. But, it’s really important that you understand why we don’t go wild with our magic.”

I nod, I know why, I was just being silly and irresponsible. 

“We cannot afford to be found out. Can you imagine how a witch might be exploited if a human knew they could magic money out of thin air? We do have witches who have gone mad with money – but then they learn quite quickly that it doesn’t make them happy. We also have an agreement and understanding with the Queen – she is the only human in Britain who knows about us, except you. We have to live in this country without disrupting it. We have agreed not to magic money or possessions but to work for them – the same as the humans have to.”

I feel like crying. I feel so stupid, and shallow. It’s like she can read my thoughts.

“Ellis – you aren’t the first teenage witch to go on a mad spree. Don’t think I haven’t found those two girls out there with piles of chocolate and makeup they haven’t bought. It’s something that each family figures out, and there are some rules that are always bent a little bit. But we are very careful not to be caught – not to draw attention to ourselves.”

I am so embarrassed and yet she’s being very nice about it. She’s not being unkind or sarcastic, but I’m sure she’s still thinking about my confetti rain. 

“I’m very sorry. I know you’ll say it’s okay, but it’s not – I got carried away and I wasn’t being fair on you lot.”

She’s beaming. “Would you like some toffee? I made it earlier?”

I grin and she potters around, bringing over a feast on a tray. “It’s a source of pride for me – I can conjure up anything, but it never tastes as good as what I can make myself.”

There is a clear jug of pep, a glass full of ice, toffees on a plate, as well as little sweet and savoury pastries. “Please eat. I’ll go and tell the others that we’ve sorted everything out.”

“Please apologise to them, too.”

She waves my words away and bustles off. 

“She’s lovely, your mum.”

Fletcher nods. “She is. She can be steely when she needs to – but she’s much gentler than my aunt.”

“I’m scared of her.”

“We’re all scared of her, but she’s not that bad – not really.”

He laughs at my unconvinced expression and pats my hand. “Honest.”

He grabs some food and I touch my hand, where he touched me. It’s an unconscious gesture, and then I realise what I’m doing, and cough, embarrassed. What’s the matter with me? It’s like I’ve never been around a good looking boy before. 

And I have.

I pour myself some more pep and take a drink, watching him. What is it about him? He grins at me and I take a big drink, choke and then cough again. I shake my head and feel myself blush. I’m acting like a right idiot and I need to rein it in. 

I take a toffee and refuse to look at him for a while. 

The door opens and my stomach flips. Fletcher’s mother is smiling, but trailing behind her, her sister, and the evil twins are not. 

The three of them look ready to murder me. The twins sit and his aunt leans against the counter. She’s changed into pyjamas, but still looks ridiculously glamourous. “I’m Ember. Fletcher’s aunt. I gather you know the girls?”

I nod. I can feel the girls staring at me, and I daren’t look at them. Instead I keep my eyes down and pull at the skin by my fingernails. 

Then they talk about me like I’m not here, which I suppose I may as well not be. I have no idea what to do. I might have caused this – accidently – but I have no idea how to fix it. 

I had no idea witches or vampires or shifters or fairies were real – I thought they were just characters from books and films, but apparently not. 

And now I’m a witch as well.

How the hell am I supposed to process this? 

Ember keeps calling me the accident and I’m trying not to bristle. I don’t want to set off some angry magic, but she’s so rude. 

Fletcher is sticking up for me, and every now and then I risk looking at him. I wonder if we would have witch babies or human ones. Then I feel myself blush and I refuse to look at him again. 

I’m caught in an embarrassing thought loop, and then I hear my name, followed by a long pause. I look up, and they are all staring at me. “Sorry?” I have tuned out completely from this conversation – unable to follow most of what they are talking about. How they expect me to keep up, I have no idea. 
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FLETCHER TOUCHES ELLIS on her arm. “We were just wondering if you had any ideas. We think it would be good to keep you here for a while, till we figure this out, but you can’t just leave home.”

“For how long?”

“A week. Two would be better.”

“College trip.” She speaks but her voice sounds strange, she coughs and tries again. “What if we pretend I’m going on a college trip.”

“That’s a brilliant idea,” Fletcher says. “We could easily implant a memory for your parents, print off the letters and an itinerary. What A levels are you doing?”

“History, French and English.”

“Easy – a trip to Paris.” Fletcher is beaming. 

“I’ve always wanted to go to Paris,” Ellis says, looking pleased to have come up with a good idea.

The look Ember gives her is withering. “You know you’re not actually going anywhere, don’t you? You’ll be here, where you can’t do any harm, until we figure out how to fix you.” 

“Shush now, Ember – you make it sound like Ellis will be a prisoner here.” Elodie turns to her and takes her hand. “This is a mistake, lovely, but it’s ours. We have to keep you safe while we sort this out. You won’t be a prisoner; you’ll be a very welcome guest. Won’t she?”

Ember shrugs, refusing to commit. Elodie turns back to Ellis and smiles, as warmly as she can. “It’ll be okay. I promise you. Girls, go and find a flight to Paris going tomorrow, get all the details, make a letter from college – proper letter head, and an itinerary. This is perfect. It’ll give us the time we need.”

Thea and Talia do as they’ve been told, even though they don’t look happy about it. Ember follows them out of the room. 

Elodie gives Ellis a sympathetic look and takes a deep breath. “Please excuse my sister. She’s scared. We all are. This ceremony was a huge deal, not just to us, but the whole community. My husband was the head witch before he died – it’s a big responsibility. We’ve been preparing Fletcher for years. The fact that we have authority – to an extent – over the other species means that they’ll be extremely unhappy if they find out about you. It’s also a breach of our security, so the other witches won’t be happy, either. Basically, it’s not far off a catastrophe. Lincoln, the man who performed the ceremony seems to think there’s nothing we can do, but we are going to try.”

Ellis listens intently to Elodie and shakes her head. “I’m so sorry.”

“It’s absolutely not your fault. It’s whoever failed to form the protective circle properly.”

“What if we can’t fix it? What if I stay a witch?”

“I have no idea. But it won’t be good.”

The silence is thick and then Elodie gives Fletcher a pat on his shoulder. “I’m going to see how the girls are doing. Such a good idea – well done, Ellis.”

They are silent when she goes, and then Fletcher speaks out. “I promise to protect you from Ember and the girls.”

“Your cousins scare me. So does your aunt. But those two. Have you seen The Shining?”

Fletcher laughs out loud. “Yes!”

“Right?”

“I feel wrong for laughing when we’re in the middle of such trouble.”

“Sorry. But they are scary.”

“They’re alright. They’re harmless, really.”

“I know more than one girl who’s dropped out of college because of them.”

“Really?” Sadly, Fletcher isn’t that surprised. He knows they can be a nightmare. “I didn’t know that.”

“Why would you? You’re not responsible for them.”

“It bothers me though. They always tease me for being too nice, too kind, too good. Now I know why.”

“How can anyone be too nice, too kind, too good?”

“I suppose they don’t think I take advantage of my magic.”

“I think it’s nice to be nice.”

“Really? I thought girls all liked bad boys?”

“Maybe in books or films. In real life, we all want the same thing. Someone nice and kind and good.”

They lock eyes and the silence between them grows, crackles. 

Fletcher coughs, breaking the spell. “Here-” He passes her a toffee and takes one himself. 

Elodie comes back in the room. “All done – we’ve added a page to the school website, with a special link that we’ve put in the letter. We have the letter, an itinerary and an explanation about how all the pupils have been awarded this trip through a special bursary.” She pulls something out from behind her back. “We’ve even got a hoodie!” 

Ellis takes it and turns it over. PARIS 2019! is emblazoned across the back, with her name of the front; she looks amazed at the efforts that they’ve gone to. 

“Witches don’t do things by halves,” Fletcher says, laughing. 

“We can’t afford to. We don’t want your parents to worry about you. You’ll need to pack, and we’ll bring a minibus to pick you up. There’s a flight at eleven in the morning and so we’ll pick you up at nine. But you’ll stay here tonight. If that’s okay?”

Ellis looks suddenly scared. Elodie hugs her. “Ellis – they’ll be fine. They won’t know anything about it. They’ll think you’re in Paris – and we’ll keep them posted on how your trip is going. But you’ll be here. Safe and sound.”

“Am I in danger?” 

Elodie turns her head to the side, assessing the young girl in front of her. “Not at the moment. But I can’t promise you that it will stay that way. Now it’s almost three o clock in the morning. You need some sleep. I’ll wake you at eight and Fletcher will take you home, un-spell the house and then you can pack. Happy?”

Fletcher and Ellis nod and Elodie smiles. “Ellis can sleep in your room. You can go on the sofa. I’ve put some blankets there for you.” 

Fletcher takes Ellis upstairs and points out everybody’s rooms and then takes her to his own.

“I like your room.”

“Thanks.” He stands in the doorway, not wanting to leave her. “I won’t let anything happen to you, Ellis. It’s my fault you’re here. It’s my fault you’re a witch.”

She shakes her head, no, and moves a step closer to him. “It’s not your fault. I’m just a bit...” She trails off unsure how to put her feelings into words. 

He holds onto her shoulders, lowering his head so it’s in line with hers. “Scared, nervous, petrified, confused, worried. Anything else?”

Tears fill her eyes and he hugs her. “I have no idea what’s going to happen, but it will be okay.”

She pulls back. “I believe you.”

They are quiet, just looking at each other, just-

“Fletcher fetch her a towel, will you.” Elodie says, heading to bed herself. “What a night it’s been. I’ll wake you at eight.”

“Thanks.” 

Elodie waits for Fletcher to come back and he hesitates, handing over the towel slowly. 

“Come on son, let the girl get some sleep.”

Elodie puts her arm around Fletcher, leading him away. Ellis watches him go and he turns to look at her. He mouths, goodnight, and reluctantly goes back downstairs.  

He throws himself onto the sofa and runs his hands through his hair. He should be celebrating right now, drink in hand, ultimate power all his. 

Instead everything’s gone wrong. 

But as he thinks about Ellis – and he can’t stop thinking about her – he’s ever so glad it has. 
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I SHUT THE DOOR AND sink onto the floor. 

In Fletcher’s room. 

I can tell it’s a boy’s room – it smells like a boy’s room. A not unpleasant mix of aftershave and sweat. The walls are grey, and the bedding is grey, but the furniture is all white. 

There’s a jumper on his bed, I pick it up and smell it. My stomach flips a little bit and I’m so cross with myself. I don’t want to join the list of girls who fancy Fletcher. He’s far too good-looking and popular for his own good. 

And – I feel sad now, but it’s true – I’m no match for him. Molly might have been – she always said how hot he was – and she was the same: pretty, fun, popular. I was always in her shadow, and don’t get me wrong, I loved it there, but I’m not enough for a boy like him. He’ll fall in love with someone who’s just like him – the most popular, the best looking, the cleverest, someone who’ll go far. Probably a witch. 

I wonder, suddenly, if there are other witches in our college, in our village or if it’s just Fletcher and his family. I have so much to learn. Maybe they are the only witches, but perhaps there are vampires, shifters, fairies. I fling myself onto his bed, still holding and smelling his jumper. 

Pathetic. 

But I don’t let go.

I still can hardly believe that what I now know is true, is true! Witches are real – I am one for crying out loud. Vampires are real. It must be like the films and books though, where they only drink artificial or animal blood – surely we’d know if vampires really were draining blood all over the place. And shifters? Not just werewolves but people who can shift into all sorts of things, even other people. That’s weird. And fairies? Do they have to hide their wings, I wonder? I’d love to meet a fairy. Maybe Fletcher will fall in love with a fairy. Are they even allowed to cross breed? Is that the right term or is that offensive? 

I have no idea. So many questions, too few answers, and now I’m on Fletcher’s bed. If Molly could see me now!

She’d call me an absolute dick. It’s not that exciting to be on his bed. He’s not even with me – plus his mother made him give up his room for me, because I ran – like an idiot – through the middle of a magical ceremony that was meant to make him the head witch, and now I’m it instead. Great! Even if I was more in his league, I’ve pretty much ruined his life. Why would he be at all interested? 

I close my eyes, sniffing his dirty clothes and then cry. 

Yesterday in college I was just me, a bit sad, a bit lonely, a bit left out and Fletcher was just the boy everyone else fancied. 

Now I fancy him and I’m in his bed smelling his jumper like the biggest loser the world has ever seen. 

I embarrass myself. 

I throw the jumper across the room, tuck myself under the blanket, and close my eyes. I will not look at all his things – photos of him and his friends scattered over his desk, a pack of chewing gum, a half drunk bottle of water. I will not smell anything else he has worn or trace my fingers across the clothes in his wardrobe. I will not be creepy. I will sleep, maybe, but I will not be weird in his bedroom. 

I do sleep and his mother wakes me up at eight. 

Fletcher looks well rested, but I know I must look like a wreck. He touches my back and we head downstairs and then we walk to my house together. 

“Did you sleep okay on the sofa? I hope it wasn’t uncomfy.”

“No, it was fine. How was my bed?”

Lonely without you in it. 

Of course I only think this, I wouldn’t dare say it out loud, but then I panic – can he hear people’s thoughts? 

“You can’t read my mind can you, hear my thoughts?”

“No, why, what are you thinking?” He’s laughing at me now and nudging me with his elbow. I nudge him back. “Nothing. I’m just checking, that’s all.”

“No. I suppose I could try.”

“No!”

He laughs again, and I can tell from the look on his face that he reckons I fancy him. How annoying that he’s right.

I refuse to flirt or joke around with him, and head up the hill instead. 

He unspells the house in the same way he spelled it yesterday and I rush inside. He stays outside, working his magic on my parents and their memories, while I run up to pack for my trip. 

I want to look nice while I’m staying at Fletcher’s but not too obvious. Pretty but understated. Clean.

I pack toiletries and a mix of clothes and then head downstairs. 

My mum kisses my cheek. “What’s with the case, where are you off to?”

“Paris,” I say with a conviction I don’t feel.

She looks completely confused for a moment and then she slowly nods, something like comprehension, but not quite, dawning on her face. 

“School trip,” I say, giving her all the details, trying to help with the false memory thing.

My father comes in the room. “Ah, Ellis, thank goodness you’re up early – we have so much to do today. Whose suitcase is that?”

“Mine.”

“Are you running away?” He laughs at his own terrible joke, and I smile; he doesn’t often try to be funny. There’s a reason. 

“I’m going to Paris. For two weeks, dad, on the college trip, remember?”

He shakes his head, no, his expression a complete blank and then his eyes widen and he’s nodding. “Yes, that’s right.” He looks at my mum who is nodding too. They both look so confuddled that I feel mean. 

My parents are two of my favourite people in the world, and yes, we all hate our parents from time to time – usually when they won’t let us get our own way – but they are so lovely. Just two hard-working and happy people, still in love after all the years they’ve been together, just trying to do a good job with their work and their family. 

My eyes are filling up with tears and so I busy myself with my bag, so they don’t see.

“Gosh, how will we cope without you?” It’s not hypothetical, my dad looks vaguely worried. And vague.

“You will, dad, you’ll be fine.”

“Of course we’ll be fine.” My mum smiles at me and frowns at my dad. “We’ll all miss you, though. Let us know how it’s going. I’ve always wanted to go.” They’ve never been able to afford it. I wonder if I can magic them some tickets to Paris. 

“Take lots of photos,” my dad says and kisses the top of my head. “Have you got euros?”

“Yes, you got them last week, remember?”

He nods and I want to cry and hug him. I love my dad, and I don’t like deceiving him and my mum like this. I know I have to, I know I have to be de-witched or whatever the term is, but I feel sad.

My mum gives me a big hug and then Isaac barrels into the room. I don’t know if Fletcher has remembered to spell him too. He sees my case and grins. “Enjoy your trip, sis. I’ll enjoy having the run of the place.”

I ruffle his hair. “Till dad gets you doing the makeup instead of me.”

The sheer horror on his face makes me laugh and he turns to our dad, spluttering. “Dad, I’m not doing makeup – you can’t make me.”

“Ellis stop teasing your brother.” My mother steps in to reassure him and I hug the three of them close. 

My lovely family. 

There’s a knock at the door. “That’ll be the minibus,” I say, and I kiss them all again, grab my bag and case and wave goodbye to them.

They follow me out, standing in a huddle, and waving from the step. They look so bemused that I feel bad again.

“All okay?” Fletcher asks, climbing on the bus with me and taking the seat next to mine.

“Fine.”

“They’ll be okay, Ellis, everything is going to be okay.”

I look at his handsome face, and I wish I could believe him, but as we drive away, I get this feeling of pure, sickening dread, and I almost scream for them to stop the bus. 

I bite my lip. I cannot do anything now, except trust my life and my future to Fletcher and his family and hope that the danger his mum is worrying about, never comes to pass.
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ELODIE IS DRIVING THE bus and as soon as she’s around the corner from Ellis’s, she pulls in. She turns the engine off and turns to the two of them. “We’ve got a problem.”

Fletcher feels Ellis stiffen beside him and reaches over to take her hand.  “What, mum? What’s happened?”

“Ember just rang me. Griff is at the house.”

“Griff?” Fletcher’s voice is a squeak and Ellis turns to him, concern etched on her face. “Who’s Griff? What’s happened?”

Fletcher looks at her, worry evident in his eyes. “Griff is my uncle. My father’s brother. He’s a little bit...”

“Horrible. Obnoxious. Awful. I know he’s family, Fletcher, but it’s true. He’s the exact opposite of your father in every way. Apparently, he missed us all at the ceremony last night, he’s sure something’s up and he’s not happy.”

“Can we sort it?”

“I don’t know. He’s always been angry that he didn’t get to take over after his brother died. He assumed the lineage would pass to him, but that would only happen if you died too.”

“Well, that’s reassuring, mum.”

“He’s your uncle, he’s not going to kill you. But we might have to tell him the truth.”

“What will he do?”

“I don’t know. He’s highly influential in our community, so if he wants to cause trouble, he could, but he also might know a way to fix this. Ember reckons trusts him”

“Well that’s good – she doesn’t trust hardly anyone. Let’s go home. Let’s face him. He’s dad’s brother, surely he’ll help us?”

The drive takes minutes and they are all silent. “You’ll be fine,” Fletcher says to Ellis. We’ll do all the talking.” He takes both her hands and she jumps down off the bus. 

Elodie goes first, and Fletcher next. Ellis shuffles along behind them.

“Elly!” Griff jumps up when they walk in the house, making a horrible screeching noise with his chair. “Fletcher. Here he is! What happened last night? Couldn’t be bothered to take the time to have a drink with your favourite uncle? And who’s this? Girlfriend, eh?”

Ellis shrinks back and Fletcher steps forward and hugs his uncle. “Griff, this is Ellis – just a friend.”

“If you say so, boy, if you say so.” He’s laughing as he sits back down, scraping his chair again.

They all wince at the noise. Thea and Talia are nowhere to be seen, but Ember is standing by Elodie. Strength in numbers. 

“So, what happened? Where did you all disappear to? I mean it was a hell of a party, all the same, but I was a bit miffed that you didn’t come and find me. I couldn’t even get a seat near the front, it was so bloody busy.”

He looks from Elodie, to Ember, to Fletcher and they all take a deep breath in unison. But it’s Elodie that sits across from him. “Griff. Something happened last night. And we could use your help.”

He frowns and sits back, peering at all of them with a suspicious look on his face. “Go on.”

“When Lincoln was performing the ceremony, Ellis-” Griff turns sharply to look at her and she shrinks back. “Ran through the middle and she, well she, so she-”

“Spit it out, woman!”

“She got invested instead of Fletcher.”

If it wasn’t so horrific, they would all laugh at the look on his face. His expression turns from disbelief, to confusion, to shock, to horror, and then he is open mouthed. 

“Griff?” Elodie pats his hand across the table, but he doesn’t notice. 

Ember shrugs and then makes a move, but Elodie stops her. “Don’t you dare slap him.” Ember folds her arms.

Eventually he speaks, his voice decibels quieter than usual, his brow in need of mopping. “Tell me she’s a witch, at least?”

“She is now,” Ember mutters, sarcasm dripping from her words. His head snaps around and he glares at her, taking in both Elodie and Fletcher shaking their heads that no she’s not a witch.

“Human?” He asks the question that he doesn’t want to know the answer to. They all nod. 

He stands up, the noise from his chair making them all wince. They are all fraught enough. He’s pacing now, taking deep breaths. “Who knows?”

“Only us, and Lincoln.”

“The girl’s parents?”

“No.”

“Where do they think she is?”

“On a college trip. For two weeks.”

“Good, good.” He pauses. “So she knows everything?”

Fletcher nods and steps forward. “It wasn’t her fault, Griff. Someone left a hole in the circle of protection – she was just chasing her dog.”

“Just chasing her dog. Do you know how ridiculous that sounds, boy? The whole nature of our lives changed because she was just chasing her dog.”

“Nothing has changed, Griff. We need help to figure out what to do next. We thought you might...” Elodie trails off; he’s glaring at her and she can’t help but shrink away from him. “Have we considered killing her?”

Ellis yelps and stumbles away and Fletcher is quickly at her side. “Ellis – you’re safe. Griff – we’re not going to kill Ellis. We’re going to fix this, change, it, sort it out.”

“We can’t kill her,” Ember says, regret evident in her voice. “We did ask.”

Ellis is shaking, red sparks shooting out of her fingertips. “You asked?”

Ember shakes her head. “Don’t fret – we can’t. It won’t work. The only ones who could kill her are one of the other species and then they’d take the leadership.”

“Oh, we can’t have that.” Griff shakes his head.

“Excuse me!” Ellis’s voice is so loud, her tone so furious, the magic shooting out of her hands so colourful that they all stop and stare. “Can you stop talking about killing me! Stop talking about me like I’m not here. Stop talking about me. Talk to me – this has changed my life too. I’m a witch when I never even knew witches existed. I have magic which I don’t know how to use, and you guys don’t know what to do. Stop excluding me from this. It’s about me, after all!” Fletcher touches her arm, and the sparks die down. 

“Ellis don’t get angry. Ember did ask Lincoln, but we would never have let her kill you, or hurt you. We want to help you – and us.”

Griff sits down, scratching at his beard, deep in thought. “Is Lincoln bonded in blood not to say anything?”

They all nod.

“Good. But we can’t kill her-” He holds up a placatory hand. “Even if we wanted to?”

They all shake their heads, no.

“But nobody knows yet? Except us? And the twins?”

They nod. 

“And Lincoln says we can’t undo it?”

They nod. 

“Makes sense I suppose.” He scrapes his chair back and starts pacing again. “If the other species find out, she’ll be in huge danger. They’ll want to kill her, to take the power for themselves.”

“They might not know about that, though. We didn’t.”

“True – but they’ll know that if she dies, her authority dies with her. She has no heir, I assume?”

They all shake their heads, no. 

“And the rest of the witches won’t be happy. She’s a threat to national security, really.”

“Griff, we know all this. It’s why we haven’t told anyone. It’s why we pretended all was well last night. It’s why we’re keeping her here, safe with us, while we figure out what to do next.”

“There’s only one thing I can think of...” 

They all lean in, expectantly. 

“The old crone.”

Elodie jumps back as though she’s had an electric shock, Ember turns pale and Fletcher shudders. “No. No way. No.”

Griff sits back and observes the four of them. “Elodie – do you understand what a shit storm you’re in the middle of?”

“Griff! Language!”

“Oh, they hear worse than that in the TV shows they watch.”

“True.” Fletcher nods. 

Elodie shakes her head. “I don’t care. Your brother didn’t like vulgar language and neither do I.”

Griff rolls his eyes. “If the witches find out – you’re toast. They trusted you to keep the secret of our existence and you haven’t. If the other species find out, it’ll be even worse. They barely put up with your authority over them as it is. Once they find out about her-”

“If!”

“If they find out about her, it’s over.”

Elodie puts her head in her hands. “The crone?” There’s an evident tremble in her voice. 

“If there’s a way out of this, she’s the only person who would know.”

“But she hates us.”

Griff nods, trying to look sombre, but he cannot help but smile. “True.”

Elodie takes a deep breath, sighs loudly and then stands up. She shakes her body and stretches, like she’s limbering up for a fight. 

“Okay, okay, we can do this. Will you come Griff? She likes you.”

“Oh, I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

Ember glares at him, and while her glacial stares usually have Griff quaking, he cannot hide the glee he is feeling. 

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




Ellis
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I’M SCARED. AND SAD. And scared. 

I want to go home – I miss my mum and my dad, and my brother, and the dead people.

I’m sitting here listening to them talk about crones, and different species and how much danger I’m going to be in if anyone finds out about me, and I’m actually shaking.

I don’t let them see – they’re all ignoring me anyway – but I hold up my hand and I’m actually shaking. Like jelly. 

How come I’ve got all the power, but I feel like I’m nothing. 

Fletcher keeps glancing at me, smiling in what I assume he thinks is a reassuring way, but is actually just a bit creepy. 

And I want to cry.

I won’t. Not in front of Ember. She’s so scary. She’s beautiful and haughty and I know that she wants to kill me.

Fun!

And so does this one: Griff. He’s odd looking – dressed like he’s from Dickensian times, a beard so straggly I bet there’s food caught in it from last week, and there’s a twinkle in his eye – but not a nice one. I wonder how many people he’s killed – I just know it’s more than one, I just – 

Oh!

This is weird. He has killed someone, more than one, more than a few, and I am watching him doing it – like a daydream, or a flashback to something I haven’t seen in real life.

I feel sick, in fact, yup!

I rush over to the sink, it’s the only place I can think of, and I throw up, loudly, more than once. 

Fletcher is at my side in an instant and Elodie is the other side. He’s patting my back and she’s passing me tissues, so I can wipe my mouth.

I turn around and Ember is looking at me like I’m the vilest thing she has ever seen, and Griff is – well, he’s a murderer who wants to kill me – and he’s imaginative in how he does it.

Oh, I can see it again – it’s a vision, or a memory? His memory. Fletcher is looking at me with concern, but I can’t see him: I can see a man drowning in ice cream – Griff is just holding his head in the bowl until, oh he’s dead. Why would you use ice cream? It’s so mean.

And this woman now, he’s impaled her with an umbrella. Nice chap.

“Ellis!” Fletcher’s voice is loud and, thankfully, pulls me out of a disgustingly murderous reverie. 

“Yes?” I try to look normal and I know I’ve failed because he looks really worried now.

Griff comes to stand by Fletcher, and I shrink back – I can’t help it. This man is awful.

He reaches out a hand and I scream. “Don’t touch me – don’t you dare!” Sparks are shooting out of my fingertips again and Ember laughs. 

“Elodie – you need to control the accident.”

I whip around and point at her and a flame actually shoots out of my hand and I can smell the singe of burnt hair.

Furious she stomps over to me, hand up, but Elodie stands between us. 

“Ladies. We don’t have time for this.”

I cannot help it – I’m rattled from all the murderous memories I’ve just been privy to, thanks to Griff’s insatiable appetite for cadavers, and I’m fed up of Ember smirking and rolling her eyes at me – I shoot a spark past Elodie and it hits Ember. She screams and launches herself at her sister, trying to get at me. 

“Enough!” This from Fletcher. Both Ember and I are panting as though we’ve been for a run. For once she doesn’t look so icy and in control. She looks dishevelled, furious, and I reckon – but I could be imagining it – a little bit impressed. 

“She burnt my hair. Look, you can see the singe marks.” 

One streak of her white hair is indeed black, and I smile, on the inside. I’m not completely stupid.

She scowls at me and mutters something, touching her hair. It changes colour, from ice white, to jet black. It looks awesome. 

“I’m sick of you calling me an accident. It wasn’t my fault – it was one of your lousy witches who did their magic wrong. I’m sick of you talking about me like I’m not here. I’m sick of you rolling your eyes and being a haughty bitch!”

Elodie bites her lip and I know she wants to tell me off for my bad language, but she doesn’t. I never swear. We don’t swear at home, because my dad thinks it’s not respectful to the dead, and so I’m not in the habit of doing it at all. 

But it’s the right word for her. 

And she knows it. She refuses to look at me. “I’m going to tell the girls where we’re going. Call me when it’s time to leave.” Her voice is even more icy, and I know she’s trying desperately to control her temper. Which means I’ve rattled her.

Good. 

I turn to Fletcher and Elodie. “I’m sorry. I just saw how many people Griff has killed, and I couldn’t help but throw up.”

They turn to Griff, shock and confusion on their faces, and he does a good play of clutching his chest, mouth open, me? 

And then he sinks into a chair and nods. 

Elodie cries out and almost faints. Fletcher grabs her and helps her into a chair.

“Griff?”

He runs his hand through his curly hair and scratches at the appalling beard. He looks conflicted and I stay right where I am, next to Fletcher. He looks angry.

“Elodie, Elodie, Elodie. I don’t know what to say.” He looks at me. “Did you just see inside my head?”

I nod. “I think so.” How the hell do I know? This is all new to me. 

Elodie glances at me. “What were you thinking about when the visions came into your head.”

I have the grace to look a little bit embarrassed – just a bit, mind, because I was obviously right. I look at him and he looks a bit ashamed. Maybe. “I was just thinking that you look like you kill people.”

He actually laughs then. A massive guffaw, which is so out of place in the tension of the room, that Elodie actually slaps him. 

The sound is stark, and he touches his cheek, and then laughs even more. He holds up a placatory hand – so she won’t hit him again, or worse – and then he laughs for a long time. Longer than is necessary or polite.

By the time he stops, and he’s wiping actual tears of mirth off his hairy face, Elodie and Fletcher are stony faced. 

“Griff – you’ve got a minute to explain, and then I want you to leave my house. You’re not welcome anymore, if what Ellis saw is true.”

He’s still wiping his eyes. “Oh, get off your high horse, woman. I suppose I’ll have to tell you now. Get Ember.”

“Why?”

“Because she knows all about it too.”

“About what? You murdering people?”

He nods and weirdly looks pleased with himself. He looks like he’s suddenly enjoying this. 

Elodie calls for her sister and Ember struts into the room, highest of heels on, ready to go. “Ready?”

“Not yet. Griff wants to tell us something horrific, and apparently you know all about it.”

She pales, only slightly but I see it. She knows that he’s a murdering so-and-so, probably because she is too-

Oh – here we go again.

It’s another vision, and this time Griff and Ember are together. 

In a carpark, but an empty carpark. I can see the white lines painted on the floor. 

And a man, writhing in pain.

Ember is cackling – actually cackling – and although it’s only a memory, his or hers, I don’t know, I feel the hairs on my arm lift. I think I might be sick again.

Yes. I make it to the sink and throw up, more violently this time. Louder.

I know Ember will be shrinking back in disgust, but I also know stuff about her now. 

I turn around and the look on my face must say it all because she covers her mouth and cries.

Elodie rushes to her side. “What, Ember? What am I missing here?”

Ember shakes her head and points at Griff.

Griff nods and gestures for us all to sit.

They do. And I do, but between Elodie and Fletcher. I don’t want to be near Griff or Ember. 

“Griff, what’s going on? I don’t like this.”

Neither do I, but I feel so sorry for Fletcher. He looks distraught and I want to reach out and touch him, offer him some comfort. 

I don’t.

It would be awkward and highly inappropriate, considering the seriousness of whatever it is that’s going on here, and the fact that I’ve got his mum sitting the other side of me.

But it definitely crosses my mind. 
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EMBER HAS COVERED HER face with her hands and refuses to move.

“Elodie – get the girls.”

“No!” Ember looks imploringly at Griff, but he shakes his head. 

“It’s time.”

She covers her face again and he calls out for the girls. They come down into the kitchen, taking in the seriousness of the situation straightaway. They silently sit down, and Griff begins his tale.

“So, Ellis has just had a few visions. It’s not how I wanted this to come out. I didn’t want this to come out at all. Neither of us did.” 

Ember sobs and the girls look to their mother with concern. “What’s Ellis done now?”

“Nothing.” Fletcher is quick to defend her. 

“Ellis has had some disturbing visions, which we didn’t know she could have, but Griff is about to explain it all to us.” Elodie is looking between her sister and her brother-in-law with fear and hope mingled in her eyes. She has a feeling of pure foreboding and she desperately wants this to be a fuss over nothing.

“Ellis saw the truth in her visions. She saw me murdering people, she saw Ember helping me.”

“No!” The twins cry out in unison, and then sob along with their mother. Confusion is etched on all the faces around the table, except Griff’s and Ember’s. 

“Please. I know this isn’t what anyone wants to hear, but there is a good explanation. A good reason for this.”

“A good reason for killing people?” Elodie’s tone is cold and Ember looks up at her sister, fear and upset marring her usually perfect features. Elodie refuses to look at her. 

“We think so. Or we wouldn’t do it.”

“Go on.”

“Several years back, before Adam died, we became aware of some problems.”

“Adam knew?” Elodie can hardly speak her late husband’s name, and Fletcher flinches at the sound of his dad’s name. “Tell me he didn’t kill anybody.” Elodie’s voice is a wail, and Griff is quick to calm her down. “No. He refused to. Thea – give her some pep. With vodka in, please.” 

For once Thea does as she’s told with no fuss or drama. 

Elodie sips the drink, never taking her eyes off Griff, still refusing to look at Ember. 

“Witches were being killed. All over the country. In high numbers. It took us a while to figure it out. Adam sent me and a few others with no ties, to investigate what was going on – who was killing our kind, and why. Our biggest fear was that humans had found out about us.”

The fear around the table, the tension, is too thick. 

“Had they?”

“It was worse than that. Worse than any of us feared.” Griff pours himself some pep and takes a big drink. “It wasn’t humans – it was the other species. A rogue collective, I presume you’d describe them as, had banded together to take back their autonomy. Not just take it back, not negotiate peacefully to change something they were unhappy with, but to kill all of us, to murder every single witch, until they were the only species left.”

Elodie downs her drink and holds out her glass for more. “And Adam knew about this? But didn’t tell me?”

“He never involved you in such matters. He knew how much it all scared you, how much you hated his role, and the fact that the role would be handed to Fletcher in time. It was a burden for you, and he tried to help.”

“By keeping something so big from me?”

“It was only to protect you.”

She shakes her head. “So, he knew about this collective? And asked you to stop them?”

“Exactly. I gathered a team around me and that’s what we do, that’s why I’m never home anymore.”

Fletcher speaks up. “So, you go around the country, finding and killing these people?”

“Before they kill us.”

“Why not bring it to the attention of the heads of their species? Let them sort it out?”

“Because we have no idea how deep this thing goes. It might be a completely secret rogue collective, or it might be something everyone knows about but refuses to talk about. We can’t risk it. If we bring it out in the open, and all the species actually know, then all bets are off. They’ll rebel in the open and kill us easily. We’re only just managing to win this fight because it’s all done in secret.”

“And you, Ember. How are you involved in all of this? You have a family. How did you even know about this, if I didn’t?”

She finally looks up, peering at her sister through her fringe. “Griff told me, after Adam died.”

“Why?”

“So someone in the family would know, to continue the good work, to keep it all going.”

“Why not tell me?”

“We knew you wouldn’t like it. But also, we knew we couldn’t tell you, not without breaking you.”

“What do you mean?”

“Griff came to me after Adam’s death. He told me all about the collective, he told me all about what he’d been doing, with Adam’s consent. We have insiders feeding back knowledge to us. We have so much intelligence on this. We want to close them down, permanently. And we’re getting close. Their numbers are dwindling.”

“Right. So why not tell me? How would this have broken me?”

Ember reaches across the table and takes her sister’s hands, looks at Fletcher, tears coursing down her face. “Because Adam’s death wasn’t an accident, sis.”

Elodie is shaking her head, crying and repeating the word no. 

“It wasn’t an accident.” Ember turns to Ellis. “The man in the memory – in the carpark, screaming and writhing. He is the only man I have killed. And I’d do it again.” She turns to Elodie. “He’s the man who killed Adam.”

Silence falls over the table like a blanket of snow. The shock is thick and unsettling. Nobody looks at anybody else, and then a high-pitched keening noise comes from Elodie and she collapses down onto the table, unable to hold herself up any longer. Fletcher puts his arms around her and rests his head on her back, giving her all the love and strength that he can, while trying to wrap his own head around what he’s seen and heard. 

“My dad was murdered. And nobody thought to tell me or my mother?”

Ember shakes her head, tears still falling. “We did what we thought was best. You were both grief stricken. We just wanted to take care of it for you.”

“And if Ellis hadn’t had her vision, we would never have known? You’d never have told us?”

Ember takes a breath. “Probably not. We thought we were doing the right thing. We thought we were protecting you, avenging Adam and sorting it all out. There aren’t many of them left.”

“And if they find out about Ellis?”

Ember shakes her head, refusing to answer, upset making her features soft for a moment. 

Fletcher turns to his uncle. “Griff?”

“Fletcher, you don’t need me to tell you. They killed your father. They thought they’d won when they did that. They thought it would be over. They didn’t know that he had already passed his authority on to you, he’d already performed the heir ceremony. They had no idea. As soon as word gets out that you aren’t the head witch, that some human girl got invested instead, then the only thing we can expect is trouble. And an awful lot of it.”

Elodie sits up. “We need to go to the crone. We need to get this thing reversed and we need to keep everybody safe until we do it.” She turns to Ellis, fury flashing on her face. “Ellis, I will not let them – anyone – hurt you. I will not let these bastards win.”

Nobody mentions the swearing.

“Get ready – we’ll all go to see the crone. From now on, we stick together.” She looks at her sister. “I’ll sort you out later.” Ember shrinks from her sister’s glare, but nods, docile, for once. 

The room clears and Ellis touches Fletcher’s hand. “I’m sorry about your father. I had no idea what I was seeing.”

“It’s not your fault. I just-” He shakes his head, unable to speak, tears splashing from his eyes, sobs wracking his body. Ellis holds onto him and he snuggles close to her, wishing he could go back in time, wishing his father was safe, wishing he had known about this collective and been able to protect his father. His father had definitely known he was in danger – there’s no other reason he did the heir ceremony before he needed to. He knew. He knew they were coming for him. Why didn’t he say? Why not give Fletcher or his mum the chance to save him, to keep him safe, or to say goodbye?

Fletcher pulls back and wipes his face. “I won’t let them get away with this.”

“Ember said that she killed him. The man that did it.”

“That’s not enough. I won’t rest until they are all dead.”

Ellis nods and kisses his forehead and he cries some more.
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Ellis
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MY LIPS AGAINST HIS skin feel like heaven, even though I know he’s going through hell. That’s all my fault. There’s no way I could have known about all this, though. Talk about a can of worms. 

And then it hits me – this collective, whoever they are – killed Fletcher’s father and made it look like an accident. I remember it was in the paper. The car crashed in awful weather. There was nothing anyone could have done. It wasn’t the driver’s fault. 

This collective will kill me. If they find me, they will kill me. No doubt in my mind. I’m sweating. Suddenly my whole body is actually a pool of sweat. I might throw up again. I pull back from Fletcher – regardless of how scared I am, I do not want to throw up on this delicious boy.

Delicious. Really?

I shake my head at my own ridiculousness and then throw up in the sink again. Sexy.

When I’m done, I wipe my mouth and refuse to look at him. He’s still crying and while I want to comfort him, I remember that I’ve been sick three times and must smell like a pig. Then I remember I’m a witch and try to clean myself up with my magic and end up with a bar of soap in my mouth. I spit it out and see that Fletcher is actually smiling – no, even better, he’s laughing at me.

Ah well, I’m glad I helped cheer him up. 

“Trying to clean yourself up?” He comes over to me and easily helps me clear away the sick from the sink, the sick from my clothes and the sick smell from clinging on to me. “I’ll make sure your safe.” He pushes my hair, thankfully clean now, away from my face and brushes my cheek with his thumb. I want to melt but I’m too scared. Actual real-life vampires, shifters and fairies will try to kill me if they find out about me. “Do fairies kill people, though? You think they’d be too nice.”

He shrugs. “They must do. I don’t know, Ellis. I’m reeling from all this.”

“Me too.”

I am reeling. I want to go home, but I know I can’t. That would potentially put my family in danger and there’s no way I’d risk that. But I kind of don’t want to be in danger either.  

But I am. 

And apparently our only hope is an old crone. 

Doesn’t sound like the best sort of plan to me, but I’m new at all this. 

The door opens and they all troop in. 

It’s comforting to know that I’m not the only one scared, petrified, reeling, and I am more than happy to let Fletcher’s mother take over.

We all pile into the minibus and I whisper to Fletcher, “where does the crone live?”

“Mumbles.”

Figures.

There is no sound in the minibus, except for Griff’s snoring. Randomly, as soon as Elodie drove out onto the main road, he fell asleep. His snores aren’t too loud, and the rumbling is weirdly comforting. It gives me something to listen to, to focus on.

In my whole life I have never felt this level of fear. Even when Molly was diagnosed and we knew she would die, there was a strange sort of resignation to it. At least we knew, and at least the end meant that she’d be in no more pain. And of course, my fear then was for her. Fear of the pain she was in, fear of losing her, how she must feel knowing that she was so close to death and being able to do nothing about it.

I swallow down some vomit. I am not going to be sick in this minibus. 

I am frightened. I’m not a brave girl, I’m not one of those fearless girls they write books or make films about. I’m just an ordinary girl – maybe a little extraordinary now – from an ordinary family. I like my life as it is, small and safe. 

This scares me so much that fear isn’t even a big enough word to describe it. Petrified maybe? Still not enough. 

If this bunch of maniacs were willing to murder Fletcher’s dad, the head witch, whose powers would have far surpassed mine, they will not hesitate to kill me. 

They will not hesitate to kill me.

I’m sweating again and Fletcher puts his hand on my leg. Just by my knee.  I turn to look at him and I want to cry. He’s so lovely and kind, but I’m only in this mess because of him and his family, and the stupid witch who left a hole in their circle of protection. 

For a second, I hate him. I feel a white-hot flash of pure resentment and irrational hatred. I hate all of them. 

And then I do cry, because if they refuse to help me, I’m toast. 

“It’s okay. We know now.” Fletcher’s voice is low.

I lay my hand on top of his but don’t answer. What do I say? 

How did I get caught up in this? It doesn’t seem real, or fair. 

I try to breathe in time with Griff’s snores, keeping myself calm and refusing to let panic overtake me. 

I don’t want to die, and I don’t want to die in the middle of a species war. Species I thought were made up until now. 

I find myself itching to get to the crone’s house, itching to see if she can help us – help me! I watch the view out of the windows, ticking off the landmarks as we get closer to Mumbles. 

I voice my next fear to Fletcher. “What do we do if she can’t help us? If there is no way to uninvest me?”

He shrugs and shakes his head. “I have no idea. What do we do about you? What do we do about this collective? How do we keep ourselves safe? How-” He pauses and then turns to his aunt. “Ember. If this collective killed my dad, why haven’t they been back for me?”

She closes her eyes and doesn’t answer for a minute. We are all looking at her. Griff has woken up. Was he even sleeping?

“They have. But we’ve kept them away. We’ve managed to keep you safe.”

Fletcher looks incredulous and a shade paler. “Really?”

Ember nods. “We have a team at the house all the time, as well as me, of course, and we stop them.”

Elodie pulls into the side of the road, tyres screeching. I shudder. This is horrible. 

“Stop them? How many of them? How many attempts have been made on Fletcher’s life since Adam died?”

Ember shrinks back at her sister’s furious tone, and Griff answers. 

“Adam died last year, and we have stopped more than three attempts each month since.”

“And you never thought to tell me? Us? This isn’t good enough, Griff. Ember – you’re my sister. How could you keep this danger from me?”

“Because I knew I could keep you safe.”

“That’s bull!” Fletcher shouts, fury making his cheeks pink. I can feel the anger radiating from him and I shift closer to the window. “I can’t believe you didn’t tell us. If I’m in danger, I should know. What if they come to the school when I’m running with the kids? Or down to the homeless shelter on Sundays? It’s not right that you didn’t tell us.” He shakes his head, anger making him cry. 

Ember speaks up. “I’m so so so so so sorry. I can see now that we should have told you, of course we should have, but there never seemed to be a good time. I knew I could keep you safe. I wouldn’t have let anything happen to you – not after Adam.”

“Don’t speak his name!” 

Silence fills the bus again and I lean against the window, feeling awkward and out of place. I thought my family could argue. I suddenly feel grateful for the mundane and ordinary life I used to have. Will I ever get back to it? 

At the moment I cannot imagine how.

Elodie starts the bus up again and glides into the traffic. It is always busy heading into Mumbles, and today is the same. Don’t all these people, all these cars, buses, and motorbikes know that we have somewhere important to be? 

It’s pretty life and death actually. 

And I have to swallow another mouthful of vomit. Nice. 

Fletcher hasn’t moved or spoken, and his arms are folded across his chest. I can’t imagine the turmoil he’s going through. I feel sorry for him, and sorry for myself. I fold my arms too, consciously mirroring him; this is a pretty rubbish day for both of us, actually. 

“We’re here,” Elodie says, pulling up in front of a neat little cottage, across the road from the sea, with such a lovely view. 

I’ve passed this cottage thousands of times, heading for breakfast on the pier with my family. I would never have guessed that an old crone lived here.
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ELODIE USHERS THEM all out of the minibus, a grim expression on her face. She doesn’t knock on the front door, just opens it and heads inside. The six others follow after her, Fletcher keeping Ellis at the back.

The tiny cottage isn’t as tiny as it appears from the outside. The old crone’s magic makes the place exactly what she needs on any given day. Today her front room is no longer a cosy space, with a TV and two comfy armchairs, a fire roaring and a table with flowers on it, instead it has morphed into a large room, with seating for all of them and a big brown book placed on a central table. 

“I’ve been waiting for you. Sit.” She sweeps into the room and the only person who is shocked by her appearance is Ellis. Despite the gravity of the whole business, Fletcher smiles to see the look on Ellis’s face.

Nobody would ever guess that the old crone, was an old crone. In every film or storybook depicting witches, crones are ancient, decrepit and downright scary looking. 

This crone, all crones in real life, are anything but. This woman is dazzling. She is older than all of them, maybe in her fifties, but she is elegant, regal almost, and beautifully put together.

She looks like she could head to any formal event, any red carpet event and fit right in. She sits down and smiles, encompassing all of them and then frowning when she reaches Ellis. “She’s new. The accident?”

They all nod. Her voice matches her perfectly, a Welsh accent, but not too strong; refined – just like her. She shakes her head. “I know you’re hoping that I can help, but I really don’t think I can.”

The hopeful expression on every face falters and Elodie is crying. “Please, Zeta, I know you don’t like me-”

The crone holds up a hand. “That isn’t true. I like you very much.” 

She gives no other reason or explanation, just flicks through the book on the table. Elodie brokers no argument. She knows the crone hates her, always has done. And she knows why.

The leadership of a coven was usually a female witch’s forte, but in their coven, there had been no females born for seven hundred years. There had been no daughters to pass the mantle on to, and so the men took over. And they felt like they didn’t need the crone’s help or wisdom.  

It was unusual. 

“Anyway, this isn’t anything to do with who likes who, or who doesn’t, it’s to do with facts. The magic used for investments is fool-proof. For a good reason.” She rolls her eyes and sighs. “Do we know who left the circle of protection incomplete?”

They all shake their heads, no. They haven’t even tried to find out, truth be told.

“This is extremely serious. An absolute balls-up, if you will.”

“Is there anything we can do? Before...” Elodie hesitates, unsure if the crone knows about the rogue collective, the true nature of Adam’s death, the danger they all face.

“I know. I know everything, remember.”

“And you didn’t think to tell me, either?” Elodie is furious at being kept in the dark about such a serious thing. 

“It’s not my job to tell you anything. I’m not beholden to you – and neither are Griff or Ember. We all have autonomy over our lives and decisions. Maybe they should have told you, maybe they did the right thing in handling it, but get off your high horse, Elodie. None of us are perfect in this world.”

Elodie is silent, stung by the reproach. 

“Anyway, it is too late. They already know.” 

It’s as though she enjoys dropping such a shattering bombshell; she pretends to flick through the book again, but she’s watching the faces of the people around the table: shock, horror, fear.

She smiles. “There’s a blonde fairy – Peri. She was at the investment. She saw it all. She’s in charge of the rogue fairies.”

Ember has her hand clutched to her heart. “Is it true, crone? Do they really know?”

She nods. “They do.”

“Why haven’t they come for us already? If they know? How are we still here?”

“I believe they are gathering all their troops. Their numbers have dwindled, thanks to the good work Griff and his team do, but there are enough of them to be victorious.”

“So what do we do? Can we undo this with Ellis?”

“Is there any point?” The crone points at a page in her book. “The damage is done. Ellis is a witch – head witch. The collective knows. They are angrier than ever since you found out about them, since you started fighting back. So many of their number are dead. This has just fired up their fury even more. They are ready for their independence from you, and they are ready to end your species for good.” 

“Why are they so hell-bent on destroying us? Do you know? Why not just ask for independence, do it peacefully? Why kill all of us?” 

The crone looks at Thea, sadness colouring her face. “Oh, lovely, they have. Each time a new head witch has been invested, the species would come and ask for help, autonomy, the doing away of the old ways, that kept them under our control.”

“And?” This is news to all of them, and they are all listening intently, leaning in. The crone delights in this. 

“And each time we turned them down.”

The shock is evident on their faces. Only Ellis is neutral. 

“Why?”

“Why do you think, Fletcher? Even your father refused their request.”

“He turned them down. Really?”

She nods.

“Power.” This from Ellis. They all turn to look at her and the crone laughs. 

“You’re right, of course, absolutely. Power. We have had it for so long, taken it for granted for so long, that when each head witch was asked to undo these archaic rules from the past, they refused. Power.” She sits back and folds her arms. 

Fletcher grins. “Well, that’s it then. We’ll go to the head of each species and give them what they want. Give them all their freedom. Then this collective will have nothing to argue about, no reason to hurt us.”

The crone shakes her head and smiles at him. “Lovely boy. Full of the idiocy of youth. So sure you can make the world a better place. So clueless. Fletcher, it is far too late. We have kept the other species cowed down for too long. We cannot just cheerfully give them back their freedom now. The collective is too strong, too determined. Yes, their numbers have dwindled, but their anger? Their fury? It is as strong as it has ever been. Maybe stronger.”

“So what do we do? Lie down and wait for death?” This from Elodie, who looks sick with worry.

The crone shakes her head and points at the words in the book again. “You mustn’t lie down. You mustn’t surrender. Whether we have been right or wrong, we are here now, and it’s not just us who is in danger, or poor Ellis, who stumbled into this mess, but every single witch in this whole country. And, if they get their way, they won’t stop here. They will go on and kill every witch in the whole world. This is a war, now, an attack on our very being.”

“We fight?” Talia’s voice is but a squeak. She sounds more than terrified. 

The crone nods. “Absolutely. This accident has only served to further their fury and accelerate their nonsense. As well as Griff and co. have done by fighting back, it would have come to a head eventually. They have been determined to kill Fletcher, to end the reign, to ruin the magic. And it would have worked. Now they will want to kill Ellis.”

Ellis squeaks. 

“But this brings the whole sorry mess out into the open. Whether they have been a completely rogue element, or an element with intrinsic permission from their heads, we don’t know. But now is the time to quash them. Fight back – in the open. Then their species will have to back them or prove their innocence in all of this.”

“So many of us have died at their hands.”

“True, Ember. And many more will before it ends, I fear.”

“There’s no other way? We can’t...” Elodie trails off, the hopelessness of the situation frustrating her. “How can we be in the middle of a war I know nothing about?”

“Elodie, I think when you realise the full extent of what’s gone on, the death, the destruction, the waste of lives, you’ll be glad that Griff and Ember tried to protect you – and Adam. Wanting to protect someone you love is the biggest declaration of love there is. Wanting to keep you safe at their own expense.”

Elodie has the grace to look embarrassed, and then looks to her sister and Griff, to all of them in turn.

“War it is.”
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WAR! THE MOST I’M GOOD for is putting a bit of blusher on a corpse. I can’t fight, I can’t use my magic to any good end. I’m not equipped for a species war, for crying out loud. 

I shrink back in my seat. Maybe I could just go home. If this rogue collective wants Fletcher dead so badly, maybe I can just go home, say nothing, carry on with my dead people, and stay out of it?

I know it’s impossible to escape from this, and I feel the weight of fear squashing me, but also, a twinge of something else – fight? Fury? Indignance? I can’t think of the word, but I don’t want to slink away, I want to help Fletcher, I want to see him triumph. I want to help, if I can. 

Elodie turns to Zeta, the beautiful crone – and I have to say, she is beautiful. She looks like a film star. I feel really dowdy next to all the women in this family. Elodie is the plainest of them all, and even she’s a hot potato. They are all glossy and glamorous and I’m just a teenage scruff bag. 

I feel really self-conscious all of a sudden. I’m the most powerful witch in the country. I should look glossy and glamorous too. Not plain and boring. 

I tune back into the conversation, embarrassed about my vanity at a time of crisis and wish I could tune back out. 

“Elodie. They’re on their way.” The crone says, standing up.

They all jump up, a jumble of cries and panicked exclamations. I stand up too but I don’t know what to do or what to say.  

“Are you sure?”

The crone gives Ember a look. If she knows everything, then she knows. I start crying. People who want me dead are on their way to this lovely little cottage in Mumbles. And I’m about to die. 

Fletcher is at my side, hand in mine. 

The crone nods at Elodie. “You have to go. You have to keep the accident safe. She has everything. She knows everything. Gather the troops. The important witch families. Win this war. End this war. But keep her safe. You cannot let her die.”

This is reassuring. Ish. 

“What about you?” Ember touches the crone’s arm.

“I’ll hold them off. You go.” 

“We can’t leave you, Zeta.”

“You have to. I am ready to die. I have known it was coming. I’ll hold them off. You go.”

They all look shocked and it hits me then that everything they hold dear is about to be broken apart. The life that Fletcher thought he was leading was a lie. His father was murdered, people want him dead, and he’s about to fight a war he knew nothing about. This crone is about to die, she knew it was coming. 

She ushers us out of the back door, and I am bundled along with everyone else. Not that I want to stay and face this collective, but it feels wrong that we are leaving this woman to die.

I open my mouth to speak, say something on her behalf, when there’s a pounding at the front door, followed by the almost deafening sound of the wood being kicked or bashed or slammed, and cracking open.  

There is a lot of shouting and then Fletcher takes my hand and pulls me along. We flee down a back alley, along the back of all the little cottage gardens and a wave of absolute reality hits me, and I stumble. 

Fletcher stops, pulls me up. “Are you okay?”

I shake my head. “Not even a little bit. Let’s go.”

Now I’m pulling him, away from the danger. At this very minute Zeta is being murdered. She might take a few with her, I have no idea of her strength or the depth of her magic, but I know – and she knew – that she was about to die. 

I stop by a lamppost and throw up. An old woman walking her dog gives me a disgusted look and then I laugh; she probably thinks I’m drunk. I’d love to tell her the truth. 

We stop in a pile of breathless bodies next to the fence and Elodie looks around the front. She squeaks and pulls back, muttering for us to follow her, her tone frightened and not to be argued with. 

She stops behind the next row of cottages and puts a protective bubble around us. I can feel the change in the air. “This won’t hide us for long, but we’re going to have to fly home.”

“What’s wrong with the minibus?” Griff asks, fear evident in his voice.

“One of them is sitting in it. Three others are headed our way, to the back of Zeta’s cottage. Silence. Here they come.”

I hold my breath and peer out of the group huddle. Then I wish I hadn’t looked. I have never seen such a scary bunch of people. If Fletcher and his family look normal and nobody could ever guess they weren’t just normal humans, not witches, then this lot are the exact opposite.

Three of them.

Two women and one man. 

They are walking quickly, too quickly, and so silently. Their feet aren’t making a noise on the gravel or the grass. 

Even though they are dressed normally, something radiates from them and I think a normal person would see it too. They wouldn’t know what it was, of course, not like I do.

There’s a menacing gait to the way they walk, the air around them seems to fizz and spark. I know they aren’t witches, and I wish I knew if they were vampires, shifters or fairies. Maybe they are one of each. 

They turn and I gasp, cover my mouth with my hand and accept the nudge off Thea, because I almost shouted out in surprise, and wonder, really.

One of them is a fairy. I can see her wings. They are exactly like you imagine them to be. See through, but sparkly, ethereal looking and ridiculously pretty. They sprout out through her clothes; she must have made holes for them – or bought her outfit in a special fairy shop. I have too many questions, and again, I’m been side-tracked from the awfulness of this situation. 

Mere feet away from me are three people who want to kill me. The man whips around and glares in our general direction, but then they are gone. 

Elodie turns to Fletcher. “She can’t fly on her own.” 

Meaning me. At least she doesn’t call me the accident.

“I’ll hold her.”

Okay. Not going to argue with that.

Oh. 

He stands in front of me and wraps his arms around me, one around my waist and one around my shoulders, so tightly that I can’t move. “Keep still. This will feel strange, but you’re safe. I’ve got you.”

Yeah, he does. 

He’s taller than me, so my head is resting on his chest, and I can hear his heart beating. I breathe in the smell of him and enjoy the warmth of his body against my cheek and-

Waaaagh!

We are flying. I am flying. 

This feels so weird. He’s not flapping his wings like a bird or a fairy, there’s no broom stick involved, but we are flying, no we are rocketing, that’s the word for it. We are just flying through the air like we’ve been shot out of a cannon ball. I keep my head tucked against his chest and grip onto his top with my fingers, until I’m sure they are white. 

Then we land. Gracefully and elegantly, just down onto the ground. He unwraps himself from me and I feel cold without him next to me. I want him to hold me again.

Ridiculous. 

“Are you okay? Was that okay for you?”

Was that okay for me? 

I cannot speak, it was so good. 

I nod and he grins, takes my hand and turns to the others. We have all landed, and none of them have a hair out of place. We just flew twenty miles in the space of about five minutes, and they look so unruffled. 

“We need to get inside and call up the witches, the big families. We’ll take a few each – it’ll be quicker.”

“Elodie, stop.” 

Elodie stops, mid step and looks up at their house. She sees what Griff saw – a tiny flicker of light, like a torch being turned off. They could easily have missed it. 

“Keep walking to the house and talking,” she says in a whisper. “Like we haven’t noticed. When you get to the front step, fly.”

“Fly with me,” Griff says. “We have a safe house. Don’t lose me.”

The only good thing to come out of this, is that once again Fletcher has his arms around me, ready to fly again.
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FLETCHER SCOOPS ELLIS in his arms again and can’t help but smile. She no longer smells of sick, though the smell of strawberries and apples has gone, she smells fresh and sweet. He likes holding onto her so tightly. He likes the way she’s gripping onto his clothes.

He shakes his head. The rogue collective has killed Zeta, and some of them are in his house. He has no idea how they breached the protections they have in place. 

He flies, keeping his eyes on Griff, letting his uncle’s magic lead them all to the safe house. It doesn’t take long and reluctantly he lets Ellis go. She smiles up at him, shyly, now that they are with his family again. 

“Inside.” Griff holds open the door to an estate agents and they all hurry inside. Nobody seems to notice as they pass through the middle of their working day, and into another room. “Upstairs.” They head up and he locks the door behind them. 

Upstairs they head through three doors in a row, all along a dark corridor and then into another room. They are in the attic and it’s huge. 

“It’s the attics of all ten shops in this row, knocked through into one. It’s our base.”

Indeed, down one end of the room, they can see desks, and computers, a few people bent over screens, talking amongst themselves. 

This end seems comfier, a little cosier. “Through there are the bunk beds, and a bathroom, if any of you need the loo. It’s not fancy, but it’s completely safe.”

That reminds Fletcher. “How did they get into our house?”

“I was just thinking the same thing,” Ember says, looking nervous. “Are you sure this place is safe Griff? And how did they find Zeta?”

He shakes his head. “I have no idea. But this place is safe. I’d bet my life on it.”

“Well, if it isn’t, then you have.”

They are all silent. Thea and Talia wander down to the computers, strike up conversation with the witches working on them. Ellis sinks onto a sofa. Her legs have turned to jelly. They have just escaped two really close calls. 

Fletcher sits opposite her on a chair and closes his eyes. 

Elodie, Ember and Griff huddle in a corner.

Ellis picks at the skin next to her fingernails, pulling and worrying at it until she makes herself bleed. She sucks on her finger. Fletcher comes over and takes her hand from her mouth. “You’re a witch now. Look.” He rubs her skin with his finger, and the cut vanishes. She smiles up at him. “Thank you. I always do this when I’m upset.”

“I’m sorry. I feel just terrible that you’re mixed up in all this.”

“Again, it’s not your fault.” She pauses. “Did you know the crone, um, Zeta very well.”

He nods, eyes filling with tears. “We don’t spend a lot of time with her – she likes, liked, to keep to herself, but I can’t believe she’s dead. That they killed her looking for us.”

“I’m just glad we got away when we did. She was very brave, risking her life for ours.”

“For yours. Like she said, you have the knowledge, power, magic, all of our history inside you. We have to keep you safe.” He takes hold of her hand. “I want to keep you safe.”

Thea and Talia sit down on another sofa, looking pointedly at Fletcher and Ellis’s hands. He lets go of her, and rubs his hands through his hair, embarrassed at being caught being so soppy. 

“What are they doing down there? Anyone we know?”

“No one we know. They’re contacting the families – everyone should be here within the hour.”

“That’s quick.” 

“They’re messaging everyone. They’ll all fly in.”

Fletcher nods and clears his throat, overcome with awkwardness; he hates giving the twins a reason to tease him and he knows that even though they’re in the middle of the worst day of their lives, they are going to tease him mercilessly about holding hands with Ellis.

“Can you believe our mum?” Thea says, unusually serious. But then it’s an unusual situation. 

“I can’t believe any of it.”

“Sorry about your dad.” This from both of the twins, in unison as always. 

“It’s okay. I can’t believe we didn’t know.”

“I wish she’d told us too. I don’t hate her because she didn’t, and I’m glad she kept you safe, but it’s weird to think all this is going on – people killing your dad, trying to kill you, this whole war – and we knew nothing about it.”

“Yeah. Like, how have we missed all this. Your mum going off with Griff to kill people, and people trying to kill me.”

“Trying to kill all of us. I wonder how many witches they’ve killed already?”

“Too many,” Elodie says, joining them. “This is new to me too, but Ember and Griff have filled me in on what they know. Now I need to tell you – you don’t leave our sight. You don’t go anywhere.”

“What about college?”

“We’ll magic in and mark you all as present. Until this is figured out, we stick together. Please. I need you to know how serious this is. This isn’t just about keeping Ellis safe; it’s about keeping all of us safe.”

“How do you think they got in the house, mum?”

“Well, we don’t know, and we don’t like to believe it, but just as Ember said we have insiders within this rogue collective, I wonder if they have insider knowledge of us.”

“But none of us-”

“Not one of us, Fletcher. But any witch would have known how to get past our protections.”

“So, they have a witch helping them, a traitor?”

“We don’t know, but it’s the only thing we can think of. We might be completely wrong, so we’re keeping it to ourselves, for now.”

There’s a knock at the door and Griff rushes over. They can’t hear what he’s saying but after a minute or so, he unlocks the door. There’s a flurry of people and voices, and greetings, and explanations, amid sombre faces and serious moods. 

The adults gather over at a kitchen island, making teas and coffees and the youngsters come over to the sofas. There are five of them, and Fletcher and the twins stand up and greet them with hugs, kisses and high fives. 

A tall girl with long, shimmery, red hair, leans into Fletcher, kissing him firmly on the mouth. “Hey, you. It’s been too long.”

Fletcher pulls back, wipes his mouth and grins, stumbling over his words. “Hi Sally. It has. Was it last summer?”

“It was. As if you’d forget.” She turns to the twins and they squeal and hug.  

“Who’s this?” A younger boy, about thirteen, pulling his headphones out, points at Ellis. “She’s new.”

Ellis shuffles forward on the sofa, all eyes on her. 

Sally turns to look at her, then comes back to Fletcher’s side and snakes an arm around his waist. “Yeah, she’s new.”

“This is Ellis.”

Sally frowns, looking her up and down, finding her severely lacking. “Isn’t that a boy’s name?”

Ellis shrugs. “Evidently not.”

Fletcher smiles and untangles himself from Sally, moving closer to the twins. “Guys, this is Ellis. So, how much do you all know?”

None of them know anything. They have been dragged away from whatever it was they were doing and told to follow their parents to the safe house. Confusion colours all of their faces. 

The twins give Fletcher a look that clearly says, take it away buddy, and so he does. He explains about the ceremony and the investment that went so wrong. 

“You’re kidding. She’s not even a witch?” This from a short, blonde girl, with ridiculously long hair. Like Rapunzel long. 

Ellis shrugs again. “I am now.”

“Who cocked up the magic circle?” Sally asks.

“We don’t actually know. We were trying to keep all this quiet.”

“But?”

“But it got worse.”

“Worse than her?” The disdain on Sally’s face as she looks at Ellis is frightening. 

“Worse than me,” Ellis says, scowling at Sally and everybody else.

“Really?”

Fletcher nods and then, with some difficulty, explains that his father’s death wasn’t an accident but murder, and that Griff and Ember, to some degree, have been working to battle a rogue collective of the other species.

“What? No way! My mum would have told me.”

“Maybe she didn’t know. My mum didn’t.”

“Elodie didn’t know?”

Fletcher shakes his head and a heavy silence settles over them all. 

A tall, skinny boy with longish hair speaks up. “What do this rogue collective want? Do we know?”

“Well, at the moment they want to kill all the witches. They killed Zeta.”

“You’re kidding.”

“We’re not. We were there.”

“You saw them kill her?”

“No, she told us they were coming, and then we left.”

“You left her to die?”

“Well, we didn’t want to. She made us. She told us that she knew it was the end of her life, but that we had to keep Ellis safe.”

“Why?” Again, the obvious distaste from Sally. 
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OOH I CAN’T HELP IT. I hate this prissy red head coming in and kissing Fletcher. On the lips. 

I try not to sound too snarky as I answer, but I don’t think I manage it: “Because I’m pretty important right now. I am the head witch, remember – that means I’m in charge of all of you. And apparently all your secrets, magic, power, and all that crap, are locked inside me.”

I glance at the twins and they actually look impressed, for about three seconds, then they are scowling at me. In fact, their expression is exactly the same as Sally’s. 

I’m not sure who I hate more. 

Yes, I am. 

It’s Sally. 

Ooh she’s pretty and perky, and her lipstick perfectly matches her hair, without making her look like a clown. Why are all these girl witches so damn good looking? She’s wearing jeans so tight I know she’s not wearing any knickers and her top is so tight that even I can’t help staring at her boobs. 

I want to cry. 

I can’t look at Fletcher, because when I do, I can see her lipstick shining on his lips. 

What happened last summer that she thinks she can walk straight up to him and kiss him right on the mouth?

Rude.

We are staring at each other, and I’m not sure if I’m going to start sparking with fury, when Thea pipes up. “Be careful, Sally. She has visions; she might see exactly what you’re thinking, or what you’ve done. She knew that uncle Griff has been murdering people, and that my mum had helped him.”

For a second this diffuses the tension as the younger kids are wide eyed and open mouthed. “Griff and Ember have killed people? This is wild!” This from the only one of the five who hasn’t yet spoken. 

“Visions?”

“Or memories,” I say, determined to make Sally squirm. I might not know what to do with my magic, yet, but it’s there. It showed me what Griff and Ember had been up to.

“We don’t know what she’s capable of, not really.” Fletcher smiles at me, and I forgive him a tiny bit for wearing Sally’s lipstick. I hate that she kissed him, I hate the intimacy it hints at, whatever happened last summer. They’ve definitely snogged, and I hate her so much. 

Oh, yes, they’ve snogged.

Her memory comes flying into my mind – unwelcome, unbidden.

A sandy beach, on a perfect weather day – the bluest of skies, wisps of candy floss clouds, the sound of people enjoying themselves, and tucked around a corner, in an inlet of craggy rock, there’s a crumpled blanket, and two bodies lying side by side. Clothed but kissing, okay actually writhing a bit. I shake my head. It’s not as fun as I thought it might be.

When I lock eyes with her, she’s smirking. Sally is smirking, red lips twisting, and I realise that she’s thinking about her kiss with Fletcher on purpose. She’s trying to rile me up. 

Am I that obvious? Do they all know that I fancy him? Does he? 

But then he’s been happy to hold my hand, before she came along, happy to touch my leg, promise me he’ll keep me safe. So maybe if I like him, just maybe he likes me too?

Does that still stand? Does he still want to protect me? Will he touch me now that she’s turned up? I wish I knew. I wish I was one of those girls who knows that everyone fancies her, knows how hot she is, knows that nobody can keep their hands off her.

I’m not that girl. Never have been. Never will be.

I’m the anxious girl. The awkward girl. The plain girl. If I tried to look glamourous or sexy, I’d end up looking and feeling pathetic. It’s just not me.

That makes me sad too. 

I don’t want to look at him, I don’t want to see his memory, or visions, or anything else. What if I don’t like what I see? 

“Okay?” He touches my arm, concern clear on his face. I nod. I won’t let her know that her little snog memory bothered me, and I definitely won’t let him know. 

“So, what are we planning to do? Are we in danger?”

“Of course we are, Laila, a bunch of vamps, shifters and fairies want us dead.”

“So what are we going to do?”

Fletcher leans in, and everyone leans in to hear him. “We’re going to war. Well, our parents are. We’re not.”

“I might,” Sally says. “I’m sixteen, I’m old enough to fight if my parents need me to.”

I hate her courage, her bravery in the face of what might be coming her way. 

But then she didn’t hear the commotion they made when they came to kill Zeta. I did. And if I think about it, I can still hear the battering down of the front door of that sweet little cottage in Mumbles.

I shiver. 

“Okay?” Fletcher asks me, coming over to my side. “Is it a vision?” I shake my head, no. I won’t tell him that the last vision I enjoyed was him snogging Sally’s face off. 

“You’ll fight, won’t you, Fletch?”

Fletch? Really?

I roll my eyes and look over at her. She’s pointedly refusing to look at me, maybe she’s worried that I’ll see a memory other than the one she wants me to. 

Fletcher shakes his head. “I don’t know, Sal.”

Sal? Really?

Talia frowns. “Sally – this isn’t a game. Zeta’s dead. When we got home, they were in our house. They killed Adam. They’ve killed who knows how many witches – all over the country. We’ll be lucky if we’re not locked up until this is over. Ellis certainly will be.”

I glare at her, but she smiles, actually smiles at me. “I know you’re a new witch, and you don’t know any of us, and you’ve been thrown into this, Ellis, but you’re important. We can’t let anything happen to you.”

Sally humphs but Fletcher turns to her. “We know you don’t like many people, Sal,-”

“I like you.”

Ooh, I might just throw up again. 

“Sally. Ellis is important. Just as important as I would have been if I’d been invested. More so now that we know about this war.”

The boy with the headphones shakes his head. “I still can’t believe we’re in the middle of a war. I wonder how many of our parents knew.”

“Who knows, but if they did know, it means they’ve been killing the other species, which means they’ve been in huge danger.”

I close my eyes for a second and let the conversation wash over me. This is scary for me, but for these kids, some younger than me, their families are in mortal danger, too. 

I know how much worse this would be if I thought harm might come to my parents. I couldn’t stand it. I’m not brave at all, but I get where Sally is coming from. 

It would be awful to watch your parents face danger and go through this turmoil without being able to help. I’d want to help. 

I do want to help. 

I want to help Fletcher. And his mum is lovely. 

The twins and Ember scare the crap out of me, and I do not like Sally. But the others seem nice. I open my eyes and glance over at the adults. They all seem nice too. You’d never guess they were magical beings, not at all. 

What a weird and crazy adventure I’ve become involved in. 

I look over at Sally. She’s huddled near the twins, giggling and muttering so the rest of the group can’t hear them. I could try to tune in, see if my magic would work that way, but I don’t want to know what they might be saying about me.

Maybe they aren’t saying anything about me, but Sally keeps glancing at me, so I reckon they are. 

I hate them. If Molly was here with me now, I’d feel better. She was like a comfort blanket for me. I always felt better when I was in her company. We felt like we could take on the world.

The worst thing about her illness was watching the life drain out of her, watching her get weaker and weaker each time I saw her. Until she was gone. 

I’m filling up with tears and I do not want to cry in front of Sally, so I dig my fingernails into my hand until it passes and then focus my gaze on the adults instead. 

Their huddle breaks apart and Elodie and Ember come over to us. 

“All okay?”

I nod. So does everybody else. 
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“THIS ISN’T EASY FOR us,” Elodie says. “We would rather not worry you, but it’s done now. The cat is out of the bag, so to speak, and, sadly, everything is about to change for us. This rogue collective has been killing witches, wanting to take their independence back through violence for too long. We’ve been fighting back. Well, I haven’t because I didn’t know anything about it, but certain witches did, and certain witches have – kept us safe that is. But now they’ve found out about Ellis, how she was invested instead of Fletcher and they’ve come out of the shadows. They came to Zeta’s house in broad daylight. She’s dead. When we went home, they were in our house. Griff confirms that he has never seen them operate like this. They killed Adam but made it look like an accident. Often groups like this want the glory and the recognition when they kill, but that’s what’s made this group harder. They work in the shadows, they creep around, and they’re really hard to pin down. Now it’s different. They’ve changed.”

Elodie takes a deep breath, looks around at the worried faces and tries to smile. She can’t. Tears fill her eyes. Fletcher jumps up and hugs her. She pats his back and kisses his cheek.

“I’m okay, lovely. I just wish you kids weren’t involved. I wish I could guarantee your safety.”

“What’s going to happen? What’s the plan?”

“We need you to stay here. They’re still at the house, we’ve got someone watching the place, so we’re going there now. We’re going to kill or capture – depending on who they are. Griff knows the major players, and if they are there, we can end this tonight. If not, then it’s going to be harder and take longer. We just need you kids to stay here, be safe, be brave. One of us will stay – probably Max – and you just have to wait.”

There are more than a few groans. “I know, I know. But this is not the kind of thing you can get involved in. These guys aren’t playing. They plan to kill. They do kill.”

The tension of fear settles over them all and there are grim faces and then a tearful flurry of activity as the adults hug and kiss their children, and the children protest about them leaving, and them not being able to go along to help. 

Max comes over to the group. “I’ll look after you all. Let your parents go, and finish this.”

Fletcher holds onto his mother tightly. “Mum, you can’t die. I can’t be left with nobody.”

“I won’t die. I plan on killing every last one of them, for what they did to your father.”

He nods and kisses her head, already taller than she is. 

The twins hug their mum, tears coursing down their faces. “Mum, be careful.”

“I’ll be okay, my beautiful girls.” Ember is only not spiky when it comes to her girls. 

“Promise?”

Ember nods, crying and hugging her twins.

Everybody is crying, and when the adults leave in a rush of fear and anger, and hope that this might be over tonight, the silence is total. 

“I’m scared.” This from the youngest of them all. Thea hugs her. “It’s going to be okay; they’ll be fine. They’ll do this, easily.”

“I don’t understand. Why are the other species trying to hurt us?”

“Because they’re pigs.”

“Not all of them, Thea. Some of them. There are some vampires, shifters and fairies who don’t like that we are in charge of them. They wish they were in charge of themselves.”

“Why aren’t they?”

“You know – you’ve heard about the allegiance, haven’t you?”

She nods.

“Right, so years ago the allegiance said that we would be in charge of all the species, and hold the knowledge, magic, power – all of the important stuff to each species – within our coven, within our head witch. We don’t tell them what to do, or stop them doing anything, but we are in charge. Some of them don’t like it.” 

Sally butts in: “Some of them are stupid, evil and murderous and we’re going to kill them all.” 

She gestures to Fletcher, Sally and Talia with her head, and Ellis follows along. The five of them huddle around the table where the adults had huddled earlier. 

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking?” Sally says.

The twins nod. “We can’t just sit here and let them die.”

“I can’t lose my mum as well.”

“What about Ellis? We can’t take her – she’ll just be a burden.”

“I’ll keep her with me,” Fletcher says. “I’ll look after her. Her magic might come in handy; you never know. Besides I don’t want to leave her here alone.”

“She won’t be alone. The young kids are going to have to stay here.”

Fletcher shakes his head and Sally frowns but doesn’t argue with him. 

“Fine. But she’s your problem, Fletch. We’ll fly over there right now.”

“How do we get out of here without Max noticing?”

“We’ll spell him.”

“But who will keep the young ones safe.”

“They’ll be safe here. It’s a safe house,” Thea says. 

Fletcher takes charge. “Thea, if you take the young ones into the kitchen, get sweets and chocolate then put a film on. Talia, explain to them what we’re doing and where we’re going. If they argue, spell them. I’ll spell Max and then we’ll go. Ready?”

They all nod, and the crackle of excitement and panic is almost sparking in the air. 

They are doing exactly what they said they wouldn’t, exactly what they know they shouldn’t. And yet, for all of the ways they know they are doing the wrong thing, it feels right that they should go to help, and not sit like helpless kids waiting for their parents to come back. 

Fletcher takes Ellis to one side, touches her cheek. “Are you happy to come?” 

She nods. 

He knows that it makes the most sense to leave her here, in safety, but for some reason he can’t, he won’t. She’s precious to all of them now, but she matters to him too. He still feels responsible for her being in this predicament in the first place, and he doesn’t want to abandon her to strangers. 

“Definitely?’

She nods again, though he can see the fear on her face. 

“I promise I won’t let any harm come to you.” He kisses her forehead, unaware of Sally watching, and scowling. 

Thea comes back over. “I didn’t have to spell them, they’re all just glad we’re not making them come along. Billy’s a bit gutted.” 

“Thirteen is too young.”

“That’s what I said.”

Fletcher heads over to Max and in seconds he’s back. Max is sitting on an arm chair, a vacant smile plastered on his face. “If the workers need him, he can function and answer questions, and if the kids need anything-”

“They won’t. Billy’s got this.”

“Okay. Let’s go.”

Ellis steps closer to Fletcher. “How do we get outside if this place is all locked up with magic and stuff?”

“This is where you come in handy. Take my hand.”

She does as she’s told. Thea, Talia and Sally all link hands and then join hands with Ellis and Fletcher. The five of them make a circle, and if any one of them thinks that what they are doing is stupid, or irresponsible, or insane, or a death wish, then none of them is going to be the spoilsport who says so. Fletcher mutters a few words, and suddenly they are outside, in the carpark. 

“How?”

“I just used your head witchness to override Griff’s magic.”

Ellis grins and they all breathe in the fresh air. 

There are people milling around, shopping, chatting, picking up fish and chips for tea. “We need to go around the back, where there’s nobody to see us fly away,” Fletcher says, and they all troop along the side of the building.

The back is deserted – lots of bins and rubbish, but no people. 

Fletcher holds on to Ellis, like he did before. Sally glares at them but says nothing. 

“Ready?”

They nod but hesitate as a white van skids into the carpark. They try to look nonchalant and unsuspicious, just five teenagers hanging around on a Saturday evening. 

The van pulls to a stop in front of them and the back doors open. 

Two men and two women jump out and bundle them all into the back of the van, so quickly, so practiced in their movements, that the five don’t have time to do anything. They can’t hold them off, use their magic or escape, so quickly do their kidnappers get them tied up, blindfolds over their eyes and tape over their mouths. They are helpless and frightened. Unable to move. Unable to protect themselves. Unable to do anything. 
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Ellis
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I KNOW IF I THROW UP, I will choke on my vomit and die, so despite being in a heart stoppingly scary predicament, I breathe slowly, through my nose, and refuse to let my panic escalate. I can hear the others, shuffling, falling as the van goes around corners, and leaning against me, but I have no idea who is who.

I can smell perfume, sweat and fear – I can actually smell fear. I’m like a dog all of a sudden. They say that all of your senses heighten when one doesn’t work, and it’s true. 

There is something too vulnerable about being unable to see. It’s obviously the other species who’ve taken us, bundled us into their van and taking us somewhere, who knows where, to kill us. I swallow down sick before it reaches my mouth. I will not choke to death. But then maybe it stops them having the satisfaction of killing me. 

I wonder if these are the ones who killed Zeta. It was all too quick. I have flashes of memory. Blonde hair, stubble, green jacket, but I can’t put all the pieces together. I can’t figure it out.

Not that it matters. Fletcher and the others might know some of them, but I don’t. 

I wonder how often they mix – the different species – or if they even do at all.

I wonder how they’ll kill me. 

Quickly.

Slowly.

Painfully.

Kindly.

Kindly. I almost laugh. 

These people have been systematically killing off witches, for who knows how long and I’m sure the more they kill, the more they enjoy it. The more inventive they get. The more dramatic and innovative. The more fun they get out of it. The more satisfaction.

Breathe, Ellis, breathe. 

Where are they taking us? Why are they taking us? It’s hard to be logical when you’re trussed up and bouncing around in the back of your kidnapper’s van, but it hits me then that I should already be dead. Why not just kill us all in the carpark? Why not do it? Why take us?

It’s not for any good reason, I know that much. 

I refuse to let my imagination run away with me. I’m a good worrier – I love a bit of doom and gloom and something to moan about. I enjoy feeling sorry for myself and I can catastrophise almost anything.

But not today.

I breathe in and out and I focus only on my immediate surroundings. The feel of the hard, wooden floor under my hands, as I try to steady myself. The warmth of the body closest to me, who keeps landing on me every time we go around a corner or a roundabout. The smell of perfume – not fear or sweat – I focus on the perfume. It’s fresh and pretty, probably Sally’s. 

None of them are speaking – the people who took us. Maybe they don’t want to give us any clues as to who they are or where we’re going. 

It hits me then that if I hadn’t seen the vision of Griff and Ember, this attack would have come completely out of the blue. If Zeta hadn’t warned us when we visited her that they knew and were coming for her, then this attack would have been completely confusing for us. 

I wonder if they know that we know. I wonder if the fight is over at Fletcher’s house. Did they win or lose? Is it still going on? Will we get to wherever they are taking us, and it’ll all be over and they’ll let us go?

I wish I knew. I wish...

I pause and try to clear my mind of my muddled thoughts and concentrate. I’m a witch. I’m the head witch.

Maybe there’s a way I can magic us out of this. But then when I wanted to clean myself up, earlier, I ended up with a bar of soap in my mouth. I am not qualified for this. 

We’re alive for a reason. Maybe I need to just stay calm and see where we end up. 

I almost laugh. Stay calm. Highly unlikely.

The van stops. Is it a traffic light again, a junction, or have we arrived at our destination? I do not want to know.

We’ve arrived.

The doors open and even with the blindfold on the light hits me and makes me wince. We must be inside a garage; it’s not that light outside now. 

Someone grabs my arm, hauls me to my feet, out of the van. I actually clench my bladder – I do not want to wet myself through fear. 

I’m ushered along with the others and pushed down onto a chair. My blindfold is ripped off, along with some of my hair and I gasp at the pain. 

Blinking I look around. Five chairs, five of us. All alive, for now. We’re in a huge, empty, warehouse – the kind where they torture and kill people in films. You know the kind.

“What did you bring?”

A woman, too pretty to be a murderer, strides out of a side door and circles us. She’s very tall and very blonde and has very sparkly wings. A fairy.

I cannot hide my wonder on seeing such a creature up close. I know Fletcher is a witch, but only because he told me so. I would never have known or guessed.

But this woman could never hide the fact that she’s not human. No way. Aside from the wings, which make it pretty obvious, her skin sparkles and shimmers and her eyes glow with something magical too.

I hate to believe that she would hurt me.  

The four thugs that bundled us into the van and the driver look pleased with themselves. They’re obviously just minions because she waves them away and they reluctantly leave. 

“I’m being facetious. I know what they brought because I told them to bring you. We have the twins, Miss Sally, Fletcher – who should be the head witch – and the accident who is instead. I’m Peri.” Her smile is the most beautiful thing I have ever seen, and then she snarls. “So, the next question – and I know the answer to this too – is which one of you dies first?” She laughs and I think I might die just from the sound; it’s so sinister. It’s the prettiest sound, coming from the most adorably pretty maniac. I feel myself shudder. 

The doubt is fading. The reason we weren’t killed in the carpark is because this crazy lady wants to savour it. 

The tape over my mouth stops me from throwing up. Just. 

“I’m going to take the tape off your mouths so I can hear you scream. Is that okay?”

Nobody answers because we can’t. Even if I could, I know I wouldn’t be saying a word. 

“Of course I don’t get to have all the fun myself. Which is a pity.” 

She walks away from us and I’m mesmerised by her wings. They are absolutely beautiful, and so big. She’s calling as she walks, and then she comes back towards us, two people following her. One man and one woman. 

I feel another wave of nausea. This isn’t good. Or fun. Or enjoyable. I want to go home.

The woman is unusual looking – crazy tall, with such long legs, they don’t look real – she looks like she’s been stretched. Her hair is so long it touches the floor. She’s too tall, too gangly, too weird looking to be a murderer. Right?

But the man? Oh, he’s a murderer all right? And boom – I can see him doing it, time after time after time. Woah this guy likes blood – like really likes blood. Nothing is too gory for him – he’s definitely not a stickler for keeping things clean and tidy. I can see him murdering a rush of people in my mind, like a scary film. So many dead people. Young, old, male, female. 

I shrink into my seat, wishing I could vanish, and breathe in so slowly through my nose, as I’m sure I’m going to be sick, and I really don’t want to draw attention to myself.

So he looks like a murderer and he is a murderer. I don’t dare wonder about the other two, as I don’t want to see it. Not anymore.

Neither of these two has wings that I can see, so I wonder, is one a vampire and one a shifter, or are they both shifters, or both vampires. 

I close my eyes. Why do I even care what species they are? They want to kill me. And they’re going to.

“Fun,” the tall one says, and I open my eyes. She’s looking at us all in turn, like we are specimens or something. She stops in front of me and my stomach actually convulses. It twists and cramps and I think I might just die from fear. 

“Is this the accident?”
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PERI NODS, AND THEN points at them all in turn. “Accident. Should have been head witch. Ember’s twins. Sally Allan.”

The man whips around to face Sally, a sick look of longing on his face. “Sally Allan? I think I had the pleasure of meeting your uncle. Dave?”

Sally nods. 

“I enjoyed killing him.”

Sally’s eyes fill with tears which splash over her face, over the tape on her mouth, and onto her lap. She doesn’t move a muscle. 

None of them do. 

The atmosphere is oppressive, and they are all terrified, but they stay still and calm. On the outside, at least.

Peri leans close to Sally and rips the tape off her mouth. Sally cries out, but then bites her lip. Peri pulls the tape off all of their mouths, but the rest of them are silent. None of them want to give them the satisfaction, but it isn’t easy.

They are just five teenagers faced with three assassins and none of them know what to do or how to get out of this pickle. 

“Can we start?” The man is almost jumping up and down with excitement, but Peri shoots him a warning glance. “No, we have to wait for her ladyship.”

He scowls but nods and hunkers down in front of Ellis instead. “So, you’re the accident? I’m Layland. I’m going to kill you. And – if Peri lets me – eat your heart.”

Ellis shudders and turns the palest of pale, tinged with green. Tears spill over and fall onto her cheeks, but she doesn’t say a word and she doesn’t shrink away from him. He looks disappointed and goes to lean against a wall. “I don’t understand why we’re taking orders from her.”

“You know why. And it’s not for long, you know that.”

He shrugs but looks slightly mollified. 

They all turn at the same time as the door swings inwards and another person joins them.  

“Zeta!” Fletcher calls out her name and Layland leaps across the space between them and punches him clean on the jaw. Fletcher cries, and clutches onto his face, crying with pain. 

Ellis and the twins all have the same expression of hope and confusion.

Zeta is alive? 

But why is she here, with the enemy?

She’s as elegant as ever, and very much alive and uninjured. She sweeps across the room and hugs Peri and the tall woman. She nods to Layland. She doesn’t go near him but admonishes him instead: “You didn’t need to hit him.”

He refuses to look at her and studies the blood on his knuckles instead. 

“Why not hit him?” Peri asks, coming over to Fletcher and ruffling his hair. “Zeta, you know we’re going to kill them all. You knew that when you changed sides.”

Zeta has the grace to look a little bit embarrassed and cannot look at any of the witches. “Peri, I’m glad I helped you. Your species aren’t the only ones who’ve been hurt by this allegiance, by this power the witches have had over you.”

“You haven’t been hurt!” Fletcher calls out, risking another punch. “Why would you betray us like this? Just because you didn’t get to be head witch? Just because the lineage fell to the men of the families?”

Layland moves closer to Fletcher, but Zeta holds up a hand. “It might sound simple to you Fletcher, like no big deal, but I have been pushed aside my whole life. The crone used to be revered – given the highest place in any family. Not me – I was banished to my little cottage, and only called on when someone needed something. Any question, anything went wrong, oh we’ll ask the crone, but other than that I was ignored and abandoned.”

“And that was enough to make you a traitor?”

She shrugs, patting her perfectly coiffed hair. “It’s enough for me. I told your father to give them their freedom, Fletcher. I urged him to do the right thing, but he ignored me. Nobody ever actually wanted my help or advice unless I was telling them what they wanted to hear.”

Fletcher folds his arms and refuses to look at her. Peri touches Zeta’s arm. “Forget it, Zeta. Don’t try to make him understand, or any of them, we understand. We know that you helped us, we get why you were happy to come over to our side, and we can never, ever thank you enough.”

She nods to the tall woman, who slips a knife out of her pocket and slits Zeta’s throat. 

The five teenagers cry out, shocked and upset and the three kidnappers laugh. “She was useful – for a while.”

Zeta’s body crumples onto the floor, blood seeping into a puddle around her. “I thought we still needed her?” The tall woman wipes the blood off her knife onto the hem of her jacket. 

“No,” Peri says. “We have the kids. We have the parents back at the house. It should all be over tonight. I just wanted to see these guys’ faces when they realised they’d been betrayed.”  

“Are our parents dead?” Sally asks, daring to speak up, cowering back in case they hurt her. 

Peri shakes her head. “Not yet. I think they’re probably putting up a good fight. It’s a shame I couldn’t be in two places at once, I’d have enjoyed killing them too. But given the choice, I chose here. As soon as I get word that they’re dead, it’ll be time for you lot to join them.”

“Why wait?” 

Peri turns to Thea. “Just in case. You witches are my leverage. If something goes wrong, I want you alive. Just for now.”

Thea closes her eyes. Relief and fear. They will all die tonight. There doesn’t seem to be much of a question about it. 

“We’ll be back in a bit, but just so you know, Zeta did some magic for us, before we killed her, did something to this place, so your magic won’t work. You can’t vanish out of here, or magic anyone in. Sorry.”

The three of them are laughing as they leave the room, turning the lights off as they go.

The dark surrounds them, and suddenly the smell of Zeta’s blood seems over powering. 

Now the three murderous kidnappers have left, nothing stops all of them from crying. Fletcher isn’t sobbing, but tears flow down his face. How has everything gone so wrong. He should be celebrating today, instead he will die.

The twins’ crying reaches an almost hysterical edge and Sally snaps at them: “Shut up – they’re probably listening at the door. They’ll love to see us fall apart.”

“What else can we do? We’re going to die.”

Talia sniffs. “We can’t do any magic. We can’t get out of this. We can’t fight them – they have weapons.”

“And fists,” Fletcher adds, touching his jaw where Layland punched him. He winces. “I think he might have broken my jaw.”

“Is there anything we can do?” Sally asks. “I hate being helpless like this. If we’re going to die, can’t we go out fighting?”

“Sal, we’re tied up, no lights, no magic. What would you like us to do?”

There is no reply. They are helpless and hopeless and all any of them can think about was the practised and callous way the tall woman killed Zeta. There wasn’t a beat of hesitation. 

And they are all next. 

Ellis’s voice is small and scared. “Fletcher, I know you can’t do magic, but I’m head witch. Is there something I can do, something Zeta might not have thought of?”

The silence is thick, and when he speaks, eventually, Fletcher sounds excited. “Maybe. Give me a minute. Girls?”

Thea groans, trying to remember or think or come up with something. Talia says, “Yes, can’t she, no, could she, no, I don’t know.”

“Ellis.” Fletcher’s voice is firm and clear, but quiet. “Try to call my mum.”

“They’ll hear me.”

“No, sorry. In your head. Zeta might have magicked this place, so we can’t do anything, but you’re different – well, you might be different. Try. Close your eyes and call her. Really call her, concentrate, see if you can picture her face, the sound of her voice, what our house looks like. See your words reach her. Tell her we’re in trouble.”

Sally gasps suddenly. “Fletch, I know where we are. I remember it now. My dad brought me here once. My mum needed a new car and you know how good the shifters are with engines. We came to the shop bit, but my sister wandered off and I followed her. This is the back end where they bring cars after they’re fixed, just to wash. I know where we are. Ellis. If you can speak to Elodie, we can tell her where we are.”

“Okay, I’m going to try. Where are we? What do I say?”

“We’re right opposite the Liberty football stadium. In Shifts garage.”

	[image: image]
	 	[image: image]


[image: image]




Ellis
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I HAVE NEVER BEEN MORE scared, or petrified, or sickened, or upset, or every bad word you can think of, in my whole life. 

How was I in college yesterday with Thomas stealing my chocolate bar, and today I’m holed up in a garage, about to be murdered? 

I cannot get my head around it. 

And now I have to try to use my new magic to save us all?

My magic might be that of a head witch, but the execution? That of a normal human girl who is in way over her head. 

I can’t believe the way they just killed the crone. It was bad enough when I was imagining how they killed her, but now that I’ve actually seen it? What a turncoat. And what does it make me, that I’m a little bit glad that she’s dead?

She’s the one who was helping the rogue collective to murder all the witches and she’s the one who helped them get into Fletcher’s house. He’s lucky to be alive. 

For now.

I close my eyes as I’ve been told to do and call out – in my mind – Elodie? 

She obviously doesn’t answer, and I feel stupid and panicky. If our hopes rest with me, then we’re toast. 

“Ellis.” Fletcher’s voice is urgent, but quiet. “Let me talk you through it. You’ve never done it before.”

I nod, then remember we’re in the dark, with a dead body. A bleeding dead body. “Okay.”

I close my eyes and pledge to listen like I’ve never listened before, to concentrate like I’ve never concentrated before and to apply myself like I’ve never applied myself before. 

My life depends on it – and I’m not even being dramatic. I have to live, and Fletcher, Thea, Talia and Sally have to live too. And if Elodie is still alive – if any of the witches who went to fight are still alive, then I get to help them too. 

I do everything Fletcher tells me, step by step and with all of my heart. 

I picture Elodie in my mind – I can see her there perfectly well, like a photo. 

I hear her voice and smell her perfume; I see her smiling as she passes me the pep. I see her hug Fletcher; I see her move around the kitchen. I see her drive the minibus, say goodbye to all of us, vanish with the other witches, off to save the day.

Elodie, I call her, over and over, nudging at her with my mind, forcing her to hear me. Elodie. 

I feel my whole body go cold, then hot, and then I feel a weird rush and gurgle in my stomach, and now I can see Fletcher’s house – not in my head, like a photo, but as though I am there. I can’t see myself, when I look down, or when I hold out my hand, I am like a floating eye.

I go inside the house, directing my vision, and forcing myself to go where I need to. 

I can hear fighting before I see it, and I can see some dead bodies. I don’t know if they are witches, vampires, shifters or fairies and I don’t stop to inspect them. 

I am only looking for Elodie and the fact that my weird vision is moving me along, makes me think that she might be alive. Elodie. As I float along, seeing everything in Fletcher’s house as though I am physically there, I call Elodie over and over and over. 

I enter a room. This is very weird, and I don’t like it and I hesitate enough to question it all, and then I’m back in the garage. Shoot. I’ve pulled myself out of my vision.

I shake my head but do not make a sound. I don’t want Fletcher to know that I’m failing.  I cannot overthink this and ruin it. However weird it is and however much I don’t really know what I’m doing, I’m doing something right. I was at Fletcher’s house; I could see everything. I was looking for Elodie. 

It’s easier the second time I try it. I am in a trance much quicker and I’m at the house again. I rush forwards, ignoring the bodies and the fights that I don’t believe are Elodie and I go back to the room where I lost it last time. 

This time I keep my concentration. I can see her. She’s standing opposite someone. A woman I don’t recognise. They are both breathing heavily. They look as though they’ve been fighting but they’ve stopped for a second; they are circling each other, dancing on the balls of their feet. Hands up ready, but not attacking.

I don’t want to distract Elodie, but I need to get her attention. We need help and it needs to be soon. 

I move directly behind the woman she’s fighting and just slightly above. Elodie. I call her name and I can see that she hears something. Because I’m behind her aggressor she doesn’t look away, but keeps her eyes trained on the woman. I wonder if she thinks it’s a trick.

Elodie, it’s Ellis. 

This woman wouldn’t know my name so I want Elodie – if she can hear me – to know it’s me. 

I repeat the words over and over, Elodie, it’s Ellis. Elodie, it’s Ellis. 

Elodie keeps her eyes on the woman but nods. “Go on.” She speaks out loud and I know she’s answering me. 

“Oh, I will,” the woman says, assuming that Elodie is goading her.

I talk to her again. Elodie it’s me Ellis. We need your help. We’re in trouble. 

Panic and horror colour her face and I know she hears me. 

We need you. I tell her again, and in a rush of fury, she charges at the woman, and even though I know she can’t hurt me, because I’m not really there, I jump out of the way. 

The jump is enough to jolt me back into my own body, in real time, back into the garage with the dead crone, and I swear. 

“Ellis? Are you doing it? Is it working?”

I nod. Then remember we’re in the pitch black. “Yes. I was in your house. I could see lots of dead people, but nobody I recognised. I saw your mum and she was fighting a woman. She definitely heard me, but then I moved and came back here. Let me go back. I can get there quickly now I know how to do it.”

I don’t even wait for an answer. I can do this now. It’s like sending my mind somewhere and allowing it to go ahead without me and then catching up.

I rush back to the room in the house, but Elodie’s not there. The woman she was fighting is dead though. 

I call her again and allow myself to be led around the house. I know I’ll find her again – I seem to know, without knowing how, where she is. 

Elodie. It’s Ellis. Elodie, it’s Ellis. I call and call and then I find her. She’s with Ember and Griff and none of them are hurt. That I can see. 

Elodie. I’m here. We need you. We’re in Shifts garage. By the Liberty. 

I tell them everything I know, and I hear them repeat my words back to me and I know I’ve done it. I’ve got help for us. I’ve succeeded. I feel so happy. 

“Ellis, if you can hear me, go back to yourself now. We heard you and we know where you are.”

Griff nods. “We’re on our way. Be brave.”

Ember smiles. “Tell my girls I love them.” 

Elodie blows me a kiss and I grin. “Oh, tell Sally her parents are fine, too. We won’t be long. Just hold on.”

I nod even though she can’t see me, and I feel so much better and so much happier. I allow my mind to wander back to myself and in a strange rush I’m back in the garage, back in the dark, back with Fletcher.

“I did it. They heard me. They’re coming.” I can hear the pride in my voice as I speak, and for the first time since I became a witch, I don’t feel so pathetically inadequate. “Ember says she loves you, and Elodie said your parents are fine, Sally. Griff was there too. They’re all on their way.”

I can tell that we all feel better. The room feels lighter – despite the dead body – and I am fizzing with happiness that I did it – that I helped. 

“We just have to wait now.” 

“They’ll fly – it shouldn’t take long at all.”

“If they can get out of your house.”

I hold my breath – I want to go back to Fletcher’s to see what’s happening, how they are getting on, but Fletcher calls me. “Ellis – don’t go again. I should have warned you about how careful you have to be. We’ve lost witches in the past, who left their bodies to go somewhere else and enjoyed it so much they never came back. It can be addictive to see all the things we usually can’t or shouldn’t, but please stay here. Once we’re safe, my mum will help you – she’ll teach you how to do it properly, how to avoid the pitfalls, but for now stay here. Stay with me.”

“I’ll stay with you,” I say, then feel awkward and embarrassed by how pathetic I sound. 

“Good.” 

I smile and let myself grin like an idiot. Nobody can see me after all, and nobody knows how much of a ridiculous crush I have on Fletcher. 

The lights turn on and we’re all blinking like moles. And the panic creeps back in. What if Fletcher’s family don’t get here in time? What if they come just in time to see our dead bodies, our blood all mingling? 

Tears creep out of my eyes again and splash onto my hands. I don’t want to die. I want to see my parents again, and my brother. I want to put blusher on dead people again. I want to be anywhere but here.

The fear and hope mixing together is a sweet sort of agony. I look at the three people who want to kill us and my stomach cramps so badly that I feel like I might throw up again. Then I see Elodie blowing me a kiss, and I imagine them bursting in here to rescue us and I’m almost light headed. 

Which outcome do we get? Live or die? 
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PERI SEEMS TO BE THE leader of the three of them, she walks in first and is the first to speak. “Oh, you guys. We can’t leave you alone for a minute, can we?”

The five are silent, unsure what she means and not willing to upset her and get punched by her henchman.

“So Efa – this is Efa by the way.” She points to the tall woman with the long hair, who smiles at them all. “Had this idea, and it worked. She’s so clever.”

The five of them are still silent. It feels like something nasty is coming.

“She knew – don’t ask me how – but she knew that if we left you here alone, you’d try something shifty. And you did!”

Layland starts laughing and soon all three of them are laughing. 

A prickle of unease grows through the five teenagers, and Peri suddenly opens the main door of the garage with a flourish. 

Elodie, Ember, Griff and Sally’s parents are marched in by five thugs, holding them by their hair. They are pushed forward and shoved onto their knees. 

Sally cries out and Peri smacks her over the head. She cries out again and grabs onto her head. “Leave her alone!” Her father shouts and is kicked in the shins by the thug that brought him in.

Dread and realisation dawn on the five teenagers as they realise what they’ve done. 

“That’s right!” Peri gloats. “We knew you’d call them for help, and you did! We intercepted them outside. Thanks guys!” She’s laughing again, and it’s not just her, Efa and Layland that are laughing, but the thugs too. 

The sound reverberates around the whole of the enormous room and it sounds obscene. 

“We knew you’d get your accidental witch to call for help, and we knew the big bad witches would come running to save their babies. And all it means is that they get to watch us kill their babies, before we kill them. Isn’t that just delicious?” She shouts the last word, and they all flinch. 

Peri nods to the thugs to leave, and one of them closes the front shutter before they go. “Try anything – just one bit of magic and you die. No second chances, no ifs or buts. Nothing. Get it?”

The adults nod and the teenagers watch on, helpless and hopeless. There is nothing worse than children seeing the grownups fail. We all want the grownups to take charge, to help, to sort things out and the five teens are sobbing; it just isn’t going to happen. 

“Any volunteers? Who’s first to die?”

Elodie speaks up. “Peri, is it?”

Peri nods. 

“Why? Why does it have to end like this? Why do so many have to die? If you want your freedom you can have it.”

Peri laughs – a harsh and nasty sound in the quiet of the garage. “Have it? You don’t get to give it to me. I’m taking it. We’re all taking it. You will die. We will live. And the witches will be no more.”

“I don’t understand. We never treated you badly. We never oppressed you, or stopped you doing anything.”

Efa shakes her head. “This is the problem with power, with privilege – you don’t even see it. We have asked time and time again for our freedom, for autonomy over our own species, our own selves. And each time we get told no. Each time we get turned away. Each time we get sent on our silly way. We got sick of it.”

“And do you know, it’s the best feeling in the world, when you start fighting back. It’s the best thing we could have done. Every time we killed a witch it felt like giving one of our own freedom. And strength. And a future.”

Elodie is quiet. She can see that there is no reasoning with these people. This collective is sure it’s in the right and will carry on regardless. You cannot talk sense to the insane. 

“Did you see your lovely crone?” The change in conversation and the mention of the crone confuses the adults. They all know that Zeta is dead – Sally’s parents were filled in about what happened in Mumbles when they were at the safe house.

Layland picks Zeta up under her arms and drags her dead body around to the front of the garage so the witches can see her. 

“Why? Why bring her here? Why not leave her body where you killed her?” Elodie is upset, not just at the sight of Zeta, but the senseless removal of her from her home.

“We did. This is where we killed her. Tell her Fletcher!” Again, the glee in Peri’s voice is sickening to listen to. 

Fletcher’s voice is flat and robotic, but he relays the story of Zeta to his mum and everyone else. “She was the traitor, mum. We knew there was one.”

“I can’t believe it.” Elodie is crying. 

“Don’t cry, mum.”

“No – she should cry. They should all cry. It’s their power and greed and refusal to change and move with the times that has brought you all to this. They could have saved you.”

Peri moves around the garage as she talks, enjoying her moment of power, the sound of her own voice. She’s almost too pretty and jolly and light-hearted to be a cold-blooded murderer, but they can all feel it coming: The end. 

“Don’t blame your little accident, either. We were getting fed up of skulking around in the shadows. We were getting ready to show our hand – this might have rushed us along a little, but that’s okay. Now we all know where we stand – and you lot won’t be standing for long.”

They are all silent. Nobody can think of a way to stop this, to change the inevitable outcome, to save themselves. And Peri is having far too much fun letting out all her bitterness, recrimination after recrimination, telling the witches exactly why she wants to kill them, and how she plans to do it. 

“I have been dreaming about this for a long time.”

Efa and Layland nod, evil grins covering their faces. 

“Right, enough of the pleasantries. I want to go first – and I choose Sally.”

“No – kill us, leave the children to live. Don’t punish them for our crimes.”

Peri turns to Sally’s mum, a contemplative expression on her face. “Your crimes? Is that a confession, Jane?”

Sally’s mum nods, resigned, willing to say anything if it might save Sally, and the others. 

“A willingly given confession to the crimes of you and the other witches. How delicious. I almost want you to write it down, sign a bit of paper, give me something to show everyone after you’re dead but I can’t be bothered. I can kill you first, if you’d rather. Do you want to watch Sally die, or do you want Sally to watch you die? What a choice!” She’s laughing again, such a pretty sound. 

Jane doesn’t answer. It is no choice at all. And Peri knows it. She’s back to stalking around the room, her sing song voice teasing and taunting the witches. 

She’s so wrapped up in herself, and the sound of her own voice, and the incredible coup they’ve pulled off that she doesn’t notice Ellis. None of them do.
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I CANNOT LISTEN TO this evil fairy any longer. And why should I? We are all going to die, she’s made it clear enough. If any of the witches try anything she’ll kill them – and what can they do while she’s marching around making fun of them and the fact that they’re all about to die. 

I wonder if I’ll be first or last. Then I think about the way my mind travelled to Fletcher’s house, and I decide to leave the room. My body will be here, my body will be murdered, but while they do it, however they do it, in whatever order they do it, I’ll be somewhere else. 

I could go to Molly’s grave, I’d enjoy that. I always feel at peace when I’m close to her. Or I could go to my house and see my family one more time, watch my parents hard at work, watch Isey having fun, playing on his computer. 

I think I can go anywhere I like with this newfound magic, and then it hits me. 

Nobody here is expecting me to do any magic. The three of them, waiting to kill us, are watching the witches like hawks – one slip up and they’ll be dead. None of them will risk it – they are being too closely observed, but I’m not. 

I watch Peri – she locks eyes with everyone except me. I’m so unimportant; just an accident. Then I look at Efa, funny looking freak that she is, and she’s not looking at me either. She’s either watching Peri – a gleam in her eyes of pride, I think – or she’s looking at Zeta’s dead body with glee on her face. 

Layland is looking at the adult witches, ignoring the teenagers, fists clenched, getting ready for a fight, getting ready for when Peri tells him to make a move. 

Nobody is looking at me. I decide to go; I decide to go to the safe house and get Billy. Billy can get Max – the only adult witch I know who isn’t here, and then – maybe – we might have a chance of escape. 

I’m really quick now that I know what I’m doing – well kind of – and I fly through the sky to the safe house, to the carpark where we were taken, to the window. I look inside and I can see Max, still sitting, and Billy with the three kids who were deemed too young to come along tonight. 

I call Billy and he doesn’t even flinch. I call him again and again and again and then I see a crack in the window. I am inside. I call him again, and he frowns. Did he hear me? I wish I knew how to take a physical form. I call him again and he looks up. I know he can’t see me, but I have his attention. Billy – it’s Ellis. The accidental witch. We’re in trouble. We’re with the grownups and we’re all in trouble. We need Max to come.

He frowns again but he nods and looks over at Max. Still spelled, still catatonic in the chair. 

Billy, can you unspell him?

He nods and rushes to Max’s side. 

Max? Max? Max? I call out to him, while Billy does whatever magic he’s doing. I have no idea but he’s trying. It’s our only hope. 

Max stands up, rubs his head, gestures to Billy, confusion and anger on his face. 

Max. It’s Ellis – the accidental witch. I asked Billy to wake you up. We’re in trouble. We’re all locked in– at Shifts garage. We’re all there, us five teenagers – we snuck out – and Elodie, Ember, Griff and Sally’s parents. We don’t have time. You need to get down there, with back up, as soon as possible. 

He falters for a moment, unsure, unclear as to what to do. But then he nods. “I’m on my way. We’re on our way. I’ll get help and get there as soon as I can.”

I slip away, slide back into my body, in the garage, surrounded by psychopaths, but I’m smiling. 

If I am going to die, I am going to die. 

But I’ve tried. 

Sometimes, it’s all you can do. 

I watch Fletcher – the bruise on his face where Layland punched him is nasty – already it’s darkened to a deep purple colour; I bet it’s painful but he’s putting a brave face on. He’s looking at his mum and she’s looking at him, as though looking away from each other would bring the end around even quicker. I feel tears come, but I let them. I don’t want to move and draw attention to myself. 

Ember is looking at the twins the same way. However much of a bitch she might come across, however evil the twins are, they’re family and they love each other. 

Even looking at Sally and the way she is staring at her parents makes me want to weep. 

I am so grateful that my parents aren’t here, and they don’t have to see this. I cannot imagine the fear these people are all feeling because it isn’t just for themselves, it’s for other people they love.

I feel a sudden wave of pure fury at Peri, Efa and Layland.

The way Peri is stalking around is sickening. The way Efa is gloating over Zeta’s dead body – the way she killed her so nonchalantly, it makes we want to throw up. And Layland hitting Fletcher like he did; he’s nothing but a thug.  

The fury deepens and because they aren’t paying any attention to me, I stare at them, feeling my hatred boil and bubble as I watch them. 

Peri actually flutters her wings and I feel like I could strangle her. She is preening with delight that she’s going to end ten lives here, on top of all the others she has ended.

She’s so damn pleased with herself and I can’t help it. 

I don’t try to.

I mean, I don’t even know what I’m doing.

My magic is so new.

I just –

EXPLODE!

I scream and as I scream, I feel the fury in me, the hurt, the upset, the anger, the fear, the helplessness, the hopelessness, the pure hatred fills me and I am sparking, no I am on fire. Fire is shooting out of my fingertips and I look at Peri. The fire shoots towards her.

“Stop her!” she yells at her lackeys, but neither of them dares to come near me. 

I howl with rage and stand up, splitting my ties like the hulk or something. I concentrate on the three of them: Peri, Efa, Layland, their names like a drum beat in my head. My flames lick around the room, missing everything except them, targeting only them. 

“Get out of here!”

“Never. We can’t let them-”

“We can’t stop them.”

My fiery fury chases them right out of the room and then it simmers down to a spark, then a puff of smoke. I collapse onto the chair and as I do there’s a hammering at the front door. 

The adult witches rush towards their children and untie them, covering them in hugs and kisses. Griff opens the door and Max, followed by eleven witches, stream in, ready to rescue us. There is confusion followed by laughter and a little awe, as Griff fills them in on what I did.

Elodie moves from hugging Fletcher to my side. She holds me in her arms, kissing my cheek, and thanking me. 

I smile, and grin, a little overwhelmed by it all. I sit heavily on the chair. It was all too easy really. 

I might only be an accident but I’m getting better at this magic thing all the time. 

“We need to get out of here, before they rally their troops.”

“I’ll stay,” Griff says. “I want to see who’s here and finish them off if we need to. Bloody hell, Ellis, that was some good work.”

“I didn’t try, I just got so angry, all of a sudden, I couldn’t help myself.”

Fletcher grins at me, then winces, probably because of his broken jaw. “You did what we’ve been trained all our lives not to do. You let the magic take over.”

“Is that a bad thing?”

“Not today.” He reaches out his hand and I take it. “Not today.”

“I just wanted them to stop, to leave us alone, to leave you all safe and unharmed. I could see the way you were all looking at your loved ones and it made me furious.”

“Now imagine feeling angry in school because some girl pulled your hair. Imagine letting the magic take over, then.”

I laugh. “I can see how that might be a problem.”

“We learn from being little that we have to control ourselves. Self control is our biggest asset. It stops us being found out.”

“I promise I’ll practise it.”

“I’ll help you.”

“Let’s go.” Elodie interrupts them and takes Ellis by the hand. She flings her arm around Fletcher. “We need to get back to the house, get the protections back in place, get rid of the dead bodies. You need to go to the safe house and wait for us. Sally’s parents will come with you.”

We both nod and head outside. 

Griff stays behind with Max and several others, and as Fletcher puts his arms around me to fly me home, we hear the shouts and yells of battle. I shudder; I cannot help it. 

Then I feel Fletcher’s lips on my forehead, and I shudder again. “You saved our lives tonight, Ellis. I didn’t even really know you yesterday, and you saved my life tonight. I’ll never forget that.”

I close my eyes and lean against him, gripping onto his t shirt, and listening to the sound of his heart beat as we fly away from the nightmarish scene and into the night. 
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THEY LAND IN THE CARPARK they were taken from only a few hours earlier and Fletcher untangles himself from Ellis. Sally’s parents lead them all inside and lock the doors, and Billy and the others fall on them. There are dozens of questions: are you all okay, did anyone get hurt, how did you escape, what happens next?

They answer as best they can, although they don’t know the final outcome yet and then they all collapse onto chairs. The twins are crying, still worried that their mum might not make it back this time. Fletcher feels the same way about his mum. He hasn’t let go of Ellis’s hand since they came inside, but they don’t speak. 

The horror of what they went through, how they very nearly didn’t make it back, is etched in their minds and replays like a film. They will never forget this night; and probably never be the same again. 

Jane brings out a tray filled with steaming mugs of hot chocolate, all laced with pep, and some sandwiches. “Please eat. It’s over now – for us at least.”

They all know this isn’t true; unless Griff comes back and says that he’s killed the three instigators of tonight’s troubles. And until Elodie and Ember come back in one piece, none of them can rest. 

They do eat, though, and drink, and they do feel marginally better – which Jane knew they would.  

“Thank you for saving us,” Sally’s voice is small, but sincere.

“You’re welcome. I wish I’d done it quicker.”

Sally shakes her head. “You did it when you could. The fury built and built until you couldn’t contain it. You saved us all.”

Ellis smiles and blushes and Fletcher squeezes her hand. 

The calm and peace inside the safe house is such a contrast to where they’ve been that they cannot fully relax. Not quite.

Jane brings a poultice over for Fletcher, and he holds it against his bruised jaw while she says a few magical words. He touches his skin under the compress and smiles. 

“Better?” 

He nods and Jane moves away, pleased to have helped him. 

“I hate this waiting,” Thea says, and the others nod. “What if something else has happened?”

“Until we hear otherwise, we have to assume the best,” Fletcher says, wanting to believe it himself, but feeling sick at the thought of those monsters attacking his mum again. 

“Do you think those three are the ring-leaders?”

“I think so. Though Peri is in charge, you can tell.”

“Isn’t it funny that they say they don’t want to be under our rule, but Layland and Efa are both happy to have Peri tell them what to do?”

They all smile at the irony. “I hope Griff kills them. If they are the leaders, this whole rebellion thing might shrivel up without them.”

“Let’s hope.”

The waiting is impossible. They are antsy, fidgety, fed up and then the door opens. Elodie and Ember come in, looking tired and dishevelled but unharmed. Fletcher rushes over to his mum and the twins are scooped into Ember’s arms. 

“The house is secure,” Elodie says, dropping into a chair and wiping her face. 

Jane brings them both drinks. “Any word from Griff?”

Elodie shakes her head. “We’ve heard from our intelligence though, and those three are the leaders of this rebellion outfit. So, if he can kill them, this might be over.”

Even as she says it, they all feel like it’s too easy. They won’t go down without a fight; they might even have fled the scene as soon as the fire pushed them out. They might be on the loose, on the run, with none of the witches knowing where they are. 

Elodie touches Fletcher’s face. “Fixed?”

He nods. “It really hurt!”

She smiles. “I bet it did. Nasty piece of work.”

“How many witches died tonight?” This from Ellis.

“Too many. We think six. We still can’t find a few, but we have no idea if they fled, got hurt or worse.”

They are quiet for a minute. What can they say to make themselves feel better, to properly mourn the loss of family and friends, to give the situation it’s full weight?

The minutes turn to hours, and the hours stretch on through the night. Most of them fall asleep where they are. Too exhausted to change or climb into beds, they just crash. The teenagers cover the little ones in blankets and then when they fall asleep, the grownups cover them. The grownups eventually doze off. Maybe no news is good news, after all. 

The morning comes with a fresh sense of dread. Still no word from Griff and still no sign of any of the witches who stayed at the garage to fight. 

They are all sombre as they wake, freshen up, change clothes and eat. Nobody wants to be the first to address the apparent failure of last night’s mission. 

Tears fall easily and the sense of mourning in the room is clear. 

It’s just before noon that Elodie gets a text. “Everyone!” 

They all gather around, quiet and attentive. “It’s from Griff. He’s alive, so is Max. They’ve lost about half their number, but killed many of the enemy. Peri, Efa and Layland are nowhere to be seen.”

“Damn!” Ember’s face is a mixture of pure fury and pure heartbreak. “Is he coming back here?”

“Yes. He’s weak – he wants us to be ready to help him, and the others.”

“We can be.” 

Without waiting to be told, Sally’s parents start magicking clean clothes, blankets, food and drink, as well as medicine to help those who come back. They have no idea what state they’ll be in.

“If those three escaped, that means it’s not over, then.” Fletcher sounds despondent, his voice flat and sad. 

“It’s not over, but it will be. Soon.” Ember is spitting, she’s so angry.

“How?”

“Because we won’t stop – any of us – until we find them and punish them. They were going to kill every one of us last night. It’s only because of Ellis that they didn’t. We will keep fighting until it’s over.”

“Or until we’re all dead.”

The finality of the words hits them all and the serious mood is back once more. 

They are all waiting for Griff and the others, jumping at every sound, some pacing the room, unable to keep still, others unable to move at all.

Eventually the door is pushed open and Griff, Max and four others pour into the room, the smell of sweat and fear coming with them. 

Griff hugs Elodie and then Ember, then the twins, Fletcher and finally Ellis. “You saved so many lives last night. Thank you.”

“I’m sorry I couldn’t kill them.”

“We couldn’t either. They’re wily and quick.”

Everyone gathers to hear his story. “By the time we got out the back, the three that had you kids were gone. We killed a few of the thugs, the lackeys, but not those three. We found a few others who we think might be higher up the food chain, but we have no real way of knowing. They refused to answer questions, and none of them died without a fight. It was a rough night. We lost a few, but we couldn’t have done more.” He’s crying now, and they all try to comfort him. 

None of the victory of a battle well fought and won for them, only commiserations and misery over the fallen witches and the worry over what happens next. 

“We can’t stay here. I think we all need to go home, rest, stay safe, and then we’ll call a proper council meeting – with the other species – and tell them what’s going on. See where their loyalties lie. We can’t keep this thing hidden any more. It’s too big. Let them stand with us, and get their freedom, if that’s what they want, or fight against us with the rebels.”

“Which way do you think it’ll go?”

“I have no idea. I hope they’ll stand with us. I hope they don’t know about this. I hope it hasn’t been given an official green light, where they’ve all turned a blind eye and let them murder us in our thousands. I hope.”
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THE MOOD IS A HORRIBLE one, but I am so relieved when Fletcher puts his arms around me, ready to fly us home, that I could cry.

Okay, I do cry. 

I am a bit of a crier. 

I might be imagining it but I think he holds me tighter than he did last time, and his heart is beating louder, I know. I could fly around for ever, his arms around me, my head against his chest, but in no time at all we are home.

Not my home, but his. Though it feels a bit like home. It’s a familiar and happy sight, and I’m glad that all the carnage I saw when I called Elodie to help us, has vanished. I couldn’t bear to see it.

You’d never guess that a huge fight had taken place here, that anybody had died.

It’s pristine. 

Elodie heads straight for the kitchen and starts making food. The rest of us sit and watch her. “If any of you want to sleep, that’s fine. I’ll wake you when food’s ready.”

The twins head off to their room – whether to sleep or cry or talk, who knows. 

I’m left with Fletcher. Which is fine by me. Even though his jaw is fixed, the bruise is still there, so it still looks painful. He looks so handsome. He smiles at me. “Are you tired?”

I shake my head. If I say yes, I’ll have to go to his room without him. 

“Mum, we’ll just go and watch TV in my room, or something.”

My stomach flips and I follow him willingly upstairs. 

He sits on his bed and I sit next to him. He runs his hands through his hair, stretches his legs out in front of him and then he’s crying.

I turn to face him and hug him, awkwardly, but I hug him. and I cry too. 

The fact that I fancy him to bits is secondary now. We have been through something traumatising and heart wrenching and sickening, and we’re okay. I take his hand and sit back, closer to him, but not hugging any more. 

“I can’t believe we’re alive. I thought we were dead for sure.”

“I know. Me too, me too. When Layland punched you, I thought that was it.”

“Bastard.”

“Absolutely. But we are alive.”

We are quiet. Just sitting close, holding hands, and I don’t want to break the spell. Is it only Sunday? Did all of this happen since Friday night? It’s crazy. 

“Is it only Sunday?” he asks, and I laugh. 

“I was just thinking the exact same thing.”

“Weird.”

“So weird.”

I like feeling like we’re on the same wave length; that we have some sort of a connection. I like being with him. But I’m also so scared of the turn my life has taken. “When will I be able to go home?”

He turns to me, touches my cheek. “I don’t know. We’ll call a meeting, with all the species, and try to settle this. Once the rebels back off, and we’re all safe, then you can go home. You might always be a witch, though.”

I smile. “I don’t mind being a witch. It’s how I saved you.”

He takes me in his arms, holding me so tight I feel like I can’t breathe. He pulls back and looks at me, so intensely that I’m blushing. He looks at my mouth, back to my eyes, leans in, I think he’s going to kiss me.

There’s a knock at the door, and he pulls away, jumps up and opens it. Elodie smiles at us, almost apologetically, and I wonder if she knew. “Food’s ready.”

Fletcher holds out his hand for me and I take it. Then he leans in, really slowly, and just kisses me. Just a kiss, just lips, no tongue, just a kiss. And I think I might die.

It’s too quick, too fast and then he’s gone. He’s leading me downstairs, but I touch my mouth as though I can feel the mark he’s left. I wonder if anyone will be able to tell.  

I’ve just had my very first kiss.

The food is lovely. Elodie is a cracking cook, and the fact that we’re safe makes us all ravenous. We eat like we haven’t eaten for years, and the mood is light. Even the evil twins are chatting and smiling. Only Griff is quiet. I cannot imagine all the things he’s seen and done – and I don’t need to, I have seen them in my vision. It must take a toll on him. He looks exhausted and tearful. 

“Chin up, Griff. It’ll all be okay. We’ll call the meeting, get it all out in the open.”

“What if they already know?”

“We’ll deal with that if we need to. Let’s get some rest today. You need it.”

He nods, but only pushes his food around the plate. The rest of us, we eat. Even Ember and Elodie seem in quite good moods. Coming back to the house and being altogether again is doing us good. 

“Ellis, I think we’ll send an email to your parents after food, let them know that you’re well, how the trip is going.”

I nod, mouth full of food and swallow too quickly, so then I’m coughing like an idiot. “Yes, please, that would be great.”

I pretend not to see the evil twins smirking at me. Then I realise I don’t even care. I’m alive. And I saved everyone. And Fletcher kissed me. That’s a pretty good day all around. 

We all help to tidy up after food and then Elodie brings her laptop over. “Fletcher, can you get me into the school’s account? Magic hacking confuses me.”

He grins at his mum and rolls his eyes at me, but helps her straightaway. “What shall I write?”

“Let me do it – it needs to sound like a teacher wrote it, not a teenager.”

Fletcher passes it over to her, then turns to me. “Hey, do you want to see your family?”

“You can do that?” Why am I still amazed at what magic can do? Fletcher can fly!

“Yeah. Easy.”

He takes the laptop when his mum has finished and goes online. “It’s like Google maps, but for witches. It’s on Woogle.”

He turns the laptop so I can see.

“So you can’t just spy on anyone – that would be creepy, but because they’re your family, you can look inside the house.”

“That still sounds quite creepy.”

“Yeah – like all technology, I suppose it could be abused. But you just want to see them, not watch them in the shower or anything.”

“Ew! You could do that?”

He nods, laughing. “But you wouldn’t want to. Right?”

I nod but still feel like a creep. “Stay downstairs.” I warn him, laughing, and he does. He zooms in through the window and I freeze. Then I scream. Then Fletcher yells for his mum, louder than I have ever heard – panic evident in his tone.

Elodie comes running and looks at the laptop. She sees what I see and calls out for Ember and Griff. And then everyone comes running, fear on their faces because of the panic on mine.

Peri, Efa and Layland are in my house. My brother and my parents are gagged and bound in dining room chairs. They look unconscious and although I can’t see any injuries or blood, I scream again. The three evil murderers who almost killed us all last night are talking, gesturing, chatting away like this is just another day for them. 

I guess it is. 

“Griff. We need to get over there. Now.”

“I need to get over there. I need to rescue them. I need to help them.”

I cannot breathe, the panic is stopping me and I think I’m going to pass out. They’re going to kill my parents. They’re going to kill my brother.

I can’t help it, I am crying, blabbering, incoherent, sobbing, and then I almost faint.

Fletcher holds onto me and I grip his t shirt, imploring him to listen to me and help me – to take me to my house so I can help my parents, help my brother, kill a fairy, a vampire and a shifter.

“They’re going to kill my parents. They’re going to kill my brother.”

“They’re not.” Elodie takes my hand. “Ellis, they want us, not your family. This is just a ploy to get us there, and it’s fine, we’ll go there, we’ll give them what they want. We’ll rescue your parents and your brother. They will be fine. They don’t kill humans.”

She is trying to reassure me, but I cannot be calmed down, I won’t listen. 

“I’m going. I have to go.”

They realise they won’t talk me out of this and so we quickly make a plan. 
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“WE NEED TO BE CAREFUL. They might have their minions lurking around outside.”

“They probably will. These guys aren’t stupid. They want us dead, and they’re not playing. They are going to be so angry that Ellis outsmarted them earlier. They really weren’t expecting her to do any magic. They won’t be so easy to get rid of this time.”

“But you think my parents are still alive? And Isaac?”

“Definitely. They want us dead, not them.”

“What if they want to punish me for what I did?”

“Ellis, stop worrying. Let’s go.”

“Do we all know what we’re doing?”

Everybody nods and then it begins. 

Ellis runs out of the house, chased by Fletcher. 

“Wait!”

“I can’t. I need to help my parents.”

“Wait for help. Let me tell my mum.”

They are extra loud, extra argumentative as they get closer to the funeral home. They want it to sound like Ellis has rushed out to rescue her parents without any back up.

She slams into the house, breathless and the real anger and worry she feels causes her to face up to the three of them, without showing any fear. “Let them go!” Sparks fly from her fingertips and the three of them step back. 

“Ellis, wait.” Fletcher slows down as he enters the room, trying to take in the scene. 

“Any more magic, and it’s over.” Peri says.  

They stand facing each other. Peri, Efa and Layland look overjoyed that Ellis has arrived seemingly without back up. Ellis tries to look scared, and Fletcher takes her hand. He whispers, loudly enough for them all to hear: “We should have waited. We shouldn’t have come alone.”

“I had to.”

Peri laughs – those pretty maniacal peals of laughter making Fletcher’s skin crawl. He pulls Ellis’s hand, like he’s trying to lead her away. 

“Too late,” Efa says. 

“Too late!” Elodie shouts, rushing through the door, with Griff and Ember by her side. 

Peri leaps forward, towards Ellis’s family, but Elodie spells her, then the other two. 

“This is why you’ve had to fight us in secret, attack us like cowards, because you cannot beat magic. It wins every time.”

Ellis rushes over to her parents and starts to untie them. “Ellis, you can’t. They can’t see you.”

“I need to know they’re okay.”

“They are. Go home with Fletcher. Let us get rid of these guys. Let us bring your parents around and spell them – take away this memory.”

“If you’re taking away the memory, why can’t I stay.”

“Because you’re too strong of a memory. They love you, and you’ll be harder to erase.”

“Ellis, my mum is right. She knows what she’s doing. We’ll go home and watch. Come on.”

She kisses her mum, dad and brother on their cheeks and then takes Fletcher’s hand. 

The four of them, Fletcher, Ellis and the twins head back to the house. 

“I promise, they’ll be fine.”

“I believe you. I just wanted to see them awake, to know.”

“Ellis. It’s over. They are safe, and so are all of us.”

“Will your mums kill them?”

“I think so. They can’t risk keeping them alive.”

They walk back inside and into the kitchen, almost on a high. Their plan worked perfectly. They all stop, open-mouthed; they can’t be seeing what they are seeing, and their hearts sink as they realise what’s happened. 

Peri laughs, and flutters her wings, as though she’s had a shiver of pure pleasure. “Tricked you!”

Ellis looks more confused than the others, her mouth opening and closing, like a fish. 

“Shall I explain, lover boy, or do you want to?”

Fletcher nods. “Shifters. Remember, they take human form?”

Ellis closes her eyes as she realises what’s happened. Her parents might be safe, but Elodie, Ember and Griff are at her house killing the wrong people. The three murderers are actually here. 

“Loved your little play, by the way, it was quite a hoot watching you run up the road, Fletcher chasing you, the rest of the cronies running after you. How stupid do you think we are? I can’t even...” She shakes her head, trailing off, as though they are all too pathetic for her to even bother with. “So, we picked our least three favourite shifters – well, Layland did. It doesn’t do to get on his bad side, let me tell you – and they shifted into us. It was so much fun!”

She really is maniacal, and the four teenagers are too shocked to speak or fight back or defend themselves. 

“So, how long do you think we have before the trio of idiots come back? Shall we kill you quickly, slowly-”

“Quickly – before the accident tries any of her nonsense again.”

“You’re right. I don’t usually like to rush these things, but you’re a slippery bunch. Besides, there will be nothing nicer than leaving the four of you here, dead, for them to find, and being long gone. They won’t even know what’s hit them.”

Again, the laughter. It’s so sick. 

“We’ll start with this one.” Peri points at Ellis, and Ellis goes green. 

Efa reaches for her knife, pulling it out of her pocket, just as she did before she killed Zeta. She’s just as quick and she slices at Ellis, catching her cheek with the blade, blood pouring from the wound. 

At the same time, Fletcher yells, “Go!” and he and the twins launch themselves forward. Each one of them spells one of the adults, and the three of them fall like blocks, Efa’s knife clattering to the floor, blood splattering. But then, just as quickly, they stand up, fury covering their faces. Fletcher and the twins take a step back, confusion making them stumble. “Won’t work,” Peri says in her sing-song voice. “Zeta gave us some protections. You can’t spell us.”

“Fire!” Ellis calls out, and Fletcher nods, throwing out his arms and sending fire at them. The twins join him, Ellis can’t muster the energy, so much blood is pouring from the cut on her face. 

It works, thank goodness it works. The three of them curse, and hesitate, but scream as the flames start to lick at their clothes, the heat overpowering them like nothing else could. They run, barrelling past them and running out of the house. 

“Bolt the door. Magic it shut.”

“How did they get in?”

“Probably when we left.”

“Vampires need an invite.”

“Peri let her in.”

“Who cares. They’ve gone now. We need to fix Ellis.”

The three of them turn to Ellis, just in time to watch her pass out. 

There’s a hammering at the door. “It’s us.”

“Is it though?” Fletcher mutters, trying to jam a pillow under Ellis’s head. “Check, Talia, ask them something.”

“Let us in.”

“We can’t.”

“Why not?” the panic in Elodie’s voice is so real that Fletcher nods at Talia. She has already begun to open the door, recognising her aunt’s voice, and the worry that she feels for her family. Nobody could mimic that.

The three adults rush in and freeze. “What happened?”

It dawns on them all at the same time and Ember swears like a sailor. Elodie doesn’t even tell her off. “Shifters!”

Fletcher nods and Elodie rushes to his side. “How did you-”

He points at Ellis, and Elodie puts her hand on her cheek, tracing the blood back to the cut. “It’s only superficial. She’ll be fine. How did you get them out of here?”

As Fletcher speaks, Elodie tends to Ellis. 

“We spelled them, but it didn’t work. Then Ellis reminded us about the fire. They ran away, I’m sorry we didn’t kill them.”

“Shh, don’t say that. I can’t believe they tricked us. We’re so stupid.”

“You’re not stupid. They are clever. There’s a difference.”

Griff takes his phone. “I’m phoning all the council members right now. This is too much.”

Elodie nods and whispers to Ellis to wake up. Slowly she opens her eyes, her hand flying to her cheek, before she remembers her family. “Are they okay? My mum and dad? Isaac?”

Elodie smiles. “All fine. Happy and unaware of anything that happened. We’ve filled them with happiness and love and peace, and they won’t remember a thing. I promise. I can’t say the same for you four. I’m so sorry.” 

Ember is holding onto the twins like she won’t ever let them go, and Elodie pulls Fletcher and Ellis towards her. 

“I think that’s it; I think we’re safe for tonight. We’ve put protections on your house, Ellis, and with Zeta dead they shouldn’t be able to get through them. Wait, how did they get in here?”

“We think they slipped in when we all left.”

“Layland probably shifted into a rat and ran inside.”

“Then invited the fairy and the vampire in.”

“Do they really have to be invited in, vampires?” 

Fletcher nods. “So much of the myths about supernatural creatures are based on fact, but it all gets messed up. Vampires love garlic, for example.”

Ellis laughs. “How will I ever get used to this?”

Fletcher takes her hand. “You will. I’ll help you.”
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AND I’M MELTING AGAIN. Never mind the fact that I nearly died, that a blade slashed right through my skin, Fletcher holds my hand and I forget everything. Is that love?

I don’t know. 

But I like it. 

Elodie, Ember and Griff head into the front room, making plans and strategizing and leaving the four of us alone. 

Thea smiles at me. Or is she constipated? I’m not sure. 

“You saved our lives tonight. Thank you.”

I shrug like it was nothing, and really it was. I had no idea that I would be so furious that I’d spark up and throw fire around, forcing the three deadly gits to run away. It was a total fluke.

Talia nods. “We’re so grateful.  I know we don’t know you...”

She trails off. Ooh this is awkward for her. I love it. I don’t step in to help her, just let her flounder. So the evil twins haven’t really ever done anything to hurt me or force me out of college but they’ve never been nice either.

They are those girls. You know the ones – there was a whole film about them. 

I shrug again. Weirdly I don’t actually care if they like me or not, smile at me or not, talk to me or not. This is a change. I was always desperate to be noticed and liked and included, especially after Molly died. Now I feel okay. 

Maybe because I have magical powers! Maybe because Fletcher kissed me, even after Sally turned up. Maybe just because I’m alive. Who knows?

“Ow.” 

Fletcher, beside me, is inspecting his finger. He holds it up for me to see. “Look, a splinter.”

“Just magic it away.”

He shakes his head. “I need to get the wood out first.”

“I’ll do it – get me a drawing pin.”

He shakes his head again, sucking on his finger. “It hurts.” 

“Your jaw is black from bruising but this hurts?” I laugh and he looks offended. I take his hand and look at the splinter. “Drawing pin.” I say again and then Thea passes me one, before leaving the kitchen with her sister, leaving us alone. 

“It’s going to hurt.”

“You got punched in the face by a massive werewolf and almost died twice. I think we can cope with a splinter.”

I look at him, our heads are so close, I can feel his breath. I look back at his finger, poke at the skin with the pin. He pulls his hand away, sucking on his finger again. 

I grin and take hold of his hand. “You’re being a wuss. Let me.”

I hold tighter this time, and work away at his skin with my pin, and then I have the end of it out. 

“It hurts.”

“Really? It’s nearly done.”

“It really hurts.”

“Let me get it, I’ll kiss it better.”

“Promise?”

I look up at him then and my stomach flips. No boy has ever looked at me like it before. I know he wants to kiss me; he actually looks like he wants to devour me, and I suddenly can’t look at him. It feels like I can’t breathe but he’s leaning closer to me, and I think the whole world might just stop spinning. His lips look so soft. He takes a breath, and then he kisses me.

My eyes close with bliss and desire and he’s still kissing me. And I kiss him back. 

I’ve never kissed like this, but I kind of know what to do. Lips touch, tongues move and my whole body is tingling, and his arms are around me and the drawing pin falls from my hand and I put my arms around him. I can feel the muscles in his back under my hands, the heat from his body and I think I could probably die right now and still have a smile on my face. 

We pull apart needing to breathe and I try to wipe my mouth without looking like I’m wiping his kiss away. He holds his finger up. “Splinter.”

Really? Couldn’t have thought of a more romantic thing to say after our first proper kiss. Okay.

I take his hand and control myself – I want him to kiss me again and again and again, but I bite my lip and pull at the splinter. It comes out easily and I hold it up for him to see. Then I kiss his finger.

Then I look at him and there’s that look on his face again and we kiss. 

There’s a cough and we break apart. He grins and takes my hand, but I cannot look at him or his mother and I know my face is bright, beetroot red, so I just look at the table.

Sexy. 

“Sorry to interrupt.” Her tone is teasing, and I keep my head down. Fletcher squeezes my hand and I squeeze back but refuse to look up. 

I need a minute. I cannot look at his mum because she’ll be able to see exactly what I’m thinking. It’ll be written all over my face – and she won’t like me thinking such things about her son.

“We’ve got the council coming here tomorrow. We think they sounded surprised by it all, but we don’t really know. Even if they knew about this it wouldn’t serve them well to admit it. I think we’ll have the meeting and then see what happens. We will have back up – in case it turns nasty. Ember is telling the girls, and I guess I’ll, um, leave you to it.” 

How embarrassing. 

I look up at Fletcher and he’s laughing. “We were only kissing.”

“I suppose she’s used to seeing you kiss all the girls?” I hate that I feel jealous – the image of him and Sally snogging is imprinted on my memory. 

“No.” He touches my cheek. “Only two.”

“Me and?”

“Sally.”

“I know. I saw your little snogathon on the beach.”

He looks shocked and then frowns. “Sally’s memory.”

“Yeah – I think she enjoyed showing me that one.”

“It was literally a few days last summer. I haven’t seen her since. You’re not cross, are you?”

I shake my head. How can I be cross? Even if he’d kissed a hundred girls, it wouldn’t matter to me. Just because I haven’t kissed anyone else, doesn’t mean he should have been waiting for me his whole life.

Then I get the weirdest feeling. I was meant to meet Fletcher, I was meant to become the accidental witch, and I was meant to kiss him. Like it’s all mapped out, and I had no choice. 

Destiny.

I feel a shiver and look at him. He’s so bloody good-looking. Why is he interested in me? 

He touches my face, tracing his finger along my cut. It doesn’t hurt, but it’s one more thing to make me look less pretty and polished than all the girl witches he knows. He kisses me again. Just a kiss on my lips and then he sits back. “I wanted to do that in your house. When I brought the chocolate bar back to you.”

“You did not!”

“I did. You looked so sad, so vulnerable...”

“So pathetic?”

He shakes his head. “No. Just sad. I know what it’s like. After my dad died, it took me so long to get out of that head space, to remember him without falling apart. Though-” He takes a big, shuddering breath, “that might change now I know he was murdered.”

“I’m so sorry about that. I wish you hadn’t found out because of my vision.”

“I’m glad I did. I’m glad I know. But I know next time I look at him-”

“What do you mean – look at him?” My heart is suddenly racing. 

“I can see him – there’s a magic way. Oh, do you want to see Molly?”

My eyes fill with tears and I’m nodding and crying like an idiot. “Can I? Can I really?”

He nods. “You can but you have to know that it doesn’t change anything. She’ll still be dead. You can’t speak to her or join her or stay with her. She won’t even know you’re there.”

“Where is she? In heaven or something?”

He shrugs. “I don’t know. Just somewhere. I used to look at my dad ten, twenty, thirty times a day, until my mum found me. She was so angry.”

“Why?”

“Because you never want to leave them. But then you lose your life here. It’s like another plane, it’s completely separate and all you can do is look, but it’s addictive. I used to have imaginary conversations with him and pretend he could really hear me. I’d answer for him. It wasn’t healthy. My mum could see that. Now we only look at him together – birthdays, Christmas, that kind of thing.”

I wipe my eyes and nod. “I would love to see Molly. Please.”
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FLETCHER KISSES ELLIS lightly on the forehead. “Let’s go to my room. It’s quieter and we won’t be disturbed.”

He takes her hand and leads her upstairs. “This is weird. It might make things worse.”

She shakes her head. “Please, let me see her. Just once. I promise.”

He nods and sits on the bed, patting for her to sit beside him. He closes his eyes and then puts his fingers and thumbs together, both hands, to make a rectangle. He pulls his hands apart and the empty space is filled with colour, like a small screen.

Ellis puts her hands through the gap. “Weird,” she whispers and Fletcher nods, trying to keep his concentration. 

He mutters something, then moves his hands away; the screen stays there – just a rectangle of colour floating in the air above his bed. 

“Ellis, you need to call her. Say her name.”

She shakes her head, filling up. “I can’t.”

“You love her, so she’ll show up for you. she won’t show up for me.”

He takes her hand and presses his lips to her skin, giving her time, being patient. Her voice is so quiet he barely hears it. “Molly.”

The screen remains blank, and Ellis leans closer, talks louder. “Molly. It’s me.”

The tension in the room builds, the energy bubbles. Ellis can’t see anything, but she can hear rustling, and whispers, see flashes of light, not on the screen, but in the room – all around them. “What’s happening?”

“It’s just the spirit world, colliding with ours. It’ll calm down now. Call her again.”

Ellis does and then the screen fills with colour. Blue sky, green grass. Molly. 

Ellis cries out and touches the screen; her hand goes straight through. 

“Molly.” 

Her best friend, Molly, is there. Not alive, but not dead either, really. Is it heaven? Another dimension? A dream? Does it even matter. 

Molly is walking, smiling, alone. Ellis leans in and Fletcher watches her. He loves that he has given her this gift. And it is a gift. He knows it, because he’s felt it. Being able to see his dad again was the number one thing that got him through his grief and now it might help Ellis. 

He watches her cry, laugh, reach out wanting to touch her friend, whisper to her, yearn for her to be alive again, and it moves him.

He wants to make her happy, and he wants to be near her and yet he barely knows her, didn’t really know who she was last week. He shrugs and reaches for her hand. 

Ten minutes pass and then Fletcher breaks the spell. “Ellis, it’s time.”

She doesn’t argue, just turns to him, tears flowing down her face, but smiling. She sinks into his arms and he holds her, letting her cry, and process what she’s just seen. 

She sits up. “Thank you. I will never forget that you did that for me. I loved it. I loved seeing her.”

“And it’s enough?” 

She nods. “It’s enough.”

They hug again and a knock at the door has them springing apart. Elodie walks in without waiting for an invite. Fletcher laughs. “Mum!”

“What?” She tries to sound innocent but fails. “I just wanted to tell you that supper is ready.”

“Mum. I let Ellis see her best friend Molly. Who passed away.”

Elodie nods. “That was kind of you, Fletcher, but did you explain-”

“Yes, mum. It’s just a one time thing.”

“Please don’t be cross with Fletcher. I really needed it and I won’t need to do it again; but I did need to do it.”

Elodie pats her shoulder. “Okay, I won’t be cross with him. Let’s go.”

They join everyone in the kitchen and Fletcher knows instantly that the twins know that his mum walked in and caught him kissing Ellis. They are bubbling with energy, desperate to tease him, but knowing they can’t do it in front of Ellis, or the adults. He smiles at them and takes his seat. 

“What a busy weekend we’ve had,” Elodie says and they all laugh, because that is the understatement of the century. “Oh, you know what I mean!”

They eat and talk and laugh and chat, and the tension gradually dissipates. The horror seems like a long time ago, a long way away.

And yet, none of them says what they all already know; this is just the beginning. The beginning of the drama, the trauma, the battles and the war, the fight to live and the fight to survive. 

***
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THE END
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PRE ORDER / BUY BOOK 2 – the Accidental Invitation – Now!

If you enjoyed this book, I would really love it if you would take the time to head to amazon and leave a review. It would mean so much to me! 

You can get in touch with me via facebook or you can visit my website www.gemmaperfect.com or email me on general@gemmaperfect.com

And if you don’t want to miss the release of any other books please subscribe to my emails here. 

And you can pre-order book two in my new series – The Accidental Invitation (The Chronicles of the Accidental Witch, Book 2) HERE! 

cover.jpeg
AGGIDENTAL WITGEH





images/00002.gif





images/00001.gif





images/00004.gif





images/00003.gif





images/00005.gif





