
        
            
                
            
        

    


Praise for [image: The Wycherleys:]


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

– Kathryn Foxfield, author of Good Girls Die First

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

– Melinda Salisbury, author of Her Dark Wings

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

– Dominique Valente, author of the Starfell series

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

– Zeena Gosrani, author of This Dark Heart

‘I am utterly captivated by this addictive and swoony fantasy romance! Aurelia is brave, bold and wears her curse proudly. Jules is Mr Darcy for a new generation. They set the standard for courtship. If you’re not committing felonies together, is it love?’

– Rosie Talbot, author of Sixteen Souls
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For Jason, Liberty, Krystal and Oak

my forever coven.
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Prologue Walpurgis/Beltane

[image: T]here are very few things that a witch holds in their magical arsenal above dancing. Movement, rhythm, after all, is the language through which the greatest of spells are spoken.

On Walpurgis Night, the eve of Beltane, three moons ago, Jules Nightly and I had danced, and danced and danced. Our bodies mirroring each other, our steps falling in time with the beating of our hearts. When the dance called for us to circle away from one another I hastened to him. The stars turned in the heavens above as we turned through our dance below.

‘I’m going to miss you,’ he’d whispered in my ear. Part of me knew that if he had asked me to stay I would have told my brother Vaughn that he’d have to go on our Grand Magical Tour alone. I also would have told Mother that Great-Aunt Antoinette’s affairs would have to be settled by Vaughn too. Almost a year after her death and the French lawyers were finally ready to sign over her estate to me. I had already inherited Antoinette’s curse and felt worried about what else was waiting for me.

Although I was sure that he wanted me to, Jules did not ask me to stay, and I loved him for that.

As midnight approached, we debutante witches took our places in the Great Hall at Carlton Palace, Jules and I standing together, arms touching, and a delightful thrill running over my skin at the closeness of him, as around us our fellow tethered pairs stood expectant.

It is the custom to meet Beltane with blooms, and both me and Jules conjured bouquets of red roses and placed them on the altar with the other offerings. I slid my flowers next to Sebastian Crenshaw’s bunch of golden sunflowers. His animosity towards me had increased after my tethering with Nightly and his to Bertram Downing. I knew that I would never be able to repair the friendship and I did not want to, not now that I had seen Sebastian’s true colours. I banished the memories of when he had been my friend… and almost something more.

The witching hour moved closer and I felt my wandlet snake into my hand. The magical thread that tied me to Jules grew taut, it made my breath catch with the power of it, the depth of our connection, the intricacies of our magic weaving as one. We began to perform the spell that would produce the second and final knot of tethering, would unite our magic and keep it from drifting away.

I gazed into Jules Nightly’s eyes, eyes that held me like a caress as we performed the spell. After the forming of this second knot of tethering, there would be no breaking it. My magic would be bound to Jules for ever and his to mine.

I hesitated as we came to the last move in the sequence. I lifted back my wand; the tip glowing and illuminating Jules’ face.

‘Are you sure?’ I had asked.

He smiled, and sent my heart soaring. ‘I have never been surer of anything in my whole existence,’ he replied.

Together we completed the spell. I felt the strands of our tether moving then snapping together as both Jules and I moved our wandlets, pulling the knot tight, we looked at each other.

I felt so sure in that moment – of us, of our magic.

But in a heartbeat that all changed, as Jules’ face fell, his eyes closed and he slumped forward. I barely had time to catch him and lower him to the floor gently, calling for help as he once again succumbed to the curse of my magic.
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HER MAJESTY THE PRINCESS REGENT, GEORGIANNA,

AND THE ROYAL MAGICAL COUNCIL REQUEST THE PRESENCE OF

Ms Aurelia Hathor Wycherley
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AT NEOARDS COVEN COLLEGE

WHERE YOU AND YOUR MAGICAL TETHER

JULES HORATIO VICTOR NIGHTLY

HAVE BEEN ACCEPTED AS SCHOLARS OF MAGIC.

YOUR YEAR OF MAGICAL STUDY WILL BEGIN AT SUNSET ON

MONDAY THE 1ST OF AUGUST 1814

AT THE FESTIVAL OF LUGHNASADH.

ALL SCHOLARS ARE TO WEAR GREY, THE COLOURS OF MAGIC

WILL BE ADDED THROUGHOUT THE YEAR.

FOR THE KINGDOM AND THE MAGIC.








[image: A detailed emblem featuring crossed broomsticks in front of a cauldron, a pentagram, and a crown, with the text the Royal Magical Council on a banner below.]
The Royal Magical Covens, a Scholar’s Guide

By Teara Newell and Abigail Tanner

[image: ]
‘The Six Royal Magical Covens of the Kingdom were officially formed, like most formal elements in our magical community, at the beginning of the Third Age of Magic.

That age ushered in a new way of doing things as well as a fondness for paperwork and bureaucracy. Prior to that, allegiances to one or more of the multitude of covens were more of an interest than a lifelong vocation.

Not that there are any sanctions on witches choosing one of the Six Royal Magical Covens for life, but that does tend to be the normal proceeding of things. Of course there are exceptions, and it is not uncommon for a witch to wear the colours of two or maybe three of these covens over the course of their lives.

Any witch, however, would be hard pressed to match the coven-jumping antics of Agnes Halsey and her long-suffering tether, Joan Fry. Halsey’s mother would often remark on her daughter’s indecisive nature, which saw her and her tether wear every colour of magic once and yellow twice as the pair of them ended up back at the Coven of Curiosity in which they started.

Although one does have the option to have it all, these authors suggest that you don’t.

Being part of one of the Royal Magical Covens is the greatest opportunity a witch can have to evolve their magic and their deeper connections to those with whom they share that magic.

Whether you choose Knowing, Accord, Mystery, Nurturing, Justice or Curiosity, choose for yourself first, your magic second and the kingdom third.
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One

[image: E]very witch knows that the potential of their magic is only as great as their tether. Luckily for me, my tether, the witch that I have secured my magic to, is strong and adamant. Jules Nightly is the only witch who has ever been able to keep up with my cursed magic.

There was a time when I thought I would never find a match or indeed get to keep my magic. It was not that long ago when the family curse that I had inherited felt as if it was going to stop me from becoming the witch I wanted to be.

I’d assumed it would all be different now I am a tethered witch and about to start coven college, but it would seem that my curse is still out to get me.

My father used to say that assumptions were terrible things. I found out what he meant after I received my cursed magic, as prior to that I had assumed that I would tether my magic to Sebastian Crenshaw. However, from the moment my curse arrived it marked me as different, leaving my fellow witches sick and in need of a healer whenever they were forced to perform magic with me.

I learnt in my debutante year that magic works in mysterious ways. The generational curse that I carry was bestowed on my ancestor Mathilde Wycherley by her tether, Heston Nightly, who just so happens to be the ancestor of Jules Nightly. Not that Jules has inherited any of his ancestor’s traits, if anything he has saved me and my magic, and now I am worried that I may be the one who has cursed Jules Nightly.

But cursed or not, I am giddy with eagerness to see Jules again. For the past three months, my elder brother Vaughn and I have travelled Europe on the Grand Magical Tour, a rite of passage for all Wycherley witches the summer before entering into coven college. We visited all the key sites of magical interest and culture that our ancestors had, as well as Château Wycherley, a small but grand old house in the French countryside that my Great Aunt Antoinette left to me, along with my curse, when she died. She also left me something else, a secret… a secret that I haven’t told Vaughn about and that I am hesitant to tell anyone at all of, especially Nightly.

My debutante year was full of surprises; some of them, like Nightly, were wonderous, others were… challenging. Like the way the Coven Council had become interested in my magic and the way they had tested it, and me, in the final months of that year. I feel anxious thinking of that time; it almost broke me. But I feel as if I have connected to something that has helped me to heal and grow over the summer. I’m excited to start this new chapter of my magic, at Neoards Coven College, with Jules.

‘We’re not going to make it in time,’ Vaughn says, peering out of the carriage window at the Cambridge countryside beyond. ‘Constance is going to hex us if we are late,’ he continues. I smile thinking of Constance Prior, my best friend and my brother’s magical tether.

‘Correction, she will hex you,’ I tell him. He makes a deep grumbling noise, knowing it is true, and I smile. I am so happy that two of the most important people in the world to me found each other last season.

As if awoken by Vaughn’s annoyance, my broom, Ankoth, is tapping at the window. I had placed it on my trunks at the rear of the carriage, but it has never been one to do as it is bid. I dart a look over at Vaughn and he pulls a face. I know exactly how he feels about my broom and its unbroom-like behaviour. My brother is a witch of order, he likes to understand things on a deep level, and Ankoth, whose name means Unknown, is a mystery that he has tried and failed to understand.

Before Vaughn can protest, I open the door to the carriage and reach out my hand – Ankoth flies straight into it. I feel a deep connection with Ankoth, the broom that was fashioned by Mathilde Wycherley, the first witch to hold our family curse, and now that I have it, it is another connection that I feel to her.

Vaughn’s chestnut-brown eyes narrow as he crosses his arms, resolved to stay in his seat.

‘Fine, but remember, Constance will hex you if you’re late,’ I say with a knowing smile.

He sighs before taking my hand and climbing onto the broom behind me. I let the door of the carriage slam shut and we’re off, soaring into the periwinkle-blue sky of late summer.

With every village and field we fly over, I can feel Jules along our magical tether. When I am magically connected to another witch, I have the ability to know things about them, a unique gift of my magic that I am sure is connected to its cursed nature. But with Nightly it’s different, deeper. I can feel his emotions. I guess this is because he is my tether and our magic is connected intrinsically. It is something that I have missed during my travels, the connection feeling dull and distant, but it is getting stronger by the moment as I move closer to him.

Right now, I can feel an edge of worry slowly being replaced with… excitement, joy, eagerness. I can almost hear him saying, ‘I have missed you, Wycherley.’ And the feeling is reciprocated.

Jules Nightly and I have a relationship based primarily on mutual need, secondly by felonious acts, and thirdly by shared trauma. But it is also built on the foundation of love, respect, friendship and the irresistible urge that I have to run my fingers through his too-long hair and pull his lips to mine.

We might not be the most likely of tethers – two witches from long-quarrelling families – but we are perfect for one another.

It has been far too long since I saw him last, and as much as I hope that we will get to spend the first few weeks of coven college wrapped in one another, I am keenly aware that Jules and I have something pressing to occupy ourselves with – returning the old magic to the world and ending tethering.

Ankoth sweeps us swiftly forward and in no time at all I see Neoards come into view. The coven college is one of the newest of the thirteen, built at the beginning of this Third Age of Magic, when tethering was introduced, and magic began to be more formalized. It was the brainchild of Mathilde Wycherley and her tether Heston Nightly. Most of the magical covens of Briton have their own oddities, and Neoards has a legendary missing quarter. When the college was designed and built, almost two hundred years ago, it was square, but at some time in its past one side was lost, leaving the coven in a triangular shape. However, this is not the most mysterious secret that the coven holds. Underneath its central courtyard, below the tomb of Heston Nightly himself, lies a hidden henge – a stone ring of the First Age of Magic, which ended over twelve thousand years ago. Witches of that age used them to aid their magic. But as nearly all of the old henges were destroyed during the burning times, whatever knowledge we had about them has been lost. Jules Nightly and I discovered the henge last Yule and as I fly closer to Neoards I can feel the magic of the henge pulling on my own.

Neoards is nestled in the countryside with the River Cam winding its way close by. We fly over the lawn that overlooks the river and lake to the west of the main building, swooping over a raised platform and a dance floor surrounded by tables – no doubt waiting for the Lughnasadh celebrations to start at sunset. Ankoth flies us to the main entrance at the other side of the building in a sweeping dive.

‘There she is,’ Vaughn says, close to my ear, as he points to a figure outside the college. I can hear the tenderness in his voice as Constance rushes down the steps towards the driveway, holding the skirts of her dusk-pink dress, a pink silk cloak ballooning behind her.

Ankoth lands smoothly and before my feet can even touch the ground, Vaughn has leapt from the broom. He rushes to Constance, scooping her up and spinning her around as he hugs her close. I can see that nestled within her tight black curls is a crown of amarines in full bloom and on her face is a huge smile.

I feel a little bite of discomfort, which I swiftly try to bat away. I am still not entirely used to sharing my best friend with my brother, or indeed my brother with my best friend. I dismount and look around, realizing Nightly is not here to greet me – I feel more than a little disappointed.

‘I’ve missed you,’ I tell Constance when she leaves Vaughn and leaps on me, pulling me in for a tight hug.

‘I’ve missed you both. Neither of you wrote to me enough while you were gone,’ she admonishes before pulling away and scooping up my hand. ‘Come along, let me show you to your rooms before you have to attend Lughnasadh in your travelling cloaks.’ She wrinkles her nose.

Constance pulls us through the halls and pauses for a moment at a staircase, turning to Vaughn. ‘Your room is up there, third floor second on the left, you’re next door to Martyn and he said that all of your things arrived last week.’

Vaughn and Constance linger for a moment and I let go of Constance’s hand and continue to walk down the corridor, giving them both a little privacy. When she catches up to me, sweeping my arm into hers, her cheeks are a little flushed.

‘Have you seen Nightly?’ I ask Constance.

‘Not today. But he arrived alongside most of us a few days ago and I’ve seen him about.’

I realize that with Vaughn and I on our tour, Constance away visiting her father’s side of her family, and Nightly’s sister Evelyn wrapped up in her new duties at the Coven of Justice, it has no doubt been quite a lonely summer for Jules.

Up on the fourth floor, Constance pauses outside one of the doors in the long corridor. ‘Well, here is your room. There should be a bath waiting for you in there, but you might need to use a little magic to warm it up.’

Constance throws open the door and ushers me in. ‘I wouldn’t let anyone take this room, it’s right next to mine and has a fantastic view over the inner courtyard.’

I look out of the window and can see the tomb of Heston Nightly right below us, so exposed and overlooked.

‘How exactly did you do that?’ I ask.

I let go of Ankoth, who floats over the foot of the large four-poster bed and rests there.

‘Oh, I have my ways – and not all of them rely on charms or hexes. I’ve had plenty of practice keeping my sisters in check over the years.’ She smiles sweetly.

I give her a hug as I look over the room. ‘It’s perfect; you’re the best,’ I tell her.

Under the window is a large wooden desk with a bookcase close by, already stocked with the books on the reading list for the year.

On one side of the door is a large wardrobe and on the other a dresser. At the end of the bed is a chaise that I can imagine myself lounging on and reading into the small hours of the night.

Constance looks over at Ankoth and says, ‘Shouldn’t it be in the broom room with all the others?’

I shrug and open one of the many trunks that have been deposited in my room, looking for the Lughnasadh gown that Mother has packed for me. Constance flops onto the chaise. ‘Ankoth doesn’t play nice with the other brooms,’ I say as I uncover my dress.

‘Tell me everything that you did during the summer,’ Constance says. I take off my cloak and put it into the wardrobe, aware of the secret hiding in the pocket, and say to Constance, ‘You’ve heard it all from Vaughn in his letters.’

‘I know, but he only described the places and the things he saw, no mention of the people. I’ve never been to Italy or France. What is magic, life and living there like?’

She scoots along the chaise and I sit next to her. ‘Both countries were beautiful. Their magical traditions are similar to ours but they have customs that are all their own. In Venice, they have a carnival to celebrate Imbloc – for three days they all wear lavish costumes, masks and glamours and on Imbloc itself they have the Flight of the Witch, where one young witch is chosen to fly their broomstick over the city while scattering sparks of witch-flame that turn into flower petals as they drift towards the ground.’

I get to my feet, moving back to my cloak and from it pull a red box.

‘For me?’ Constance asks as I hold it out to her.

‘Of course.’

Inside, sitting on a cushion of red satin, is a carnival mask.

‘Oh, it’s beautiful.’ Constance lifts up the sky-blue mask with symmetrical bronze flourishes.

‘Here,’ I say, taking it from her and placing it on her face, tying the blue ribbons in place behind her head.

She rushes to the wardrobe and gazes into the mirror hanging on the door.

The blue mask hugs the curves of her cheeks as it surrounds her deep brown eyes; the bronze of the delicate swirls are only a few shades lighter than her skin and complement her colouring perfectly.

‘What do you think, would I fit in at Carnival?’ she says, looking back to me.

‘One day we shall have to go there together and find out,’ I reply, and she throws her arms around me. I tell her about the streets and the plazas, the canals and the gondolas, then the clock tower strikes the hour. Constance leaps to her feet.

‘Less than an hour till sunset, you need to get ready!’ she says, motioning to the bathtub. ‘And I ought to freshen up.’

She hastens from the room, full of promises to talk more later, and as soon as the door is closed I stand blinking as the unfamiliar room falls quiet and I find myself quite alone. I drift to the window and look down on the tomb, it does nothing to comfort me.




[image: ]

Two

[image: W]rapped in my dressing gown, with my hair damp around my face, I retrieve my Great Aunt Antoinette’s letter from out of my cloak pocket and settle down on the bed to read it again.

When the French lawyers met me they had apologized for the delay in settling the estate – it had taken the non-magical lawyers that my aunt had instructed longer than they had expected and they’d anticipated that, like my aunt, I would be cast from magical society. They were not expecting to sign everything over to a witch, and that caused some legal delays. I run my finger over our family seal, the embossed ‘W’ with three stars arching over the points. I have lost count of the number of times I’ve read the letter in the few weeks since I received it.


It feels odd writing this letter when I don’t know which of my unfortunate relatives you will be. But just as I received such a letter on the death of my cousin, Lavinia, when the curse flew to me, so I must write this to you. One day it will be your burden to do the same.

By now, the curse will have taken full possession of your magic. I remember the pain and fear that flooded me when the smoky tendrils sought me out, marking me as different from my fellow witches.

I recall the feeling of unfairness that ran through me, how I had hated the curse, hated myself and what I had become, what I was still to become.

When the letter was presented to me, I had not expected the knowledge within it to bring me more fear than the curse itself. I did not believe what my cousin told me at first, just as I did not believe that the curse would ever seek me out.

The magic that you have is different from other witches, I knew this the moment that I tasted it flowing through me. But the shocking truth is that this curse, the magic that you now possess, endures untethered. Unlike your fellow witches, you need never lose your magic, nor bind yourself to another to keep it.

You must never reveal this. I am sure that I do not need to tell you that more than magic is at stake should you be found out. After all, the only way a witch can have untethered magic is malevolence and the punishment for that is death.

Even without the revelation of your terrible secret, you will be cast out from magical society, will be shunned by friends and foe – and yet your magic will be constant. You must begin to make plans.

 I was never permitted to use my cursed magic but I did. I learnt small pieces of magic from my family and from books. I fashioned myself a rudimentary wand of twig and stone, and I developed some aptitude, alone. To others I was magicless, but I was powerful.

I would feel that power building within my very marrow; like a boiled kettle it needed release or it would explode. So I would often sneak out at night and perform a spell or two in the garden, which I tended most days with my trowel and most evenings with my magic. It was a remarkable place; my garden bloomed where I could not.

One evening, when I was in my late twenties, I was in my garden shortly after the Reids moved in next door with their young sons, Anthony and Jonathan. It had been some days since I’d had the opportunity to release that build-up of magic. Unbeknown to me, Anthony and Jonathan had, through some small, child-sized gap in the fence, entered my garden and observed me.

I was in the greenhouse, helping some small seedlings along, when I realized that they were peering at me through the glass. Jonathan, no older than five, tugged along by his older brother, Anthony. The younger of the two, I am not sure that he fully understood what was happening but Anthony, whom I had seen pulling the wings from butterflies, knew what I was doing.

I cannot excuse what happened next. I cannot place the blame on the fear and panic that ran through me or even my cursed magic, although I would have far fewer sleepless nights even now if I did.

An ill-placed flick of my wrist, a twist of my untrained magic, was all that it took to send the glass of the greenhouse shattering. Anthony pushed his brother behind him and bore the brunt of the shards.

Little Jonathan screamed and cried and held his arm, a long splinter of glass protruding from it, while Anthony made a sound that has stayed with me throughout the years, as has the sight of the glass in his neck.

I upended the potting bench as I climbed through that shattered window, my little twig of a wand forgotten along with all sense of self. I did not know who I was any longer as I held that boy in my arms and cried for help.

Help came too late.

I should have confessed on the spot. I should have told the secret that Lavinia had beseeched me to guard. I should have heeded her warnings and sought to remove myself as she had done. When she died she had been living independently in a small cottage in the south of France, she had left it to me in her will and in her letter told me that it would be my escape and salvation. But in those moments, I was in shock and I knew that cottage would become my prison.

After, when little Jonathan told his parents that they were playing at being Justice witches, and no one thought that I had anything to do with it save being closest when the screams ran out, I knew my secret was still safe and, being the coward that I am, I was glad of it.

I realized in the long days afterwards what Lavinia had implied. That I was a danger to those around me. That removing myself was not so that I could preserve the secret of my untethered magic, but so that I could preserve others.

I left soon afterwards to that haven Lavinia had provided me with – a haven that is now yours. Lavinia was an artist, you will find the walls of our modest château covered in colour and form, and the garden a place of provision and plenty.

I urge you not to dally as I did, to leave as soon as you can. Keep your secret guarded well so that you may guard others.

Antoinette Wycherley

Château Wycherley, Ostara 1764



I refold the letter, and taking the red document wallet that Jules had gifted me I tuck it inside.

Upon first reading of the letter I was in disbelief at how my life and Antoinette’s had crossed in more places than the curse. Jonathan Reid, my father’s tether, had seen Antoinette perform magic, had witnessed that magic kill his brother when he was a small child. I am sure that he was aware of what he’d witnessed, that the notion of magic without a tether had not only stayed with him but had formed the foundation of his pursuit of malevolence. I have no doubt that it influenced him to form a tether with my father. I know from my parents’ history that my mother, Nell, had indeed rejected an offer from Jonathan Reid before tethering her magic to Frances and her heart to both her and my father. No doubt Jonathan saw Ulric le Fay as a way of getting close to Nell Wycherley and her family curse.

A shiver runs through me that has little to do with my drying hair, and I move to dress quickly. Jonathan had known this whole time. I think back to when I had last seen him, on Ostara four months ago, when he and the rest of his malevolent coven had captured Nightly’s mother, Demelza, and her tether, Geoffrey Knott, had tried to kill her and take all of her magic, making him an untethered witch, like the rest of Jonathan’s malevolent coven.

‘Jonathan had hoped that, in time, he might be able to persuade you to join us. Maybe set up your own coven of thirteen,’ Geoffrey had told me as he tried to murder me, before Demelza had killed him, absorbing his power and unintentionally becoming the last member of Jonathan’s malevolent coven herself.

I feel a little sick at the premeditated actions of my father’s former tether, at the years of deception and planning, at the thought of what might have been if he and his coven had not been caught.

Their intentions were clear. Jonathan believed in the dominance of magic, in the notion that witches should rule over the non-magical of the world – a dangerous and evil idea that was the catalyst for the magical civil war at the end of the Second Age of Magic, and one that brought about the magical calamity in that last battle, which resulted in all witches needing to tether their magic or lose it for ever… unless, that was, they were willing to use malevolent magic to kill their own tethers and claim their magic as their own.

I begin to pin up my hair and place upon my head a hoop of dried wheat laced with wildflowers; they make me think of Antoinette’s garden at Château Wycherley. Maybe it is a haven, maybe I should remove myself there. Jules and I could escape, we could live very happily, just the two of us. I look at myself in the mirror then, at my skin that is a little darker thanks to my time on the continent, and how it makes my white hair look even brighter. My hair turned white with shock when the curse found me, as it burrowed into me to flow through my magic and filled my eyes with grey shadows that, even today, swirl like storms. I could run away, I know that, but I wouldn’t get far. The curse is in me, there is no getting away from it. I sigh – I know that there is no avoiding the task ahead of Jules and I.

I will raise my own coven as Jonathan foretold – not one for malevolence, but one to stand against it. And not on my own either.

‘Always together.’ That is the way Jules and I will do this. Side by side. I feel a pang as I think about the secret that Antonette has passed on to me and, just as I did upon finding out, I decide that it doesn’t matter because although my magic may not need Jules Nightly, my heart does.
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Three

[image: C]ustom dictates that the academic year begins with a ball – the first of eight, with the last being held at graduation during the Sabbat of Litha in a little under a year’s time. Magical traditions are very important and the Lughnasadh celebrations and start of the academic season will begin precisely at sunset. This evening there is an extra fizz of excitement in the air, because at that exact same time the full moon will rise. On the very rare occasion that this happens there seems to be a little extra magic in the world – as if the wild magic has been bolstered or has come together in some way.

This evening, I have decided to channel any extra magic I have into escapism. I am going to dance and make merry, even if it feels like the world is a place full of secrets and shadows.

I adjust the circlet of wheat, flowers and berries on my head, my white hair cascading around it and looping through the fruits of the first harvest.

My gown is the same soft bronze of ripe corn, and along the hem and bodice are embroidered small, brilliant blue cornflowers, their dried counterparts in my wheat-shaft crown.

First harvest is all about enjoying the fruits of labours past, of rewarding a job well done. I think about how far I have come in a year, from a cursed witch thinking I had no chance of ever making a magical match to finding Jules Nightly and stepping into my power, and gaining a new sense of purpose – our mission to restore the old magic of the First Age, a stronger, stable magic that would not require tethering for anyone.

My mind rushes to fill in the dark gaps I have left in my year’s reflections; the growing of malevolence in the world, the interaction I had with the man of smoke and antlers, that I had almost lost it all – Jules, my magic, everything – and now the secret that I have to keep, the secret that this was never the case, my magic was never truly at risk.

I follow Vaughn and Constance through the throng of witches, looking for Jules. I feel him before I see him – my magic tugging my awareness off to one side – and as I turn that way, there he is.

His suit is the bronze of my dress, his auburn hair glows in the soft amber of the close of day. The cornflower blue of his waistcoat picks out the colours of his eyes and as he turns his head and sees me, his whole face lights up – a rare smile that I am sure he saves only for me. I take a step towards him and he lengthens his stride and rushes to me, sweeping me up in his embrace.

‘Too long,’ he says into my neck as I wrap my hands around him and breathe him in, the smell of cinnamon and autumn leaves filling my senses. ‘You were gone much too long and too far.’

I reach a hand to his cheek, brushing my fingers down the side of his face. I want to push my lips against his, but there are so many witches around. I reluctantly settle for linking my arm in his and feeling the warmth of his body beside mine as he navigates me to where a tall box maze has been planted.

We race through a few quick turns, my feet almost tripping on themselves as my heart pounds, until we round a corner and Jules turns to face me.

Before I can move my lips to say a single word, his are there.

I kiss him back deeply and entirely, closing my eyes and pushing close to him. He was right, I had been gone from him for too long and too far.

When his lips leave mine, he places them on my forehead and sighs.

‘It’s good to have you back, Wycherley.’

‘I agree – but if I get a welcome like that every time I go away, I think I might have to do so more often.’

He pulls back and narrows his eyes at me, a playful smile tugging one side of his lips, and a weakness runs through me. I have missed him more than I’d thought and now I am next to him, despite what I just said, I never want to be parted from him again.

‘Oh, I don’t know if that’s fair,’ he says in reply. ‘You know our original arrangement never covered such things as long absences.’

‘This is true,’ I admit. ‘There are a great many things we left out of our fake courting arrangement. Kissing, for example, was not included and yet…’ I go up on my tiptoes and brush the lightest kiss on his lips before placing my heels back down.

‘Maybe we should renegotiate our terms,’ he says, staring at me intently.

‘Of course.’ I nod with a mock solemnity. ‘This counterfeit courting has grown into a tethering of convenience after all, and as such needs to be entered into in the proper manner.’

‘Indeed. I think you’ll agree that the main purpose of our arrangement was to secure your magic, and now we have done so we will have to find some other reason for keeping one another’s company.’

‘Besides the fact that we are magically bound to one another?’ I say.

‘Oh yes, besides that,’ he replies with a smile. ‘I am sure that we can find one or two other things for us to jointly work on.’

‘Like raising our own coven, and saving the decline of magic?’ I ask with a straight face.

‘Well, that sounds like enough to start with, for sure,’ he says as he reaches up and pushes back a twist of my hair before kissing me again. More softly this time, slowly, like we have all the time in the world together.

A bell rings back on the lawn where the ceremony is to take place. Jules takes a deep breath and rolls his shoulders back, placing a little distance between our bodies. I feel a cold slice of early dusk air move between us before I take up his arm once more.

‘How is Evelyn?’ I ask, as we make our way back out of the maze.

‘She is well, happy. Last I spoke to her, she was excited at the work your mother and Frances have her doing – not that she can tell me about it. And… she has met someone.’ He raises his eyebrows, and I smile at him. Evelyn’s last love entanglement had not ended well. Jilted on the eve of tethering by Kit Thorn, none other than the son of Jonathan Reid, Evelyn had sworn not to make a match and now her magic was slowly fading away – in another year or so it would be gone completely. If anyone deserved to find love and happiness, it was Evelyn Nightly.

‘Truly?’ I say with a squeal of excitement.

He nods. ‘Yes, but again, she kept the particulars to herself.’

‘And your mother?’ I ask.

He shakes his head. ‘She is not dealing well with the loss of Geoffrey.’

I try not to tremble at the thought of Geoffrey Knott, Demelza Nightly’s former tether, try not to remember how it felt when he wrapped his hands around my throat and attempted to kill me. How I’d stared at Jules as I felt the life flooding out of me and how I had gasped when Demelza killed Geoffrey, ending his life and saving mine. Jules gives my hand a squeeze.

In a low voice I ask, ‘Does she still have his magic… and her own?’

‘Yes, but… she is refusing to use it.’

The events of a few months ago have not been made public. No one outside of the Royal Magical Council and those investigating the Untethered Coven – a coven made of twelve malevolent witches without a tether – and the murders that they had committed, are aware that Demelza Nightly had almost been killed by her own tether. And that in saving my life, and taking his, she had gained his magic and is now part of the twelve witches of the aforementioned coven, a position that had been intended for Geoffrey.

‘How have you been?’ I ask, squeezing his hand.

‘Busy.’ He shrugs. ‘One of us had to keep reading all those books in the restricted section while you were off gallivanting around Europe.’

I nudge him. ‘Well, I’m back now. We can read together anytime you like,’ I say.

‘There are a great many things that I have thought of this summer for us to do together, and reading is pretty far down the list.’ He smiles and I can feel my cheeks getting hot. There is a playful silence between us as we exit the maze and I see Constance wave us over to where she and Vaughn are standing.

‘We’re really doing this; forming our own coven.’

‘We have to – apart from Heston’s advice to do so, it feels right. Besides, we know from the few surviving texts around the old henges that they all had covens that practised there, so our henge needs a coven,’ he says.

I smile, trust Nightly to cite old historic texts as reasons. ‘Despite the seriousness of it all, I can’t help but feel excited at the idea of forming our own secret coven.’

‘It is very much in keeping with all the things we love to do together: sneaking about, mysterious meetings and keeping secrets.’

For a moment, I think he knows that I am keeping something from him, but he leans in close and whispers. ‘You really are quite wicked, Aurelia Wycherley. I was so law-abiding before I met you and now…’ He sighs deeply. ‘Well, I’m going to need to keep an eye on you and those felonious tendencies of yours – I wouldn’t want them to get you into trouble.’

‘Ms Prior. Wycherley,’ Jules says as we stop walking and stand next to my brother and best friend.

The grass has been covered with a large raised area for dancing, and tables of small groups of witches are placed around it waiting for the festivities to begin as the orchestra warms up to the side of the altar.

‘There’s Martyn and Bev,’ Constance says with a slight nudge, and we make our way towards them. Martyn Galesburg is my brother’s oldest and most stylish friend. He is wearing a palette of green; from evergreen trousers and coat to a soft eucalyptus-green waistcoat that matches his tether Bev Nash’s dress perfectly. Martyn’s slightly pinkish complexion is highlighted from the colour choice, and as he smiles I can see that he has been enjoying the fine weather of late as his sunburnt cheeks glow.

Bev, it would seem, has not been enjoying the outdoors – her creamy white skin shimmers next to the delicate, swirling green ivy that is embroidered all over the material of her dress. Both she and Martyn are wearing crowns of ivy and small white asters. His sitting in his straw-coloured curls, hers on smooth, shiny black hair. I say hello to them both and embrace Bev, whispering in her ear, ‘You look perfectly you.’ She smiles shyly back at me.

All around are similar identically coloured tethers, emulating the colours of the season. We witches look as if we’re part of the garden as we all stand on the covered dance floor looking west towards the raised dais and the sun, which is hastening towards the horizon behind it.

A hush falls over us all as a torchlit procession made up of twelve witches moves through the centre of the crowd, towards the raised platform. Tutors from each of the Six Royal Magical Covens are identifiable through the colours of their attire. Purple for Knowledge, yellow for the Coven of Curiosity, blue for the Coven of Mysteries. The Coven of Nurturing is green and the Coven of Accord red. When the black-clad witches of Justice walk by I do a double-take, recognizing them instantly: Nita Jackson and Hobbs Emery. I don’t know if I should feel relieved or annoyed, but I am sure that Mother has sent two of her closest witches to watch over me and Vaughn – after all, Mother is a member of the Royal Coven Council, she would have the clearance to make this happen.

The two purple-clad witches leading the procession have stopped in the centre of the platform. I look at them properly now and realize that they are Linden Platz and Gerrard Russo, the instructors from the London Arcade. I shoot a look at Nightly, who raises his eyebrows. Russo and Platz played a very big part in me being allowed to keep my magic, as well as Jules, advocating for our tethering. For that, I could almost forgive them the months of relentlessly testing my magic… almost.

‘Witches, welcome to Neoards Coven College. I am sure that we need no introduction to most of you, after all, Russo and I instructed you in your debutante year. We now have the honour and privilege of leading you all forward on your magical paths for this single year of college study before you all choose which Royal Coven of Magic will colour your lives when you enter your apprenticeships.

‘We will be here to aid you in your studies along with the witches you see before you from the other five covens of magic. You will get to know each of them better as your learning begins, but for now allow us to introduce them.’

‘Hobbs Emery and Nita Jackson from the Coven of Justice.’ Russo raises a hand in their direction and Jackson gives a cheery wave, while Emery briefly nods their head.

‘Margaret Merriweather and Sophia Penrose, from the Coven of Nurturing.’ Two women, a little older than Mother and her tether Frances, step forward and wave. I can see a few twigs in Merriweather’s greying curls that frame her warm, round face. Sophia looks elegant in her matching dark green robes, her neat red hair up in a tight knot.

‘Marianne Hall and Walter Grier from the Coven of Mysteries.’ Both are quite young, in their mid-twenties and barely out of their apprenticeship, as is reflected in the mid-blue of their robes. Hall has a keen, shrewd look about her pale features and Grier looks almost as nervous as Emery did as he gives a tight wave.

Omar Marsh and Gideon Moon of the Coven of Curiosity are announced next. Gideon looks like a witch of the First Age with his long white hair and beard, his pale skin so thin in places it looks blue. Omar, by comparison, is bald, the brown skin of his face full of wrinkles that tell of a life full of smiles and trials.

Suni Blake and Anya Finch from the Coven of Accord stepped forward, both women dressed in the red, regimental uniform of their coven, trousers instead of skirts, and swords flashing at their hips. Everything about them is precise and measured, their magic controlled but ready, just like them.

‘The Academic Year of Magic is an important one. We will be looking to you all to deepen not only your personal magic but your connections with one another,’ Russo says as he and Platz take the centre of the raised stage once again. ‘You will also begin to master tertiary magic, the type of magic that you can only perform when connected to other tethered pairs, to form a coven.’

My ears prick at this.

‘As you all know, we witches have many covens within our magical practices. The Six Royal Magical Covens as represented by the twelve of us on the stage form the largest coven that any of you will ever belong to. At the end of this year, you will choose the coven that you will dedicate your magic to and the colour that you will wear. But we also have smaller covens that we all belong to – covens formed of mutual need or understanding, covens of friends and family – and we, here at Neoards, are a coven too, in a sense. We are a coven college, a group of witches here to learn about magic and to support one another in that learning so that we might step towards greatness. In your time here you may form friendship covens where the magic and friendships last you a lifetime.’

I instinctively gaze over at Vaughn and Constance. The only reason they are at Neoards Coven College is because they know of mine and Nightly’s need to form a coven and have agreed to be part of it.

‘And now, as the sun sets on this day, in anticipation of a new one,’ Platz says drawing my attention to him and the western horizon beyond, where the sun hangs in a low, fiery ball. ‘So your journey with your magic deepens.’

Nightly reaches for me, brushing my hand before entwining my fingers with his. As we watch this day end, I feel sure about Nightly and I, and I know that my place is beside him, as his is beside me, and that whatever is to come we will face it together, along with our coven, no matter what Great Aunt Antoinette might think.

Just then, my wandlet snakes into my hand from my wrist where it has been twisted, coiled and inert. I did not call upon it – but in the past, when trouble surrounds me, it has always moved to arm me. I turn to face Jules, he can read the confusion and worry on my face, and through our tether.

Then there’s a gasp amongst the witches, followed by cries and pointing towards the sun that is just about to kiss the earth. It is turning dark. A swirling shadow surrounds the perimeter of the sun and is steadily moving inwards to cover the golden disk with darkness.

‘Look,’ Bev squeals. I rip my eyes away from the sun and turn; behind me the rising full moon is hosting the same obscurities.

I know those shadows, I have seen them before, at Imbolc, during the trial by fire when I found myself transported to Avalon, the land of ancient magic, the land of the hideous creature of antlers and smoke that called me a thief and pursued me back to my own world.

A part of me, the part that is made of my cursed magic, recognizes something familiar in that great shadow, and also something else; something malevolent.

Just as the shadows come close to covering both the sun and moon entirely, they halt for a moment, then, in a radiating blast, flee outwards. I cover my eyes as the amber light of the half-setting sun floods back. I turn to see the moon, half-lifted above the world, spreading its usual silvery light. The shadows affecting them both are gone.

There is a beat of silence, then commotion fills the air.
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[image: P]anicked witches start to flee the celebration, wandlets in hand as they look for friends or hasten for the safety of the college building, the air full of shouting and questions. And as some of them venture away from the dance floor and dais, they come to a halt. A dome of protection is covering us all and when I run my magic over it, I realize that it was cast by a witch I have performed magic with before, Russo.

‘Calm down, everyone,’ he calls above the din. ‘I’ve placed a protection dome over us and will remove it in a moment when we are sure that whatever phenomenon that occurred has passed.’

The movement within the dome halts, everyone trying to make sense of the smoke that attempted to blot out the sun and moon.

‘What… what just happened?’ Jules asks.

The two of us are standing very still in the sea of commotion.

‘I… I think it was them,’ I say slowly. ‘Jonathan and his Untethered Coven.’

Jules shakes his head before the words have even finished leaving my lips. ‘No, it can’t be. The Coven of Justice is holding them under the strongest of magical guards.’

But I know what I felt, and looking at the way Emery and Jackson are talking to each other up on the stage, I know that the two of them suspect something about what just happened.

The sun has now dipped below the horizon, the full moon rising steadily in the twilight to the east, its light constant.

Russo and Platz, along with the rest of the faculty members, are drifting among the scholars now, reassuring them. I notice that the protective dome is down, and I wonder if the faculty witches are casting a spell, weaving a calmness over us all. The atmosphere shifts from the panic of earlier to one of tranquillity. I almost find myself not worrying about the shadows that had raced across the sun and moon

It’s then that I see Hobbs Emery and Nita Jackson break away from the crowd. I grab Nightly’s hand and pull him towards the direction of the black-clad witches.

We soon catch them up and I push Nightly up against a tall hedge as I hear the Justice witches arguing in a low voice.

‘We are not to leave our position,’ Jackson is saying.

‘It’s them, Nita, you know it is, and we have a score to settle.’ Hobbs has an edge in their voice that I have never heard – hard and sharp.

‘No, we have a job to do.’ The edge in Jackson’s voice matches her tether’s.

‘The college is surrounded by wards; Platz and Russo will keep Aurelia safe.’

‘And if not, do you want to be the one to explain that to Nell Wycherley and Frances Larkin?’

Silence as Emery thinks that over. ‘When the Untethered Coven escaped, they killed our friends, our coven kin, they… they almost killed you, Nita.’ I hear a break in Emery’s voice, and feel a rush of panic as I process what they just said.

‘But they didn’t, Hobbs. You got me to a nurturer in time. I know that you’re angry, that you want them to pay, and they will. But not at the expense of Aurelia Wycherley’s safety.’

At that moment I move, snapping a twig, and every bit the Justice witches that they are, Emery and Jackson send out a spell that halts Nightly and I, pressed up against one another in a bush and eavesdropping.

As they round the corner, Emery curses and Jackson gives an unimpressed chortle.

‘Not even one day at coven college and the two of you are… up to no good!’ she says with a raise of her eyebrows, as the spell is released and Nightly and I move away from one another.

‘How much of that did you hear?’ Emery’s look is stormier than my eyes.

‘Enough to know that the Untethered Coven are free,’ I say.

Emery shakes their head and looks away. ‘We are not at liberty to tell you the particulars,’ they say, with a grimace.

‘We are under oath,’ Jackson adds, with a similar look of pain. ‘But we can tell you that your mother and Frances sent us here to keep an eye on you.’

‘I guessed as much when I first saw you,’ I reply.

‘They also put us on Aurelia-watching duty because they don’t want us to go off in search of— Ahhh…’ Emery doubles over.

‘Your oath?’ I ask.

They stand upright and take long, deep breaths while holding on to their side, before nodding their head.

‘Your oath not to tell us about what happened, about the Untethered Coven escaping?’ Jules says.

‘Yep,’ Emery squeaks out, and it takes them some moments before their breathing returns to normal.

‘And, from what we overheard, the two of you tried to stop them, along with your Coven of Justice witches and there were… losses,’ I say, looking at each of their pained expressions and not needing them to confirm anything. ‘Mother and Frances have stationed you here to watch over me and Vaughn, but also so that you don’t do anything reckless in retaliation.’

‘Indeed, they did,’ Jackson says with a curt look at Emery.

‘And at the first sign of danger the two of you abandon, Aurelia,’ Nightly says, glaring at them both.

‘Hardly,’ Emery replies. ‘Obviously not.’ Jackson gestures to herself and the fact that she is still here. ‘But… it’s complicated.’

I understand. I know that if my friends, my coven, had been taken from me by anyone, I would want revenge.

‘We were supposed to keep a low profile, but as that is not necessary now, I have something for you.’ Jackson passes me a brass disc, no bigger than my thumb. The surface of both sides are completely smooth, but I can feel the magic of the charm that has been place upon the metal.

‘A summoning charm. To activate it, all you need to do is cast a calling spell on it and we will both feel a pull towards you, or, to be more precise, the coin. A pull that we would be compelled to follow until we find it.’

I turn the disc over in my fingers, then tuck it away.

‘But we will almost always be close, so don’t try anything silly,’ Emery says, their tone accusatory.

‘Like rushing off to find Jonathan?’ I say, and I see the look they give me. ‘Don’t worry, I’m not going to go looking for that fight. But Emery, did you ever think that Mother and Frances gave you this post because in the very likely event that the Untethered Coven seeks me out, you and Jackson are not only the best witches she has to protect me, but you will have your chance to avenge your fallen kin.’

I can tell that this hasn’t occurred to them, and rather than waiting for a reply, I turn and walk back to the Lughnasadh festival.

‘You should tell your mother or Evelyn that Jonathan is free,’ I say to Nightly when we are far enough from Emery and Jackson. I can hear music from the celebration now – Russo and Platz must have restored calm among the witches. ‘I’ll write to Evelyn, she’ll know if it is best to tell our mother.’

‘And what about us, Nightly? What should we do?’ I ask.

‘As you said, Wycherley, we are not going to go looking for trouble, but we are going to ensure that we are ready should it find us,’ he says, stopping in front of me. ‘We need to form a coven, to find a way to bring back the old magic, and with the Untethered Coven on the loose we need to do it sooner rather than later.’

I lift my head to meet his eyes and slip one hand around his waist, pulling him close to me.

‘Indeed, but not right now. Now, we dance,’ I say. ‘Tonight, we will try and banish thoughts of Jonathan and the Untethered Coven from our minds. I have been separated from you long enough, I refuse to have you removed by worry, just for this one night.’

‘Very well, and tomorrow,’ he says, as I spin him around and he dips me back, bringing his lips to my ear. ‘And tomorrow we prepare for what is to come, together.’

I place both of my arms around his neck.

‘Together,’ I say as I pull his lips to mine.
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[image: A]lthough not exactly small, the library at Neoards Coven College is not at all what Jules Nightly is accustomed to at the Royal Magical Library in London. I can’t help but smile feeling his exasperation down the tether as he makes his way through the relatively small section of books on the First Age of Magic.

Besides two light-purple-clad library witches, it is just Nightly and me among the books.

I am currently sitting at one of the tables on the mezzanine of the library, looking down and enjoying the view of Nightly prowling the floor below. He pauses in front of a bookcase and I feel my heart beat a little faster as he pulls at the cuff of one sleeve then rolls it up, and I think of his bare arms and how I would very much like to be wrapped in them. He must sense the feelings that are washing over me down the tether because as he finishes rolling his other sleeve, he turns his head and looks straight up at me in a way that makes my insides twist delightfully.

I take in a deep breath and pull my eyes away from him to the ceiling where there is a mural of the solar system, all of the celestial bodies in motion. I think about the sun and moon from last night, of the shadows racing over their surfaces. I had awoken early to see the moon set and the sun rise, worried that the shadows might make a reappearance, but they did not, magic be praised.

As I think about the shadows now, I can feel the hairs on the back of my neck and arms stand on end. The thought that these shadows are related to the creature of smoke and antlers terrifies me more than the thought of Jonathan and his coven being free.

The door opens with a bang, shaking me from my thoughts, as Constance and Vaughn are greeted with a shush from the librarians. I look over the railing of the mezzanine to wave to them and see Jules still looking up at me, his eyebrows now raised in question, and I realize that he must have felt my moment of unease. I give him a small smile as I think about that. I am not sure how the uniqueness of our tether works, how we can sense each other’s emotions, but I do know that it is something that is singular to us… or maybe my magic. I have always been able to sense things about those I am magically connected too, but never as clearly as I do with Jules.

Carrying a small pile of books, Jules joins Constance and Vaughn as they make their way up to me.

‘We passed Emery and Jackson on our way here,’ Vaughn says as he pulls out a seat and sits opposite me, Constance by his side.

‘They both look as if they haven’t slept all night, stalking the hall for threats… or making sure we are behaving!’

‘Not the only ones up all night,’ Nightly says, stifling a yawn. I am sure that worrying about his mother’s safety now that we know the Untethered Coven is at large has added to his lack of sleep. He told me that he wrote to Evelyn and sent the letter first thing this morning.

‘With the two of them keeping watch over us, we are going to have to take extra precautions when accessing the henge,’ Vaughn says.

‘That is going to make things tricky,’ Constance adds. ‘We’ll have to think of strategies for how to get in.’

‘Oh, are you talking about the Lost Quarter?’ I startle at an unfamiliar voice from behind me, panicking as I think of all we have said.

‘Torres, is that you?’ Nightly says, getting to his feet and rushing with an outstretched hand towards a short witch with a mop of dark black hair and a smile that pulls at the dimples in his tanned face. His dark eyes glisten as he heartily shakes Jules’ hand, then my tether pulls him in for a hug. I have never seen Jules Nightly so familiar with anyone – he is always a little aloof and distant with his fellow witches, especially in public.

‘When did you get back? I thought you would go to coven college in the Americas.’ There is an excitement in his voice that I have only heard him use for books and our more dastardly couples activities.

‘We arrived a few days ago, my grandmother insisted that I return for college and as I had defied her by going to America to find my tether, I thought that I had best not refuse her this.’

‘Well, I am glad that she called you home. Here, let me introduce you to my tether. This is Aurelia Wycherley. Aurelia, this is Emilio Torres – we debuted in the same year before he abandoned me to seek his tether elsewhere,’ Nightly says as I stand to greet his friend.

‘Any friend of Nightly’s is a friend of mine. I am glad to meet you, Emilio Torres,’ I say.

‘He smiles again, that dimple pulling me in, and I am quite ready to be great friends with him.

‘It is a pleasure to meet you too, Ms Wycherley! And a bit of a surprise. I thought you two would despise one another?’ Emilio says as he extends a hand to me and gives Jules a raised eyebrow.

‘Oh we do, Mr Torres,’ I say with a look at Jules that is at odds with what I am agreeing to. ‘Mr Nightly is despicable in many, many ways.’

‘And Wycherley here is a frustrating creature, but it would seem that we have come to tolerate one another,’ he says with a smile towards me.

‘Barely,’ I say and blush at the playful glint in his eye, suddenly feeling self-conscious. ‘Mr Torres, allow me to introduce to you my brother, Vaughn, and his tether, and my best friend, Constance Prior.’ Vaughn and Constance stand and extend their hands to Emilio.

‘How do you do Mr Wycherley, and Ms Prior, I am familiar with your sister Felicity – how is she, and her tether, Elizabeth Doble?’

‘They are both well, thank you,’ Constance says with a grin and an approving look at Emilio and his magnetic smile. ‘Your grandmother, she wouldn’t happen to be Carmen Torres, head of the Coven of Accord, would she?’

‘The very same,’ Torres replies.

I remember the last meeting I had with his grandmother, in her capacity as a member of the Royal Coven Council alongside my mother and Frances. She is not a witch I would like to cross and I realize that if his grandmother had been against him going to the Americas to find a tether and he went anyway, then Emilio Torres must be a very determined and brave witch indeed.

‘And is your tether here?’ Nightly asks, looking about.

‘He sure is. Henry,’ Torres calls behind him, earning him a shush from the librarians.

From one of the stacks of books exits Henry – he is taller than his tether, taller than mine too, though he walks a little hunched over, as if he is shy of his height. His hair is a few shades lighter than Emilio’s and his skin is too, his eyes are large and hazel. He rushes his gaze over each of us and when it reaches me, he pauses, taking in my white hair and storm-grey eyes, before he looks away quickly and stands awkwardly next to Emilio.

‘Henry, this is Jules Nightly, the friend I told you about, and his tether, Aurelia Wycherley, her brother Vaughn Wycherley and this vision of beauty is his tether, Ms Constance Prior.’

I see the way that my brother’s eyes narrow at this and the way that he moves a step closer to Constance as she smiles sweetly and blushes at the compliment, while trying to bat it away with her outstretched hand, which Henry shakes.

‘This is Henry Anderson, lately of Maine, New England.’

‘I’m very pleased to meet you all,’ Henry says. His voice is deep, and his accent reminds me a little of Kit Thorn’s.

‘Now, what was it that you were saying about the Lost Quarter, Nightly?’ Emilio asks.

‘We were just discussing the old legend; wondering if there is any merit in it,’ Jules lies.

‘There is.’ Emilio takes a seat at the study table and we all retake ours, Vaughn scooting his chair a little closer to Constance and glaring at Emilio Torres, who sits on her other side.

‘It is the other reason why Henry and I returned here for coven college,’ Emilio says.

‘Really? You picked this college because of a legend?’ I ask, intrigued.

He gives a knowing smile, with just enough surety in it to be charming. ‘It is no secret that the witches of my family have always chosen Neoards. One of my ancestors, Naylor Selwyn, was a founder of this coven college.’ I glance at Nightly; we both know that the college was actually built by our own ancestors and that Naylor Selwyn and Alice Boone took over after Heston Nightly had cursed Mathilde Wycherley, leading our ancestors to part ways and abandon the coven and its hidden henge.

‘However,’ Torres continues, ‘back in the early days of the college, the place looked a little different. Instead of the triangular walls we see today, they used to be arranged in the shape of a square, until one day, something changed.’

Despite already knowing all of this, I can’t help but lean in to hear more.

‘The story of that day has been passed down my family. Selwyn and his tether were in what is now the Great Hall when they felt a surge of magic move through the college in a ripple – a ripple that bent and distorted the world around them, a ripple that made the two of them feel sick and light-headed. Selwyn rushed to Boone’s side as she looked out of the window into the courtyard where it was getting darker and darker, despite it being the middle of the day. Selwyn and Boone watched as what they called “an impenetrable darkness” ate one of the sides of the college, pulling it into the shadows and moving the remaining three sides of the building in a way that defied magic. When the darkness was gone, so was the Lost Quarter.’

We are all quiet for a moment and I notice a strange twist in my magic. Something about Emilio’s story feels familiar, as if my magic is remembering the event happening.

‘My family have been coming here for generations, and it is part of our family history that each of us tries to find the Lost Quarter. So, if you have any information then maybe you can help Henry and I succeed where others in my family have failed. After all, six witches would be better than two. If you are interested, I have everything that my ancestors have documented – I can share it with you. Well, almost everything.’

‘Almost everything?’ Vaughn says, and I can tell by the way that he is leaning in that Emilio has piqued his curiosity as much as mine.

‘The last entry in the Book of Shadows that my great-uncle, Marco Torres, made was that he had found the entrance to the Lost Quarter – he said that he was going to speak to the guardian and force him to open the door. Marco didn’t document where this door was or who the guardian was, but he went missing shortly after making that entry – never to be seen again.’

‘Never?’ Constance asks.

‘Never, and that was some forty-odd years ago. My grandmother believes that Marco ran away and that something fatal happened to him. But I’m not convinced on that. Marco’s tether, Victoria Hind, still has all her magic, so Marco must be alive. I believe he has spent the past forty years in the Lost Quarter and is unable to get out; that he found it… and I want to find it too, find him. So if you know something, Jules…’ He gives my tether the kind of look that Constance would give me if she knew I was holding back on telling her something. ‘Anything at all about the Lost Quarter, I would appreciate you sharing.’

Torres looks between us and there is a long silence as I look at Nightly, who I can tell is contemplating something. I wonder if he can feel my magic pulling me towards Torres, similar to the way that it led me to discoveries last year.

‘Well, we were just speculating really,’ Constance says. ‘But I am sure that if you wouldn’t mind sharing your family’s Book of Shadows with us then we would be more than happy to help you look.’

Torres smiles, and that little tug from my magic intensifies as I look from him to Henry Anderson. Is it too much of a coincidence that we are looking for witches to join our secret coven and these two are looking for something that we might be able to help with answers to?

I am reminded that my father would say that there is no such thing as coincidences when it comes to magic, and something in my magic is telling me that Henry and Emilio might just be the witches that we are looking for. I look over at Nightly as Emilio asks him about Evelyn, and I can feel the calm warmth of friendship along our tether. Emilio might not just be good for our coven; he would be good for Jules, too.
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Six

[image: I] snatch up the discarded Daily Cauldron from the table at breakfast the following day and begin to flick through the newspaper as I eat my toast.


COVEN OF TRIUMPH CLAIM SHADOW MAGIC AT LUGHNASADH

Although the Coven of Justice are still conducting their investigation into the events surrounding Lughnasadh, the emerging group known as the Coven of Triumph are taking responsibility for the complex piece of magic that was performed three nights ago when shadows covered the setting sun and rising Sturgeon Moon, stating that it was a show of their growing coven and a reflection of the shadow that all witches live under. This new coven has been forming for some time and was small in number but has gained much support in response to the actions of the New Dawn, the non-magical group who believe that tighter controls should be place upon witches.

The Coven of Triumph seek to increase the power that witches have by breaking ties with the King and the government, which they feel are limiting the magic of witches, even going as far as to suggest that these restrictions may be behind the need to tether, and the dwindling magic in the world.

Aaccording to sources close to the Royal Magical Council, and the Royal Household, her majesty the Princess Regent is not keen to pursue action against the group but rather engage with them in peaceful debate.

Although there are no sanctions on anyone forming a coven, some say this one is reaching for somewhere it has no right being – the Royal Magical Coven Council.

There are many witches who believe that the aim of the Coven of Triumph is to add a seventh colour to our magic and that any meeting with the Princess Regent is a step closer to orange robes being worn among magical society.

Apart from it being a ghastly colour, some feel that inaction to prosecute for the magic at Lughnasadh is weakness from a crown that fears losing control of territory so much closer to home than America. Either way, the witches of Justice will not need to take much action as the oath all witches give on their presentation will ensure at the very least that the kingdom and its rulers are safe from any orange-coloured magic.



This is the first newspaper report about the event that I have seen. I read it again, wondering how much of it is true.

In the three days since Lughnasadh, we have been allowed to ease into our new surroundings. Jules and I have tried to gain access to the henge numerous times over the past few days but with Heston’s tomb so out in the open, and the threat of Emery and Jackson, it has been impossible.

I have tried to fill my frustration and disappointment in two ways: watching my fellow scholars to decide if any more of them feel like a good match for our secret coven, and trying to find out all I can about the man of smoke and antlers. However, I fear that I may know more about him than all the history books in the college library. Those shadows across the sun and moon reminded me so much of him – not that I have confided this information to anyone, including Nightly. I realize that there is much that I am not telling him and it is starting to make me feel uneasy, but it’s as if the one secret that I am carrying is calling to others, drawing them in, or maybe I am worried I may disclose what Antoinette has told me by talking about other things.

Nightly and I have spent a lot of time in the library of Neoards, me surreptitiously looking for the information I’m seeking while both of us look for more about Heston Nightly and Mathilde Wycherley, but specifically how they built the coven college. In the henge, there were four doors and Nightly is convinced that they are additional entrances similar to the doorways that are used to access the London Arcade. Our immediate hope is that finding these back doors to the henge will help us to gain access without being seen.

As the clock chimes to signal the start of the day, I snatch up the Daily Caldron to show Nightly and a breakfast bun.

Constance is in the corridor and waves as she spies me.

‘You weren’t at breakfast,’ I say, pulling the napkin from my pocket and handing her the bun.

She takes a big bite and thanks me in a muffled voice. ‘It took me ages to get my hair as I wanted it,’ she says.

‘Well, it looks wonderful,’ I tell her, taking in her tight dark curls as we walk in the direction of the Great Hall. Like myself and our fellow scholars, Constance is wearing a rather plain-looking dark-grey dress, not that she looks plain in it at all. My friend is one of the most beautiful witches I have ever seen, both inside and out. She radiates a gentle warmth that I am always glad for, a warmth that I know if pushed burns bright and scalds any who she has set her wrath upon.

‘Have you seen this?’ I ask, passing her the paper.

She reads over it, her brows knotting. ‘Oh, my parents are going to have a lot to say about this. Father has been opposing this new coven at every turn.’ In a lower voice she adds, ‘He is sure that rather than being in opposition to the New Dawn that this Coven of Triumph is in cahoots with them.’

‘What? That makes no sense!’ I say.

‘It does if, as my father believes, both of them have the same objective.’

‘And that would be?’

Constance halts and pulls me to one side. ‘Think Aurelia, what does the New Dawn want?’

‘To be rid of all magic,’

‘And what does the Coven of Triumph want?’

‘For witches to return to a position somewhere close to that which they held in the First Age of Magic when we were more… involved with the running of the kingdom.’

Constance nods slowly. ‘Indeed, and there is one thing that both of these groups have asserted – that they are not beyond using force to gain their objective. My father believes they are both moving forward with plans to bring about another witch war, one that each party hopes will put them on top.’

I shake my head at this. ‘The Coven Council and the Crown would never allow this.’

‘Umm… just as they would never allow a coven of malevolent witches to escape jail and just disappear!’ she says, folding the newspaper and handing it back to me. Constance is right, of course; I find my mind whirling as we follow the stream of scholars through the large double doors.

The last time I’d been in this hall during the Yule Ball the air had been festooned with floating candles and the walls hung with Yule trimmings. The hall looks very bare in comparison as we find a place to stand facing Russo and Platz who are up on the stage, in their deep purple robes, looking over us all in a way that makes me feel examined.

I take my place next to Nightly. He leans close and whispers to me, ‘Good morning, Wycherley.’ I look at him and see the dark circles under his eyes – he has no doubt been reading into the night again. I give his hand a quick squeeze and feel a longing to pull him close to me. But instead, we stand side by side, his arm gently touching mine, my magic buzzing to reach out to him.

As silence falls, Russo addresses us all. ‘We have much business to do before the first day of your academic year. During your time at Neoards, you will gain a comprehensive understanding of the six schools of magic: Knowledge, Justice, Nurturing, Curiosity, Mystery and Accord. You will study the individual divisions of magic independently but will soon find that there is much overlap.’

Platz picks up the speech as he says, ‘You will be instructed and guided through your key learning, your magic will be constantly assessed and your strength in each discipline ranked amongst the teachers. At the end of the year, when it is time for you to become an apprentice at one of the covens, the results will be taken into consideration.’ There is a light murmur among us gathered witches.

I glance over at Vaughn and Constance; I am sure that any of the six covens would be happy to have the two of them, but I know that Vaughn has always had a leaning towards the Coven of Nurturing.

Before my curse, I had hoped to follow in my mother’s footsteps and join the black-clad witches of Justice, but now I have no idea where my magic might find a home and, if I’m being honest, since reading Antoinette’s letter, I do not think that it belongs anywhere.

Russo sweeps an eye over us. ‘Just as life has its own rhythms and music, so does magic, and though the tune that we dance to remains the same as we move through the Sabbats and honour the world and the magic, the steps of the dance are mutable and change each year. Each Sabbat is blessed by one of the Royal Covens – they will host the festivities of the occasion and, as such, their colours will adorn you from this sabbat until the next, when they will be joined by others until you have not only collected but mastered all of the schools of magic.’

Russo and Platz raise their wands and mirror each other as they perform an incantation. I can barely hear the words but I can feel the rhythm of the spell, and I can see the movements they are making, the dance of their hands, the twist of their bodies. A light travels along the floor in front of them, before branching off to shine at the feet of every witch in the Great Hall. My breath catches as the light travels up me, tracing intricate patterns over my dress, leaving golden yellow, embroidered lines where the light had danced.

‘Curiosity,’ Russo calls out. ‘That will be the magic of this season, and the Coven of Curiosity will host you all at Mabon.’

Chatter fills the hall as we all look at our clothes. Jules’ grey trousers now have a band of yellow running up the outside seam, his shirt is pale yellow too and his grey waistcoat and coat are covered in a rich golden yellow, embroidery that, when I look closely, is a scattered, swirling, twisting pattern. My dress is covered in the same pattern reaching up from the hem, dense at the bottom and more sporadic as it grows towards the bust of my grey dress.

I glance around and see that everyone’s patterns are different and that not all of the pairs match. I wonder what, if anything, that means.

Platz claps his hands for attention.

‘Your first class starts in half an hour. Please hold out your hands.’ We all do so, and with a complicated flick of his wand two letters appear in our palms. I break open the one with the Royal Magical Council seal first:
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HER MAJESTY THE PRINCESS REGENT, GEORGIANNA, THE ROYAL MAGICAL COUNCIL AND THE COVEN OF CURIOSITY

REQUEST THE PRESENCE OF

Ms Aurelia Wycherley

[image: ]
AT THE MABON COVEN CELEBRATIONS, ON FRIDAY THE 23RD OF SEPTEMBER 1814 AT THE COMPASS.

ARRIVALS FROM 5 O’CLOCK, CARRIAGES AT MIDNIGHT.

ALL TO WEAR YELLOW,

FOR THE KINGDOM AND THE MAGIC.






Despite my father having been a member of the Coven of Curiosity, he had never taken Vaughn or I to the Compass, their headquarters. Suddenly, I feel a rush of excitement at the thought of walking the same halls that he once did.

Then I break open the seal of Neoards College and open that letter to see a timetable instructing which rooms, arcades, spelloriums and brew houses to go to. As well as independent study time blocks.

I had expected Nightly to have the same schedule as me but when we compare them, we find that they differ in places. Our first sessions do not match; he is to report to one of the brew houses for a potions class with Merriweather and Penrose, the witches of Nurturing, whereas I am being instructed to go to an arcade below the astronomy dome.

‘I’ll see you at lunch,’ he says and I watch him stride off in the direction of his class. I let my eyes trace over him and, as if he can tell, he looks back over his shoulder with a cheeky smile. I blush and turn quickly, following the witches exiting from the other side of the hall.

I’m surprised to find that I am the only person who carries on walking up the stairs to the higher levels. And when I reach my floor, I find the corridor is empty. I feel a little pull on my magic that gets stronger with every step I take. Last season I learnt to listen to those little tugs, and my curiosity is piqued as I get closer to the door of the high arcade.

Etched into the stone lintel at the top of the door, I see the flicker of a Golowhe rune. Like the others that Nightly and I discovered together last season, this one is flickering with the same black flame of my own magic. Orven is a beautiful Golowhe rune, and I know from the book that Heston Nightly bestowed upon Jules and I last Yule that the enigmatic rune from the First Age means boundary.

I hear footsteps coming up behind me and turn to see Platz and Russo. Strangely, I’m not at all worried that they might see the rune. After all, there had been one shining above my father’s spellorium for years, unseen by all of us until I recognized it for what it was.

When neither Russo nor Platz spare a glance at the rune I can’t help but give a little smile, knowing my instincts were right.

‘Ms Wycherley, how was your summer?’ Russo asks.

‘Good, fine. Uneventful,’ I lie.

‘Really, that is a shame. I have always found that summers, especially those experienced in one’s youth, are some of the most eventful times of one’s life,’ Russo says as he opens the door and ushers me in.

The arcade sits on one of the corners of the triangles of Neoards – the astronomy dome sits above it, held aloft by large archways of elegantly carved stone that are open to the elements, no walls at all, just a chill, late-summer breeze running through the space.

I don’t know what I was expecting beyond the Orven-marked door, but it is not this. I know instantly that the threshold to whatever the rune is protecting has not yet been revealed; that doorway will need to be unlocked to access what lies beyond.

I move towards the middle of the training arcade and look out; on one side I can see the courtyard below, Heston’s tomb front and centre, and on the other side is the large grassy meadow that gives way to woodland. I can see for a few miles, all the way along the River Cam to the town whose streets cross it.

The coven college is far enough away from the non-magical town for the people of Cambridge to feel comfortable with magic being practised here, and yet close enough that should they have need of magical assistance they can call upon us witches.

‘Ms Wycherley, I am sure that it will not surprise you to learn that Russo and I took this teaching post at Neoards so that we may continue to aid you in your training.’

I blink several times at Platz. ‘It is indeed a surprise,’ I say.

Russo and Platz look at each other before Platz continues. ‘Ms Wycherley, you have the greatest potential of any witch that we have ever encountered. Continuing your education is not just a call that must be answered, it is an honour.’ I feel a little awkward at that, and fearful too.

‘Will… will it be like before?’ I ask, a little afraid. I remember how deeply unhappy I was after Imbloc, when the capability of my cursed magic was first glimpsed. The tests thrown at me pushed me to breaking point – beyond it even, on one or two occasions. I had come close to losing a part of myself and sinking into a deep darkness that I never want to venture to again.

‘No, it will not be like then, we promise.’ Russo is adamant, and I see a rare fleeting softness in his features. ‘Before, there was a matter of urgency about your training. We didn’t have much time to build our case and prove the potential of your magic, and to gain enough insight to see if tethering would be possible for you.’

‘We know that what we put you through was unpleasant,’ Platz says, his voice soft and sincere. ‘But at the time we could see no other way to help you keep your magic.’ I almost laugh at that; little did the two of them know that all they had to do to help me was absolutely nothing at all.

I nod slowly. ‘And what about Mr Nightly? He is my tether, shouldn’t he be here training with me?’

Platz and Russo look at one another again and something passes between them that they do not give voice to. ‘The Royal Magical Council does not feel that it is necessary for Jules Nightly to be present during your training. The connection of a tether works over distance, and it is you who is unique among the pairing.’

‘But I work better when I am with him; why not allow him to learn with me?’ I press.

‘It is not for us to say,’ Russo replies, then Platz adds, ‘Like you, Ms Wycherley, we are not privy to all matters.’ There’s another glance between them. There is something going on – something that they are not entirely happy about.

‘Is this where we will always train?’ I ask, changing the subject. The cooling breeze rustles its way through my white hair, and I think of it in the dead of winter, up here, while a snowy gale blows through.

‘No, not always.’ Platz doesn’t elaborate.

I eye him suspiciously as he takes his wandlet and creates a shield between each of the open arches. For the next two hours, Platz and Russo conjure golden discs that they send flying around the room. My task is to destroy them with little balls of witch-fire. My black flames annihilate every single one. When they are satisfied with my precision and speed, they proceed to blindfold me, and we continue for another hour, my magic seeking out and eventually destroying all of the discs, leaving me feeling exhausted but with my mind still racing as I exit the arcade and risk a glance at the rune above the door.
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Seven

[image: C]onstance is beaming as we make our way up the staircase towards the door to the upper arcade. Her reddish-pink witch-flame orb is dancing in front of us as my black flame one steadily leads the way.

‘I haven’t been this excited since we sneaked into Sebastian’s house through the crawl space in your loft and moved his crystal collection around,’ she whispers.

I let out a low snort.

‘He thought his bedroom was haunted and wouldn’t sleep in it for a week.’ Constance smiles.

‘We were only seven,’ I say.

‘Once a worm, always a worm,’ Constance says, and I can hear the bitterness that she has towards our former friend.

We reach the top of the stairs, and down the corridor I can see the green glow of Vaughn’s orb as he stands outside the door and looks up at the Golowhe rune.

‘Have you opened it?’ Constance asks with a smile as she lets go of my hand and stands close to Vaughn.

‘I don’t have a key. I couldn’t have opened it even if I didn’t want to wait for you.’ He gives Constance a smile and she looks very pleased with him before she says,

‘I think my urge to see the henge may have outstripped any desire that I would have had to share it with you.’

‘I know,’ Vaughn says and he truly does, he understands who Constance is.

‘I hope Nightly hurries up,’ Constance adds.

I feel Jules getting closer and I tug on the chain around my neck. Nightly gave me the necklace at Yule; a golden weave of long-stemmed roses, and hanging from it is the key that the two of us took from the henge. On the bow of the key is an interwoven W and N, Wycherley and Nightly, intended for Mathilde and Heston but now mine and Jules’. It’s the key that I used to unlock my father’s spellorium and I’m hoping it will work its magic on this door too.

I can feel that the rune above the door is hiding a second magical threshold, and I am sure that it leads to the henge.

I look down the corridor and see the violet-white glow of Nightly’s orb slip over the top step before he comes into view.

His hair is a blaze of curls, as dishevelled as his clothes; his cravat and waistcoat missing, his light summer cloak lifting behind him. If Constance and Vaughn weren’t beside me, I would have run to him and satisfied the heat rising in me by quenching it with his lips.

‘Nightly,’ I say as I try to control these feelings that I am sure he can sense along our tether.

‘Wycherley.’ He gives me one of his half-smiles and I have to look away.

‘What kept you?’ I ask, trying to keep my voice light.

‘I… I was napping,’ he says.

‘Too many late nights reading,’ I say with a smile.

He rubs a hand over his face. ‘Something like that.’

‘Shush,’ Constance suddenly says and we are all silent but, in the distance, I can hear someone on the stairs.

‘Emery and Jackson?’ I say as I extend the end of the key to Nightly.

‘Together, always together.’ I repeat the words that Heston said when we opened the door on his tomb. Nightly wraps his fingers around the metal with a knowing look that sets more than my magic flowing along the bond as together we cast an opening spell, placing Orven into the sequence. I feel Nightly’s magic running through me, just as mine is running through him. The harmony of us working our magic rushes through me in a blissful outpouring that I long to experience again as soon as the spell is over.

‘They’re coming,’ Constance whispers frantically as soft amber and brilliant turquoise witch-flames begin to glow in the stairwell.

Nightly releases his hand and I slip the key into the lock, turning it widdershins. There is a soft click and I open the door, pushing it inwards to reveal the henge.

Nightly enters first, and once Vaughn and Constance are through I close the door and lock it behind us. I rest my palm on the surface and trace my magic over it. If the Justice witches were to open the door to the arcade, all they would see is that arched room, open to the heavens.

‘I can’t believe that this place is here, beneath the coven college,’ Vaughn says. I watch as he takes it all in.

The stone circle henge, which consists of twelve upright standing stones with a thirteenth broken one in the centre, sits in the middle of a vast cave that reaches up several storeys. A sweeping stone staircase leads to the top of the cave and the doorway to the henge that is concealed in Heston Nightly’s tomb. Directly above the henge is a large twisting chandelier that is burning brightly with Jules’ violet-white witch-flame. At the back of the henge is a large open area with a long wooden table and thirteen chairs, which I’m not sure I took in last time we were here. But I definitely remember the four doors that occupy the wall opposite.

‘This place feels… I don’t know how to explain it…’ Constance is walking around the stones, examining each one. ‘I guess it feels open, possible – like anything could happen here. It’s exciting and a little terrifying at the same time.’

I understand exactly what she means.

‘Ah, it feels like Aurelia’s magic,’ Vaughn says, and looks at me. I know that expression, I’ve seen it many times before when he is trying to work out a puzzle; it is as if something is dawning on him, but he can’t quite grasp it yet.

I walk over to the broken stone in the middle of the henge and give a spell of thanks to the magic of the world and place on top of the stone a bread roll. The others lay offerings too; a pretty coloured rock from Vaughn, an apple from Constance, and Nightly pulls a red rose from his pocket.

‘One of ours?’ I ask once the offering is complete.

‘Of course,’ he says and I run a finger over the soft petals, the rose bush that currently dominates a small portion of the London Arcade was the fruit of the first magic that Jules and I ever performed together and is one of my most favourite things in the whole world.

‘So, if this door leads out on to the corridor where the upper arcade is, where do the others go?’ Constance asks, pointing to the doors cast into the rounded curve of the wall.

‘I’m not sure exactly, but definitely somewhere in the college,’ I say.

‘I think it stands to reason that if this door is a side entrance, then the others are too,’ Nightly says.

Constance and Vaughn move towards the doors, getting a closer look, as I move a step towards Nightly. He is looking over at the staircase that leads up to the entrance in the tomb of his ancestor, his eyes fixed on a spot near the top.

‘That is where my whole world changed, Wycherley,’ he says.

‘It is where I nearly lost you!’ I say to him, and he shakes his head.

‘No, not at all, it is where we finally found one another.’ His eyes run over my lips and if we were alone I would pull him to me. Instead, I squirm delightfully at the memory of that first kiss we shared, sweet and full and deep, with a greedy, hasty, all-consuming feel about it that set me on fire.

‘Can we try and open one? Do some magic together, the four of us?’ Constance asks with a smile.

‘You know what will happen,’ I say, thinking of how my magic will render her incapacitated.

‘Yes, but can we?’ she persists.

I glance over at Nightly, who shrugs. I reach out my hand, ‘Fine, it’s your headache.’

Constance squeals as she takes my hand. ‘So do we use the key again?’ she asks, and I nod.

‘When we have a full coven, only having one key is going to be a bit of a bind,’ Constance says, and she’s right.

‘Maybe we should try and fix that first?’ Nightly suggests.

‘How?’ I ask.

‘Let’s try and duplicate the key, the four of us together. And as we do, let’s add the Golowhe rune, Gwrians, into the spell.’

‘Creation,’ I say with a nod, translating the rune into English and seeing how it will slip into the spell sequence for duplication.

‘Do you know what Gwrians looks like or do you want me to draw out the rune for you?’ I ask Vaughn and Constance.

They give each other a hurried look. ‘No need. We’ve used the runes before. Ever since you told us about them we’ve been slipping them into our spellwork,’ Vaughn confesses with a smile.

‘Very well then, let us begin.’ My wand snakes into my hand as my fingers lace with Constance’s.

Vaughn and Nightly grasp hands and I place the key on the broken stone next to the offerings.

The four of us perform the sequence of the spell, my magic moving smoothly and buoyed by Constance and Vaughn’s connection. I can feel the determined nature of Constance’s magic, an edge of encouragement about it, and the methodical nature of Vaughn’s which has a sense of seeking about it, as if it wants to know more.

The key on the makeshift altar starts to vibrate, its edges becoming a little blurred and fuzzy, then, as the spell comes to a close, there is a burst of light. I blink several times and can see that one key has become two.

The new key is the same size and shape as the first, but instead of a W and N on the bow there is a W and P.

‘Wycherley and Prior,’ Nightly says, and I can’t help the grin that covers my face.

Before I can stop her, Constance releases my hand and makes for the key. She doesn’t even take a step before she crumples towards the floor and I struggle to grab her, lowering her gently to the ground as Vaughn rushes to her. He makes it one step before Nightly is swooping him up.

‘So, I guess I’m a little bit cursed now too,’ he says as he lifts my brother smoothly into his arms.

‘Although my magic no longer leaves you sick, yes, I think you are cursed by association,’ I say as I look up at him from the ground, smoothing Constance’s hair.

‘What happened?’ Constance asks as she comes around.

‘Sorry. It was me, my curse,’ I say, helping Constance to her feet as she wobbles slightly.

Nightly is still holding Vaughn in his arms when my brother flickers his eyes open and slowly focus on Jules.

‘Nightly, I’m flattered,’ he says with a smirk.

‘So you ought to be, but there’s only one Wycherley I intend on sweeping off their feet,’ Nightly says as he lowers my brother, who looks a little green from my magic.

‘Here.’ Nightly pulls a small flask from his pocket and hands it to Vaughn, who sips and passes it to Constance. ‘It’s for the headaches and the nausea,’ he says. ‘I became a bit of an expert at perfecting a relief tonic last year.’

I feel guilty for the ill-effects of my cursed magic.

‘That works surprisingly quickly, and it tastes nice,’ Constance says, handing the flask back to Jules.

‘Aniseed,’ Nightly says. ‘It masks the dreadful taste and does something to improve the efficacy of the potion.’

Constance takes a few deep breaths, then eyes the key. ‘Take it, it’s yours,’ I say, and she does, looking it over before handing it to Vaughn to examine.

‘Which door shall we pick?’ my brother asks.

‘That one.’ Constance and I both point to the door with the rune Delivra – release – glowing above it.

I stand next to Nightly as Constance and Vaughn hold their key the way we did only a short time ago.

‘Reach out to the door and feel the magic of it,’ I instruct them, getting them to place their free hands on the door first to feel for the ward on it.

Nightly then tells them how to add the rune into the unlocking spell. It takes them three attempts, but once Constance feels the wards on the bit of the key moving in her hand I sense the shift in their magic and I know they have done it.

Vaughn takes the key and places it in the lock.

‘Come on, Constance. Let’s turn it together,’ he says, and she places her fingers around his and together they turn the key widdershins.

The door opens with a solid click and the two of them push it open, Nightly and I are ready, sending glowing orbs of witch-flame into the dark.

The first thing that I hear is the rushing of water, and I can see a short passageway ahead on a narrow walkway that leads to a much bigger tunnel with a large channel of fast-flowing water.

‘I know where we are,’ Constance says, as we walk through of the door. ‘We’re under the east wing; there’s a channel from the river that flows under the college, it’s where some of the curricles and punts are kept in bad weather.’ We take a few steps along the side of the river and I can see them secured in the water.

‘If we follow the path along, it leads to a small launch and then stairs back up to the college in one direction and basement rooms in the other,’ Constance says.

‘How do you know this?’ Vaughn asks.

‘I was here for almost a week waiting for the two of you to return from your Grand Tour – I was very bored. And when I get bored, I get curious, so I started exploring.’

She continues: ‘This entrance is on the east and the one up at the arcade is in the south. So one of the two doors that are left must lead to the west side and the other…’

‘To the Lost Quarter,’ Nightly and I say together as we turn and hasten back into the henge.

Try as we might, we cannot open the two remaining doors. We try individually and together, but neither door will open even a crack.

The bell tower tolls two when I look over at Nightly and see how exhausted he looks.

‘I think we should call it a night,’ Jules says.

‘I think we should call it permanently,’ I add.

‘Oh?’ Vaughn asks quizzically.

‘I have the strangest feeling that the henge doesn’t want us to open these two doors, at least not yet,’ I say.

‘When then?’ I can hear the impatience in Constance’s voice.

I shrug. ‘When it feels like it? When we increase our coven numbers?’

‘Who are we going to ask to join us?’ Vaughn says as we exit through the east door and follow Constance’s lead along the narrow river path.

‘I think that we should consider adding Martyn and Bev; Martyn has been friends with Vaughn for for ever, and Bev – well, I like her, and I think my magic does too.’ I remember performing magic with her and how it had been one of my more connecting experiences. ‘As well as Emilio Torres and Henry Anderson, my magic has an inkling towards them too. And as Emilio is a friend of yours, Nightly…’

‘That, Wycherley, is a fine idea,’ Jules says, with a squeeze of my hand as we make our way up the stairs. He and Vaughn say their goodnights and Constance and I hasten to our rooms before we come across Emery and Jackson.

As I lay in bed, my mind whirls with the faces of my fellow students. Almost all of them have experienced the ill-effects of my magic and I worry that even if they knew the importance of the henge, of the coven we were creating and the work we will be doing to bring back the old magic, they still wouldn’t want to suffer the consequences of joining their magic to mine.
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Eight

[image: T]he first few weeks of coven college are intense. Alongside practical sessions in the arcades, spelloriums and brew houses, there are also classroom-based theory lessons, which Nightly, of course, excels at. But I soon find myself sinking under the weight of the additional reading, especially with my one-to-one lessons with Russo and Platz exhausting me.

I’ve seen Emery and Jackson around the college, their black Justice capes flapping about them at a distance. They are both doing a very good job of avoiding me outside of lessons, but I have no doubt that they are watching me closely and reporting back to my mother and Frances.

On top of our college work, we have all been trying to figure out exactly what happened to the sun and moon on Lughnasadh. I am more and more convinced that the shadows are related to the man of smoke and antlers and every time I think of it, I am reminded of him reaching for me before Nightly and I closed the door on him, severing his arm, which turned into smoke. I shiver at the thought, and my magic curdles in fear. A part of me knows that the remnant of smoke is still out there, and I don’t like that I can sense that in some strange way.

Evelyn has replied to Jules’ initial letter and although she has no immediate intelligence regarding Lughnasadh, she promised to do some digging around and let us know if she finds anything. She also reported that if Demelza Nightly knew that the Untethered Coven was loose then she had never mentioned it to her daughter.

Nightly is worried about the danger his mother is in and that he may have placed Evelyn in peril by asking her to investigate, and I am worried too. However, I can’t help but feel that we need to be focusing our energy on finding witches to join our coven. My magic feels like it’s encouraging me to do so, that forming the coven will be the first big step towards returning the old magic. I also can’t help but think that if the Untethered Coven do try anything that might endanger any of us, then Nightly and I would have a better chance of dealing with them if we had a coven behind us. Unfortunately, every time someone suggests other witches join us, all I can see is how my interaction went with them last year and how my magic affected them… badly.

‘What about Sarah Griffin and her tether… what’s his name?’ Constance says as she sits, legs outstretched, on the chaise at the bottom of my bed. I sit at the desk, reading A Conversation of Constellations – How the Light of the Stars Shine on Our Lives for tomorrow afternoon’s test with Marsh and Moon, but I’ve read the same paragraph three times now.

‘James White,’ I say, snapping the book shut. ‘No, definitely not.’

‘Oh.’ Constance swivels her legs off the chaise and looks at me directly. ‘Why not?’

‘Apart from the fact that Sarah’s magic is not exactly advanced, she is not my biggest fan.’

‘Do I need to hex her?’ Constance asks.

‘A hex never solved anything,’ I reply.

Constance shrugs. ‘I don’t know, performing a snot hex on Sarah Griffin and watching green ooze out of her nostrils would solve the problem of me wanting to hit her for making you feel bad.’

‘No, it wasn’t her… it was me. It was what I did to her, to… everyone – I think it’s going to be impossible for us to find anyone that I didn’t make ill with my magic last season. They’re all scared of me, no one is going to want to perform coven magic with me – I’m already dreading our first attempts tomorrow,’ I say, thinking of Hall and Grier’s class we have in the morning, where we will be practising tertiary magic for the first time. I not only saw the reaction of my fellow witches when they announced this but heard their whispering in the corridors as they all hoped they wouldn’t get stuck with me.

Constance nods. ‘Yes, and I guess that they ought to be scared of you too,’ she declares, and I’m taken aback as she continues: ‘We all know that you are the most powerful witch of our generation, maybe even of our age; we have all witnessed you in action. Power like yours, well, for some, it is intoxicating, for others it is something that they respect or admire, but for a few it is something to fear.

‘Personally, I’m proud of the way that you handle your power, but I have to admit I am a little scared of it too. Not for me, but for you.’

She leans across and gives my hand a squeeze.

‘Do you remember that you once asked me if I would tether with Crenshaw for all the power in the world, every last drop, and I said that I wouldn’t because everyone would want something from me and I would be entirely alone without an equal? Well, your magic is something very close to that and I worry for you, Aurelia. But that doesn’t mean that you have to be alone. You have me, always, and Jules and Vaughn too.’

I throw my arms around her and pull her tight. I feel a little lump rise in my throat as she strokes my hair, and I try not to cry on her shoulder but fail miserably.

Constance lets me cry and passes me a handkerchief for my snotty nose. After a while, my breathing returns to normal.

‘I promise I didn’t cast a snot hex on you,’ Constance says with a smile, and I laugh, wiping away the last of my tears.

‘I didn’t fully realize how much I had been affected by Russo and Platz forcing me to perform magic with everyone. I was aware, of what my magic was doing to the other witches, but after a while I blocked it out. Now I must confront the consequences of what happened.’

‘It wasn’t your fault, Aurelia,’ Constance says reassuringly.

‘But it was my magic,’ I tell her and she shakes her head vigorously, her tight black curls dancing around her face.

‘No. It was your curse not your magic. And it was the Royal Coven Council’s fault for forcing you to perform magic in that way.’ I know that flash in my best friend’s eyes; she is livid. ‘You are not to worry about what witches like Sarah Griffin think, because we know the truth and we know something that they don’t; that your magic is going to save the world.’

My mouth runs dry at the thought, as Constance continues: ‘We have bigger issues ahead of us, and you need to be focused. None of what is coming is going to be easy, for any of us, but we will do it and after, we will heal – together.’ She scoops up my hand and holds it close to her chest and I nod. She’s right. I need to push away my feelings, hold them tight within me so that I can get through what is to come.

‘But how are we going to raise a coven when everyone is scared of me?’

‘Simple, we will seek out the witches who are brave and open, the ones who are willing to do difficult things because what is at stake is greater than their own personal discomfort. We will find the witches who see your magic and instead of running from it they run to it, like Nightly did.’ Constance stands, then pulls me to my feet. ‘No more studying for you. It’s late and you’re going to need a good night’s sleep because I have a plan that is going to need you and your magic on top form.’

I don’t like the sound of this one bit, but I trust Constance.



The next morning, I stand side by side with Jules Nightly as we watch Marianne Hall and Walter Grier show us an advanced weather spell that they want us to perform, a spell that definitely requires tertiary magic.

Tertiary magic is a step up in both complexity and strength from the secondary magic that a tethered pair can perform and can only be reached by performing magic in a coven of twelve witches. Mother often refers to coven bonds as pie-crust bonds, easily made and easily broken, unlike a tethering. Covens of twelve come and go and it is not unusual for witches to be part of more than one at any time. It is different for the Six Royal Magical Covens to which a witch belongs to – that connection usually lasts a lifetime, but not always.

‘As this is the first time you are to perform magic in coven groupings, why don’t you find your own witches,’ Grier says. ‘There are forty-eight of you in this class so a nice even four covens.’

As I expected, there is very quickly a space around me and Nightly, but it would seem that Constance has been weaving her own special magic to aid me.

She approaches me and links her arm in mine, walking me towards a group of witches that Bev, Martyn and Vaughn are with. I have no idea how Constance has convinced them all to perform magic with me.

Henry Anderson smiles shyly at me then says in his deep voice, ‘I hear your magic is quite something.’

‘It’s quite the headache,’ I reply.

Next to him are Torres and four other witches that I recognize: Abbeigh Harris and April Norton, and Christine Modafferi and Filippo Agostino. Harris and Norton look excited, something I am not at all used to. Agostino looks a little pale.

I remember them all from our debutante year. Agostino was one of the first witches I performed magic with when the healers were not at all familiar with how to combat my curse. I wonder if he was one of the witches who had been in a coma? Whereas the other three were some of the last witches to perform magic with me – deep, strong, powerful magic that would have struck through them in a rush, but by then the healers were better at aiding the witches in their recovery.

Across the arcade I can see a coven of twelve standing in a circle, already spellcasting; in the middle of them a small, white, fluffy cloud is forming. I raise an eyebrow, impressed. The cloud disperses a moment later as the coven collapses the spell and the witches all look exhausted but happy.

The witches that Constance brought together all arrange themselves around the circle painted on the floor. I reluctantly take my place. Bev is next to me on my right, Nightly is a little way off on my left standing next to Henry Anderson.

Marianne Hall approaches, her blue dress swishing as she goes over the spell sequence with us. It involves many parts, calling to the moisture in the air around us, cooling it and pulling it together to make the cloud.

‘I want to impress upon you all that this is complex magic and that any small cloud will be thought of as a great success.’ She looks over at the coven that had formed the cloud with an air of pride, then at one of the other nearby coven circles who are still moving through the sequence, the space in the middle of them empty, and her pride turns to disappointment.

‘You only need to hold hands to form a temporary connection – just as you did last year when trying out tethers,’ she says and I slowly extend my hand to Bev, who takes it without hesitation. My cursed magic’s strange connecting ability allows me to feel the moment that all of the witches have a hold of someone who is not their tether. Through Bev, my magic rushes along her connection to Martyn who is holding hands with Modafferi. My magic then travels to Agostino, then through Vaughn to Constance and so on, until it arrives back to me through Nightly, the magic of the twelve of us forming a kind of loop. I feel a rush of connection. I can run my magic and intuition along each of them; feeling things about the witches in this temporary coven – mostly a deep sense of excitement and expectation.

Hall creates a salt ring around the twelve of us then stands close to watch.

My wandlet snakes its way into my hand and silently we all begin to move through the sequence of the spell. On the first pass, I feel the air around me grow cold and damp. On the second, I can see a light mist forming in the middle of the circle, and on the third the mist has condensed and coalesced into a small cloud. On the next pass, the cloud grows, deepening in colour from white to light grey, then dark grey. A drizzle of rain splashes on the floor of the circle and I feel a rush of elation run through the other witches as they all start to become swept up in the spell.

Another completion of the sequence and the cloud has swollen to fill the space, blackish-blue with a torrent of rain falling from it, my feet now soaked through my soft shoes. A deep rumble fills the room and a bolt of lightning hits the ground in a flash that has us all halting the sequence, throwing our arms out to shield our eyes and save ourselves as we fall to the ground. The booming of the thunder and the shaking of the lightning comes again as it splits the circle in two, a great chasm opening up in the ground, rainwater rushing into it as the cloud swiftly collapses, from black to grey to white to gone.

I push myself up to sitting, my grey dress soaked, my side smarting where I landed awkwardly. I gaze at the split in the ground then look to Nightly. He too is soaked, propped up on his elbows, his too-long hair hanging down, stuck to his forehead. He gives a chuckle as he smoothly pushes himself up from the ground then offers me a hand, pulling me up to stand.

As I get to my feet, I realize that I’ve let go of Bev and she, along with the nine other witches inside the salt circle with us, are feeling the effects of my magic.

Both Harris and Norton are out cold, I notice, Vaughn and Constance going to their aid despite their own issues with my magic. As the other witches regain their feet, the hush that had descended on the arcade after the lightning strike is replaced with excited chatter. Constance is the first to venture to the split in the ground, joined by Anderson and Modafferi, all three of them looking down before staring at each other in amazement and then round at me. I join them and see how Agostino darts towards Modafferi, pulling her away from me.

‘I can see that we are going to have to take additional precautions in the future,’ Hall says, as she dissolves the protection of the salt circle and crosses to stand next to Constance, looking down into the gap in the earth. ‘I hope that hasn’t affected the foundations of the college; all we need is a Crumbled Quarter to go along with a lost one!’

‘Well, I think that was a good start,’ Jules says to me in a whisper as Hall walks away.

‘Start of what?’ I ask.

‘Auditions for our coven.’

A lump rises in my throat. ‘Oh, I see, who passed?’ I ask, but I already feel the answer in my magic.

‘Torres and Anderson, as well as Galesburg and Nash. But as for our other members; we’ll continue looking, I think,’ Jules says with an approving nod before he goes off to offer his flask of magical remedy.
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Nine

[image: C]ambridge has always been proud of its magical community – the witch-owned-and-run bookshops, apothecaries, aromatherapy shop, bakery, broom-maker and modiste among some of the highlights in the bustling city.

It is the first weekend that we have been allowed out of the college and I am feeling the freedom of not being confined to the walls of Neoards, although I am convinced that I saw Emery and Jackson at the end of the last street we crossed.

Constance gives a giddy squeal as we stand outside the Cambridge Couture Company. ‘I’ve always wanted a triple-c dress! My sister Verity had one when she finished her apprentice season and I have been coveting it ever since… now I’ll have my very own.’

The stylish window of the shop has one item in it; a length of midnight-blue fabric filled with shooting stars that stream along its length in a never-ending cascade.

‘I’ve had this appointment booked since June,’ Constance says, turning to face Bev and me. ‘We are going to be the most radiant witches that the Coven of Curiosity has ever seen!’

As we walk towards the shop, the doors magically swing open for us.

While Constance speaks to the witch who received us when we entered the shop, I catch a look at myself in the large mirror and then turn away, only to see Bev doing the same. Since the striking of my curse, I have often felt uncomfortable in dressmakers. Leaning close, I confide in her.

‘Shops like this make me feel quite out of place. I want so badly to feel as comfortable as Constance does, to fit not only the dresses but everything that comes with wearing them.’

Bev nods. ‘The first time I tried to tell a seamstress what I wanted to wear, it was a disaster. I almost left the shop in floods of tears – it was at Yule, at Taylor and Hughes.’

‘I’m sorry they made you feel that way, like you couldn’t be yourself,’ I say, remembering how they had made me feel.

‘Then you and Constance came in and mentioned that Kettle and Moore were dressing the Princess Regent. I left immediately and went straight there, resolved to advocate for myself. They understood exactly what I needed. Yule was the first time in my life that I felt like me.’ I squeeze Bev’s hand and realize that there must have been a little bit of Yule magic at work that evening, because it had been the start of me stepping into who I was after the curse had hit me too.

‘What was your Yule animal?’ I ask, trying to remember if I had seen Bev after the glamours had faded.

‘I was the firefly,’ she said and I smile in revelation.

‘That was you! I was the peacock,’ I tell her and she beams at me before we both start giggling as we remember dancing with one another.

Constance shoots us a smile, then waves us over. For the next few hours, we look at samples of fabric in every yellow imaginable and try on too many dresses to count. We giggle and gossip and encourage each other as each of us finds the most perfect dress.

‘That was the most fun I have ever had at a modiste,’ I declare as we leave the shop.

‘I agree,’ Bev says.

‘We should do this before every ball of the academic season,’ Constance says, then, after a brief pause, adds: ‘But maybe not there again, my mother is going to hex me when she finds out how much that dress cost.’

‘Mine too,’ I add, thinking of how utterly beautiful the dress is but also how very expensive.

‘If only alchemy could indeed turn lead into gold,’ Bev said. ‘Then we would never have to worry about such things.’

We continue our way along the streets of Cambridge, through the market bustling with scholars and shoppers alike.

We stop in a café for refreshment and I only half-listen to Bev and Constance, eavesdropping instead on the conversations around me: enthusiastic talk of mathematics and politics, law and literature, art and music, and I realize that a non-magical education still contains as much wonder as a magical one.

Just as I’m finishing my tea, I feel my wandlet stir. I’m instantly on edge, trying to see what my magic has detected.

I register three people hastening towards where we are sitting. Standing up instinctively, I casting a shield between the three of us and the advancing threat. Red paint slides down the shield, and through it I see the New Dawn flag. I groan, turning to see both Constance and Bev have their wands in hand, ready for any further trouble.

Beyond the protective barrier, the non-magical scholars have charged into the three New Dawn members, overpowering them, separating them from one another and holding them while one of the café staff rushes off to find a Justice.

As I drop the shield a metallic smell hits my nose; and I realize that what I had thought was red paint is actually animal blood.

It’s Bev who performs a spell to pull all of the blood into one place, and when a bucket is produced, she syphons the blood into it without leaving one spot anywhere on the floor.

‘I’m sorry I can’t do much about those,’ Bev admits to a waiter as she points at a nearby table, the cloths covered in the splashes of blood that were cast from the shield.

‘Oh, you have nothing to be sorry for, Ms. They are the ones who should be apologizing.’ He shakes his head in the direction of the three assailants.

‘Are you all right?’ I ask Constance and Bev, and realize that Constance is a little shocked. I ask the waiter for a sweet tea and tell Bev to stay with her as I move over to where the New Dawn protesters are being held by the scholars, a non-magical Justice now speaking with them. The protesters’ hands have been tied with college scarves that have been pulled from a display on the wall, and I see there is one for Neoards there too amongst all the others.

As I get close, I hear one of the scholars say, ‘You’ll find that this sort of thing doesn’t wash here. The scholars of Neoards are just as much a part of Cambridge as any from the other colleges, and if you think that there is no place for magic here then you are sorely mistaken.’

I can’t help but feel an overwhelming sense of pride and belonging.

Just then, one of the scholars looks up at me and gives his friend who had been speaking a nudge. I see their assessment, their eyes darting over my white hair then resting on the curse-caused storms swirling in my eyes, before looking away.

‘I just wanted to say thank you, for coming to the aid of me and my friends,’ I say to the small group of scholars. ‘And for what you said, I… we appreciate it.’ One of the protestors starts to shout. ‘We were warned about you, the white-haired witch, with eyes full of storms. They say that you’re cursed, that your magic is volatile, that you are a danger to us all.’

A large young man with strong rower’s arms pushes the protestor down. ‘The only danger here is you and your backward ideas,’ he says.

‘One day, witch, you’ll be alone and then we’ll see what curses can really do,’ shouts the protestor.

‘Yes, I suppose you will,’ I say, feeling my magic and anger piqued.

The strong-armed man takes another scarf from the wall and gags the protestor with it.

After giving our details to the Justice we leave, and I notice that I’m walking a little faster than usual. The interaction has rattled me, and I tense for a moment as I see someone running towards us along the river path, coat tails flapping behind and dust kicking up behind them. My heart leaps as I realize it is Nightly.

He is breathing heavily as he reaches us, his hands pulling me close for a moment before holding me out at arm’s length. ‘What happened? Are you all right? I felt…’

He registers Bev and Constance, then drops his hands but still stands close.

‘We’re fine,’ I tell him. ‘There was a little trouble with some New Dawn members.’

I can see him looking over every inch of me, assessing for any injuries.

‘I am a little shaken,’ I admit. ‘I’d been having such a fun day that I had forgotten to be wary.’

Indeed, the incident has brought it all back to me – everything pushing in and shaking me to the marrow. Constance quickly explains what happened and when she has finished, Nightly’s jaw is set and he’s looking back up the path, towards the town. I don’t need the tether to tell me how he is feeling, his intentions are clearly imprinted on his face.

‘Now, you know that it is against the law to duel a non-magical,’ I say.

‘Only if I get caught,’ he replies in a low voice.

I slide my arm in his and gently lead him back towards the coven college, his jaw still clenched as he gazes over his shoulder towards the town.

‘Aurelia, you were so quick, casting that shielding spell and keeping us all safe,’ Bev says.

‘I wish I’d had the wits about me to cast a return spell on the blood – that would have served them right, getting covered in their own misery,’ Constance says.

‘Well, you are all unharmed and that’s the main thing,’ Nightly says, with another glance behind. I give him a wide-eyed look and shake my head, but secretly I am a little touched by him wanting to take revenge against those that would have done me harm.

Constance and Bev walk a little further ahead and I decide to divert Nightly’s attention, as much as my own.

‘What have you been up to today?’

‘Nothing at all interesting,’ he says.

‘I could go for nothing at all interesting right about now,’ I reply with a small smile.

‘I worked on the knot magic from Jackson and Emery’s class – I still can’t get that hank knot that they showed us at the beginning of the week. Then I received a letter from Evelyn.’

‘Oh, how is she?’ I ask.

‘Here, see for yourself.’ He fishes into his pocket and pulls out a parchment. Evelyn’s handwriting is just as neat and elegant as his. ‘Maybe skip the first paragraph,’ he adds. I do not.


Dear Jules,

I am so happy to hear from you properly, although I understand the haste with which your previous correspondence was drafted. I am glad to hear that Aurelia had a wonderful time on her travels, as I told you she would, and that no ill befell her while away from you. Maybe you can stop fretting about her now. I was quite worried that you were making yourself sick with longing for her over the summer. However, I understand when you feel deeply for someone you want to know that they are safe, and their happiness is of the upmost importance.

Now you are reunited I know that your time will be occupied with the important work that has been left for you to do by our ancestor, but I do need to encroach upon a little your time, if I may.

I’m going to be getting some leave for Mabon and while you are in town I wondered if the two of us might spend some time together. I’ve missed having my little brother about, and besides, I have made some discoveries on a matter of great interest to you that I feel is best for us to talk about in person.

Looking forward to seeing you soon, and hearing all about college.

Your loving sister,

Evelyn.

P.S. Mother is… well, Mother. But she is safe and well.



I smile and fold the paper back up, handing it to Jules. ‘It looks like you might be a little preoccupied during our time back in town,’ I say to him. ‘But don’t worry, even if you do drive yourself a little sick with longing for me, I won’t be far.’

Jules raises an eyebrow and slides the letter back into his pocket. ‘That’s good to know because if I do get sick, I will need you to provide the remedy.’

‘Oh, and what exactly is that?’ I ask, and he leans close and whispers, ‘I am sure that if you think on it, you will find the solution.’ I turn pink as his lips brush my ear.
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The Royal Magical Covens, A Magical Scholar’s Guide

By Teara Newell and Abigail Tanner

[image: ]
THE COVEN OF CURIOSITY

There is a saying that ‘a curious witch is a wandering breeze, mixing up potions and losing their keys’. And while we do acknowledge that some of the magical discoveries these daring witches have found may have been down to happy coincidence, the vast majority are based in the power of being bold, or asking why, and, indeed, being curious.

The witches of this coven exude a need to seek out the new, discover the novel, find the very edge of things and then take a step further.

Well-travelled, their yellow capes flutter the globe over and if you ever find one at home then you are lucky indeed. Exploring the world, and the magic of it, is the pursuit of these witches. If it weren’t for their adventurous ways, we would never know the wonders of the magical world outside of our kingdom.

Curiosity witches are, by nature, a friendly and inquisitive bunch and like nothing more than to share their bounty with witches from other covens. They are by far the coven with the most shared interests and, as such, collaboration and curiosity always go together.
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Ten

[image: ‘W]e’re home!’ I call as I bustle through the door, carrying Ankoth in one hand and a small bag in the other. Vaughn is behind me, and we both stand in the hall for a moment taking in the quiet of the house.

My shoulders slump. Despite how busy they always are, I had hoped that Mother and Frances would be here to greet us. Vaughn gives me a look and a shrug. ‘I guess some things never change,’ he says, and I am just about to agree when Mother calls out from the arcade: ‘We’re down here.’

I know the grin that has spread across my face is infantile, but I have missed home, and my mother and Frances. Thanks to mine and Vaughn’s tour, we have been away from them for longer than just the Lughnasadh season.

I rush down the stairs, my dark grey dress with its golden yellow swirls billowing behind me, to find Mother and Frances in my father’s spellorium.

I cross the circular room of our family arcade and come to a halt at the entrance to the spellorium, the door is thrown wide but habit stops me from going in. Vaughn does the same. This door had been shut and sealed since the day that our father died. When I called upon the Golowhe runes to open it after the Sabbat of Imbolc, at the beginning of February, I’d found everything just as Father had left it that day. Papers scattered around the room, his books in neat piles or open on his desk, but now it was full of boxes, the shelves half full, the desk clear, the drawers empty.

Mother crosses the threshold, wiping her hands down the apron that she has on over her black dress. She pulls Vaughn into a tight embrace then kisses the top of his head, before copying the action with me. Frances joins us and hugs each of us close too.

‘Oh, how I have missed you both,’ Mother says. ‘I want to hear all about your first term, come on, let’s go get some tea.’ She begins to walk towards the twisting stairs.

‘What’s going on here?’ I ask, pointing to Father’s spellorium.

‘The Coven Council returned some of your father’s belongings, items that the Coven of Curiosity no longer need to keep and examine,’ Frances says. ‘We had hoped to get them back where they belonged before you returned, but I guess you can both help with that now.’ We go up the stairs and into the parlour, where a light luncheon is laid out.

Removing their aprons, Mother and Frances set about fussing over Vaughn and I, making us tea and bringing us sandwiches and cake and asking all manner of questions about the instructors and what classes we have enjoyed.

‘And what have the two of you been doing with your free time?’ I ask as I take another sandwich from the platter.

‘What is this free time that you speak of, Aurelia?’ Frances says with a raise of an eyebrow. ‘It is a stranger to me, for sure. I haven’t even had time to read the book you gifted me at Yule. Coven work is as prevalent as always; we might not have murdered witches to deal with any more, but we still find ourselves busy with other… disturbing incidences.’

I see the marked look between Mother and Frances, and I want to ask them about the Untethered Coven, but Vaughn pipes up first. ‘Is one of those things the Coven of Triumph?’ he asks.

‘Yes, they are irksome,’ Mother says, and again I see the look that Frances gives her. More than irksome – a worry, maybe even a threat, I think to myself.

‘We saw the orange ribbons in the Crenshaws’ windows and, after the way Sebastian treated Aurelia, I can’t say that I am entirely surprised that they are aligning themselves with such a coven,’ my brother says with a raise of his eyebrows in my direction. And despite the fact that I am very much over Sebastian Crenshaw, I too can’t help but feel a large punch of disappointment for once thinking he was something that he clearly isn’t.

‘Such an ugly shade of orange too,’ Frances says as she sips her tea. ‘And totally unsanctioned by the Royal Coven Council. They are trying to gain validity by having their own colours and crest, but it will never be allowed – not when their coven ideals are based on such treasonous views.’

Mother places a hand on Frances’ forearm as she says, ‘You know, I think that maybe young Sebastian Crenshaw was a little hasty when he formed a tether with Bertram Downing. He was no doubt feeling a slighted by Nightly’s refusal of him and, in his embarrassment, he may have made an alliance that he might not have accepted if he had taken a little time to consider. However, in light of Sebastian’s tethering, the Crenshaws have become quite involved in the actions of this want-to-be Royal Coven. It does make it all the more difficult to have such neighbours when we are members of the Coven Council.’

‘You can’t choose who lives in the house next to you,’ Vaughn says.

‘Quite, but even still, it is a disappointment, and I feel that they are using the close proximity to make a point. They have held one or two meetings for the coven in their house; orange-clad witches walking about Hemlock Square.

‘The Downings, of course, have been active and vocal members since it formed around the same time as the first of the witch murders were taking place. Over the summer they have capitalized on the fear of witch society that has been growing in the non-magicals, pushing their agenda for a magic-led world. In the past few months, they have gained far more traction than we could have ever thought possible.’ Mother finishes, and I can read the concern on her face. ‘I fear that some of the decisions I made…’

‘We made, Nell,’ Frances interjects, reaching out a hand and grabbing mother’s on the table.

I feel guilty for being so isolated from this threat, but also from what mother and Frances have been going through. While Vaughn and I were enjoying the sights of Europe and I have been questioning my past actions they have been assessing their own – which have far larger consequences.

‘Some of the decisions we made, aided in this rise,’ Mother continues, and I can hear the upset in her voice. ‘If we had not tried to cover up the murders, if we had not allowed everyone to continue to think that the deaths of these witches were the work of the fictitious Magimancer, if we had been honest when we knew that it had all been the work of Jonathan and the Untethered Coven, then maybe the death of Geoffrey Knott would not have mobilized so many to listen to the Coven of Triumph in an attempt to alleviate their own fears and, dare I say, prejudices.’

‘Do you think there is a possibility that this Coven of Triumph will succeed, will become an official coven – part of the council?’ I ask, my magic prickling with concern.

I don’t miss the steel in Mother’s voice when she replies. ‘I think that we would be foolish not to take this coven and its ambitions very seriously.’

We all fall quiet, none of us eating, a bad taste in my mouth.

‘Let’s not talk about such things, you’re only here for a few days and we want to make the most of having you both home,’ Mother adds, trying to make her voice light.



She and Frances do indeed make the most of the three days in the run-up to Mabon – there is dinner with the Priors on the first night, a trip to a new art gallery in the morning of the second day followed by tea with Frances’ parents and then an invitation to a private ball at the Longs’ the evening before Mabon.

That afternoon I retire to my room to dress for the Longs’ ball, only to overhear the comings and goings of the Crenshaws next door, the window open to the late summer air. From the snippets of conversation, the arrival of food and flowers, and mentions of the Coven of Triumph I realize they are going to be holding a coven meeting this very evening. I instantly feel outraged.

I stand for a while longer watching the preparations and consider telling my mother and Frances. I know instantly what they would say. ‘Aurelia, it is the Crenshaws’ house, and it is not against the law to hold meetings, even ones to a coven full of miscreant witches.’ Well, maybe not the last bit, but it would have definitely been implied.

I cast my eye about the rest of Hemlock Square and wonder what to do. The gardens that the houses are all arranged around is just past its prime, everything a little washed out in colour, the grass more yellow than green with the relentless summer days behind it and the trees starting to crisp and drop their leaves, preparing for autumn to come.

As I gaze across the gardens, I see Constance’s house and am reminded of another autumn many years ago when she and I played a trick on Sebastian Crenshaw, and I know exactly how I am going to spend my evening.

‘You do look a little pale,’ Frances says as she looks me over.

‘I am sure it is just my courses, some months are more painful than others,’ I say, holding my stomach as Mother enters the room with a steaming teacup full of a soothing brew.

‘All this magic and yet a cure to that particular curse is evasive.’ Frances raises an eyebrow.

‘Here, drink this. It may be a little hot but should alleviate the cramping,’ Mother says, and I blow on the potion. A strong aroma of fennel fills the air, and, as I drink, it mixes with an overpowering amount of ginger that makes me cough.

Mother kisses me on the head. ‘Try to get some sleep and we won’t be back late.’

‘Go and enjoy yourselves, I will be fine,’ I say.

Less than half an hour later, I hear the carriage pull away from the house. Shortly after that, I hear the first of the Crenshaws’ visitors arrive.

An arcade in the basement is a common location – good connection to the earth plus being at the foundation of a house can help to ground everyone within it. However, the Crenshaws have theirs in the attic. When I was a little girl, Constance and I discovered that there was a crawl space that led from my attic into the Crenshaws’. I have no idea if that space is still accessible, or indeed if I will be able to fit inside it as I once did, but when Constance recently mentioned the trick with the crystals we had played on Sebastian, its location must have popped to a more prominent part of my mind, waiting for this very moment.

My magic feels as if it is raising its haunches as I move through my attic and think of the Coven of Triumph. I’ve changed out of my nightdress and into a dark blue day dress, which is a little short for me now but will serve this purpose well. The attic is dusty and full of magic knows what, but it doesn’t take me long to find the gap; close to one of the chimney breasts that extends up through the roof. My black flame shines ahead of me and by its light I can see the entrance to the crawl space. I’m pleased to see it is a little bigger than I remembered.

As I inch forward, I hear voices close by and slow down my progress, not wanting to draw any attention to myself. The voices become clearer and then there is a call to order, as chairs scrape and voices hush. I quickly move towards the sliver of light and pull a small panel back just enough for me to see through with one eye.

I’ve been in the Crenshaws’ family arcade enough times to know what it looks like. The large, open space feels vast, with only a few beams holding up the roof, the majority of which is made out of greenhouse-style windowpanes. The gathering witches are all sitting in chairs neatly organized into rows, the glow of candles makes the room look soft and cosy – something I most definitely am not, lying in the cramped crawl space.

I can only see the backs of the thirty or so witches who are in the room and Helga Crenshaw, who is standing in front of them all. Behind her is an altar festooned in orange, and she, like the other witches in the room, is wearing the unflattering colour.

‘Witches of Triumph, thank you for coming this evening. Caspin and I welcome you, along with our son, Sebastian, and his tether, Bertram Downing.’ There is a light applause as Helga lifts a hand to the front row of seats, and for a brief moment I see Sebastian turn his head and smile at the witches behind him. I feel a pang of distrust and growing anger towards my former friend, and I have the urge to hex Sebastian ‘the worm’ Crenshaw.

Helga welcomes some new witches to their ranks, and I try hard to hold onto the unfamiliar names. I can tell by the way that she introduces a few of them that they must be witches of high standing. She is joined on the stage by a witch named Barry Kelling – he has been instrumental in showing the Coven of Triumph in a good light, and sets out plans for a charity event to raise money for their new coven headquarters. Sebastian’s father, Caspin Pollock, then makes a show of offering a substantial donation to the cause, which sets off a chain reaction of witches pledging money too.

I’m starting to think that this was all a huge waste of time and that I might as well have gone to the Longs’ ball after all when Bertram Downing leaves Sebastian’s side and takes to what would be the stage.

‘As important as all of this other stuff has been this evening, we are here for one reason only; we all know, deep in the marrow of our bones, that we witches should be leading the way forward into the future, rather than being chained to a world that the non-magicals are clumsily crafting.’ A deep hush has fallen over the room and I am aware that everyone, myself included, is waiting for Bertram’s next words.

‘That future, my triumphant witches, is soon to be in our hands, thanks to one witch and his coven of fearless followers. There has been no group that has done more for all of witchkind as the Coven of Malcifer.’

There is a murmur of agreement and the nodding of heads among the gathered witches.

I have never heard of this coven before but I think maybe my magic has as I feel it curdle and writhe inside me in warning.

‘So please allow me to introduce one of that coven’s most trusted members, my aunt, Gilma Sinclare.’

My heart beats in panic as I see Gilma Sinclare stand and turn to face the seated witches.

I remember this witch, she in one of Jonathan’ s untethered witches. She was at the standing stones on the island in the middle of the Season Gardens, where Geoffrey Knott tried to kill Demelza Nightly… where he tried to kill me.

I feel a lance of panic rise in me as I remember that moment; his hands around my throat as I struggled to breathe. I close my eyes tight for a heartbeat or two while clapping bounces around the arcade. When I open my eyes, I force myself to look at the witch, to commit everything to memory in case it is of importance, willing my rising panic into action so that it doesn’t consume me.

She is a slight woman in her early sixties, with a shot of grey at each of her temples of her otherwise dark hair. Gilma Sinclare raises a milky white hand, and the clapping stops.

‘Thank you, friends, fellow warriors of magic.’ Her voice is cold and confident. ‘As you know, I am a member of an outlawed coven, a coven that the Justice witches are seeking. And why are they looking for us?’ She pauses and looks over the gathered witches, glancing at each one of them. ‘Control, that is why. Not the control of me and my fellow witches, but of you and of the rest of witchkind.

‘The Justice witches say that we are law-breakers, that we are abominations and that we have gone against magic, but none of this is true. We are free – free from the confines of the oath that has bound us, free of tethered magic, and we are searching for a way to free all of you too.’

Despite myself, her words pique my interest. After all, does it not resonate closely with what Jules and I are seeking to do? To end tethering and bring back the old magic to the witches of the world? For the first time, I wonder if we want the same thing but for different reasons.

‘Yes, there have been sacrifices along the way, but all great acts require that atonement. My coven leader, Jonathan Reid, has always believed that tethering was a lie, a stitch of magic brought about to control witches, to stop us from reaching our full potential. Recently he guided us in taking the first step towards freedom and soon he will liberate all of witchkind. But before that can happen, this triumphant coven must become the voice of magic. The work that you are all doing to further our cause is of the upmost importance. We are fighting a war of power, and not just magical power.

‘The hold that the Crown and its Royal Coven Council have upon witches is strong. Since the start of the Third Age of Magic, this power has manipulated us, it has held us in submission, it has kept our magic small and it has made us weak. But all that is going to change, and it will change with all of you, with the formal recognition of this coven.

‘I am proud to be joined by you courageous witches as we seek to bring about a new age of magic – and in this fourth age, magic and witches will rule all.’

There is silence for a moment before an eruption of clapping. I can see how these witches would get wrapped up in the idea but I also understand that this type of freedom is an illusion. Freedom is nothing if someone is being oppressed, not that these witches give a spark of magic about that.

As the clapping stops, Caspin Pollock invites the witches to retire downstairs for light refreshments. It is at that moment that a great pounding echoes through the house.

Sebastian goes to the window that juts out on the roof and looks down.

‘It’s Jules Nightly, he’s knocking at the Wycherleys’ door,’ Sebastian says, the bitterness in his voice ripe.

‘Maybe we should invite him to join us – his mother is one of my coven sisters, whether she likes it or not, after all,’ Gilma says, and there is a ripple of laughter from the witches still left in the arcade. ‘Thank you, Helga, Crispin, for all you are doing. Jonathan is very pleased with you. I can’t stay for refreshments; I am sure that you understand the danger I have placed myself in to come here, and I trust that you will all spread the word of our good work.’

As I get into my own attic, I hear Nightly knock again, calling my name this time too.

I hasten down the stairs and rip open the front door. Jules is standing there with a broom in one hand and his wand in the other.

‘Aurelia…’ He doesn’t get to say another word. I reach out a hand and drag him into the house as I shush him.

‘Were you attacked again? Are you hurt?’ He is checking me over, running a hand over my dirt-smeared face.

‘No, nothing like that,’ I say as I pull him further into the house.

‘Then what?’ Nightly is insistent. It is then that I take in his appearance, his very fine suit.

‘Were you at the Longs’ ball?’ I ask.

‘Yes, Aurelia. But what happened? I felt your fear and panic, and Vaughn had said that you were ill but…’

‘You told Vaughn?’

‘Yes, he and your mothers are on their way. I took Liam Long’s broom to get to you faster.’

‘Oh!’

‘Aurelia, please.’

I bid him to sit in the parlour as I tell him all that I have been up to this evening, and all that I have witnessed.

‘Gilma Sinclare – is she next door now?’ Nightly is on his feet and I am suddenly in front of him, my dirty hands on his chest holding him is place.

‘No,’ I say. ‘She said she was leaving when you knocked on the door. This is all so much bigger than I thought it was, so interconnected and planned out.’ I don’t know why I am surprised; Jonathan has had a long time to set all of this up. I think of Great Aunt Antoinette’s letter, of Jonathan as a child watching her perform magic, kill his brother, all without a tether. I can see how that one event could have led him here, led us all here, and I fear for where it is still to take us.

‘I think you should tell your mother and Frances about what you saw and heard,’ Jules says, and I know he is right.

‘They are not going to be happy with me sneaking next door,’ I say.

‘Then they won’t be alone,’ Nightly says with pursed lips pinched around the edges with annoyance as he looks down on me with concern. ‘You do know that our rules are still in play, especially the one when you are to tell me if you are about to do something dangerous.’

He wraps his arms around me and places a kiss on the top of my filthy hair, and I don’t have the heart to tell him that I was never in danger, especially when he is holding me so closely and my hands are finding his neck, and my lips are finding his.

The sound of the front door opening has us both scattering to opposite sides of the parlour, as Mother and Frances return, alongside Vaughn, Constance, Evelyn, and Jackson and Emery.

I feel all of their eyes on me and my dusty, cobweb-covered appearance as I tell them everything. I feel like a small child when Mother chastises me for not alerting them immediately.

‘We haven’t left our post all night, and despite watching the orange-clad witches come and go at the Crenshaws’, we most definitely did not see Gilma Sinclare,’ Emery says, and I can hear the anger in their voice at the mention of Sinclare.

‘Just because you didn’t see her doesn’t mean she wasn’t there. She may have entered through the gardens at the back of the house,’ Mother muses

‘You don’t seem at all surprised that Gilma Sinclare may be walking alongside her fellow witches,’ I say with a hint of an edge in my voice. ‘I guess they really did escape at Ostara.’ Mother looks pale and a little flustered as Frances asks, ‘How do you know about that?’

‘I felt their magic in the shadows at Lughnasadh,’ I say, not looking over at Jackson and Emery as I add, ‘and I have the wherewithal to pull clues together.’

Frances nods, and I think she looks a little proud as she says, ‘That you do.’

‘Aurelia, all of you, I am sure that I don’t need to tell you how important it is to keep this information secret. The Coven Council do not want to distress the population at this time.’

‘No matter how weak we will look when the truth gets out,’ Frances adds with an exasperated look that tells me all I need to know about her opinions on the matter.

‘Do you know where they are, what they were trying to achieve with the shadows?’ I ask.

‘We are not—’

‘At liberty to tell us – I guessed as much,’ I say. ‘And no doubt this is why you put poor Emery and Jackson on Aurelia-watching duty.’

‘No, that is because you are the most powerful witch we have seen in an age and the council want to ensure the safety of you as an asset to magic.’

I almost scoff. A year ago, the council, which my mother and Frances are a part of, were ready to let my magic wither and drift away and now… now they seek to protect it.

I can’t help but feel annoyed, both at their change of opinion towards my magic and in the way that I feel a loss of control in their protection.
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Eleven

[image: T]he next day I am sharing a carriage with Vaughn and Constance as we make our way to the Compass, for the Coven of Curiosity Mabon ball. The two of them sit so close to one another that I wish I had made other travel arrangements.

Constance and I are both wearing our gowns from the Cambridge Couture Company – although they are frightfully expensive, they are also sublime.

Constance’s dress is a bright yellow that makes the jewel tones of her dark skin sing. The neckline is defined in gentle arching peaks that are mirrored on the cuffs of her short sleeves and the hem of her skirts. The enchanted fabric has no pattern or embellishment but as Constance moves it looks like she is wearing a sunbeam, the fabric shimmering a gentle light. In her hair she wears a golden tiara that looks as if it is made of sun rays. Her inner warmth personified, I think to myself as I catch my brother gazing at her again.

Vaughn has on a waistcoat made of the same material as Constance’s dress, his grey trousers and coat sobering it somewhat, like the sun behind a cloud.

The yellow of my dress has a bit more brown in it, a golden honey colour that makes my hair look even whiter than usual. Again, the dress looks simple, elegant with layers of soft fine fabric that drape across my bodice and pleat down my body.

I feel radiant in the dress, with my hair piled high and a soft yellow diamond tiara nestled in the curls. I remember how I felt in my white debutante dress a year ago, and how very different I feel now. Then I was unsure if I would be able to keep my magic, unsure if my heart would ever be whole again. Now, my heart is full to bursting, and my magic… I guess I still don’t know how to feel about that. It makes me squirm just to think that I never needed to tether, that I was never at risk of losing it, that my strange, complicated magic was always going to be mine, with or without Jules or any other witch.

I watch the streets of London pass by the carriage window and I can’t help but think of what might be waiting for me and my magic. After what I overheard last night I stayed up for hours catastrophizing, and I’m scared that my worst-imagined outcomes might just come true. After all, if Jonathan is willing to kill my father, his own tether, for this future that he believes so strongly in, then he is not going to stop in his endeavours until someone stops him, and I fear that someone is going to be me, and Nightly, and whoever else agrees to join our coven.

Our carriage pulls to a stop outside of the Compass, the building that serves as the headquarters for the Coven of Curiosity, so named for the central hall of the building – a vast, circular, domed room with a compass rose etched into the floor. Around that central dome is a square building with each of the sides boasting intricately carved raised and covered walkways that lead to the dome of the Rose Room. Beneath those walkways is an ornamental moat.

As Vaughn guides me down from the carriage, I take in the impressive sandstone building, large and imposing, with towers on each of the four corners it looks like a castle.

Vaughn offers an arm to Constance and me, and the three of us make our way inside. I’m excited to explore the Compass, there will be a guided tour for us magical scholars where we will be shown the very best of the coven in an attempt to win us over for our apprentice years.

A small group of witches are cloistered in an alcove of the entrance hall. I look around and don’t see Jules, I send out my magic and feel the distance between us, as I realize that he has yet to arrive. I recognize some of the witches from our debutante year; Claire Millard who has gone to Nessbrugh, and Gretchen Archer, who is at Fausting now.

They eye me a little suspiciously as we join them, and I have to remind myself to pull my shoulders back, to walk with confidence. These witches and their opinions do not define who I am, and I choose to be worthy of the old magic that is running through my curse.

Two older witches from the Coven of Curiosity approach and signal us to follow them. As is customary, we scholars will be treated to a tour of each of the coven houses before the balls – it is the covens’ way of trying to entice us to them for our apprenticeships and beyond. I quickly lose Constance and Vaughn in the small crowd as the witches begin to explain the work that the Coven of Curiosity does.

‘If magic has a heartbeat, then Curiosity is the rhythm that it beats to,’ one of the witches, a bright and smiling woman, says. Her voice is full of wonder and excitement, and I can’t help but feel my heart swell as she speaks of how the Coven of Curiosity mounts magical expeditions, how they value ingenuity and lateral thinking; how a witch of the Coven of Curiosity is always looking, always seeking, always discovering.

‘I think I could live my life in a curious way,’ Emilio Torres says from beside me.

‘Forgive me, I had not seen you,’ I say. ‘Is Mr Anderson not with you?’

‘No. I see you are without your tether too, maybe we can walk together,’ he says, and I incline my head as we are led into one of the expedition rooms where many trips are planned and co-ordinated. Emilio stays by my side as we wander, looking over books and maps of far-flung countries.

Emilio opens a door that leads to a room where we find all manner of equipment for exploration. ‘I had never thought about how prepared Curiosity has to be. I’d thought that if adventure called, you merely had to take a step towards it, but now I realize that the first step needs careful consideration or else you may be wrong-footed and it all be for nothing,’ he says.

‘All of the preparation makes sense,’ I say, thinking of my father who had been a deep, methodical thinker.

Emilio is still by my side as we make our way down the corridor, with views of the inner courtyard and the circular building at the heart of the Compass that holds the Rose Room.

‘Do you think you might wear yellow?’ I ask with a smile.

‘My grandmother is sure that I will join the Coven of Accord,’ Emilio confesses. ‘It is a family tradition on my mother’s side, and, well, old magical families with their traditions are not always the most yielding or forgiving. However, I have the wonderful advantage of having already disappointed my grandmother once; by tethering to Henry. I suppose Jules and I have that in common, our chosen tethers are not to our families’ liking. Sorry, that was insensitive of me,’ Emilio hastens to add.

I shake my head. ‘Not at all – it is true, after all, although I think Evelyn approves of me.’

‘Yes, I suspect she does,’ Emilio says with a smile. ‘I do like Evelyn Nightly; she didn’t deserve to be jilted or have her magic fade from her. I hear that you and Jules duelled Kit Thorn!’ he says, smiling, dimples forming in his cheeks and his eyes glistening in a way that is infectious.

‘We did,’ I admit, my cheeks going pink remembering how I had stood by Jules during the duel but also how Nightly had held me to him when Kit cast a spell attacking me after the duel had ended. ‘Unfortunately for Nightly, I think that early duel of ours may have cemented our magical relationship.’

‘Unfortunately?’ Emilio says. ‘You are joking. I felt your magic when we made that storm spell – that’s the type of magic they write poems about. If I had been here last year, I would have pursued you myself.’

‘Even though I am cursed?’

Emilio shrugs.

‘But you and Anderson are a formidable pairing,’ I say.

‘That is kind of you to say, Ms Wycherley. We are a power match, for sure. As soon as I performed magic with him, I knew that he was the witch for me – it was effortless and fun, and, what’s more, we have personalities that complement one another. I am a bit more show and flash and he is cool and collected, ready to put out my raging fire at any moment. Maybe it’s for the best that the two of us never met, Ms Wycherley. I have a feeling that there is a little streak inside of you that would have me in trouble in no time.’ He smiles at me again and I try my best to look offended. ‘No, Nightly was definitely the best witch for the job, besides, I think my mother would have loved Henry,’ Emilio says.

‘Your mother is no longer with us?’ I ask.

‘Her coven was part of Nelson’s efforts; she died in service to the kingdom the year before I left for America.’

‘I’m sorry to hear it. I too lost a parent, my father, not at war but he… he was violently taken from us,’ I say, and for a moment we both walk along together feeling our individual losses.

The witch leading the tour takes us through a door and into a small hall full of portraits. ‘This is our hall of celebration, here we honour some of the brightest among us, whose contributions have been great, and whose presence is sorely missed.’

It doesn’t take me long to find the portrait of my father, arching my neck to look up at it. I see all the parts of my father that I recognize in myself, and all of the parts that shine out in Vaughn. I had not realized how like him he is becoming till now.

‘Ulric le Fay,’ Emilio says, reading the plaque below the painting. ‘Your father?’

‘Yes.’ My voice is a little affected and I cough to clear it.

I feel a nudge on my other side as Vaughn stands close to me and takes my hand.

‘He would have been so proud of you,’ I tell my brother as we look up at the portrait together. ‘You are so like him, and not just your nose,’ I add with a smile. ‘But the way you look out for us all with quiet care.’

‘Thank you, Aurelia. I often feel that I’m losing my connection to him, that small details about him are drifting away.’

‘I feel that too, but the big things remain.’ I give his hand a squeeze.

‘He would have been completely enchanted by you and your curse; he would have thrown himself into understanding it.’

I give a small laugh. ‘I don’t doubt that for a second.’

The Curiosity witch calls for our attention; that’s when I realize that Emilio and Constance have moved away from us, giving us a little time to reflect and connect.

We take one last look at the portrait then follow the others from the room.
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Twelve

[image: T]he Rose Room, at the heart of the Compass, is full of scholars clad in every shade of yellow from deepest ochre to the palest lemon. Bev looks radiant, with her black hair falling in careful ringlets against her champagne-yellow gown that flows out as she walks with the lightness of bubbles, but Martyn is stealing the show. He has forgone the usual dark grey and is wearing a suit the same hew as his tether’s gown. The pair of them look radiant.

I slowly promenade around the room amid the crowd that remind me of a field of daffodils, looking for Nightly. As I make my way, I am confronted by Sebastian Crenshaw. On his arm is Bertram Downing, and now that I am not looking at him through a small gap in the crawl space of Sebastian’s arcade, I realize that Downing is a rather tall witch, with a haughty look that makes me want to hex him.

They are both in a cheery buttercup yellow, quite at odds with their countenance; Sebastian is looking very self-important as he walks beside Downing. As we get close to one another I can tell that he has seen me but he avoids eye contact.

‘Sebastian,’ I say as I pass, not letting him get away without the minimum of civilities.

‘Aurelia,’ he responds with a curt nod and continues walking.

I shake my head and turn to see him lean in close to Downing, no doubt passing some spite about me, and I feel my magic curdle at the knowledge of what he is involved in.

‘Wycherley.’ I feel the whisper of Nightly’s voice on my neck as he leans down to my ear from behind me and every hair lifts with a tingle that fills my whole body. He slips one arm around me, and I turn into his embrace.

‘Mr Nightly.’ I smile up at him. ‘You are late, you missed the welcome speech.’

He lifts my hand, and we dance a few steps. I raise an eyebrow at him. ‘It is not time for that yet!’

‘Wycherley, it should always be time for dancing with you.’ I let him continue to waltz me around, despite the disapproving or amused looks of some of our fellow witches.

‘Where were you? During the speeches?’ I ask.

‘All in good time,’ he replies. A few more witches have joined us in our spontaneous dance and I can hear the orchestra making themselves ready.

‘Have you been up to no good, Jules Nightly?’ I ask

‘Always. I do have a reputation as a rogue to maintain, after all.’ Nightly smiles.

‘Yes, I recall some of your more felonious antics from last season.’

‘I think you will find, Wycherley, that all such activities were instigated by you… or at the very least, encouraged. And I think that you will be very glad to encourage this one.’

‘Well, you had best tell me all about it.’ I hear the music strike up.

‘First, we dance, then we eat, then we snoop.’

‘You had me at dance – but snooping is good too. It’s nice to see that we are back to our usual courting rituals.’

We dance the first two sets, then I dance with Henry Anderson, and Jules with Constance.

Jules reclaims me after, and we make our way to the banquet hall. The food is delicious; dishes from all over the world, recipes captured from the many travels of the Curiosity witches. After dessert – a sweet rice dish with a hint of spice – I’m ready for anything but dancing.

Jules, luckily, has plans.

‘This way, Wycherley,’ he says, tugging me through a doorway while everyone is making their way back into the Rose Room.

We hasten through one of the covered walkways and back into the perimeter building, Jules’ hand in mine, my golden dress swishing. I feel exposed, the thrill of what we’re doing rushing through me. I can feel it pulsing through the tether from Nightly too.

‘Where are we going?’ I whisper.

‘So impatient, Wycherley. Besides, if I tell you, then it won’t be a surprise, will it.’

‘A surprise?’ I say. ‘I hope it’s a nice one.’

‘We’ll find out soon enough.’ He leads me through a series of corridors.

‘When I was on my tour, the witches guiding us mentioned that they are investigating the shadow incident.’

Nightly pauses by a door – it has a large window looking into a dark room, and on the glass is a sign: Laboratory forty-two.

‘In here?’ I gesture to the door, he nods.

I feel his magic instantly flow through our tether, my fingers flex as I long to reach out for him. It still feels strange performing magic without touching him.

Together we pick our way through the magic on the door. The wards and bindings dropping off one by one until the door clicks open.

‘I am hoping that we can find some answers, anything that may point to what Jonathan and his coven were trying to do at Lughnasadh,’ Nightly says as he opens the door and sends out an orb of witch-flame that lights the huge spellorium beyond in a soft glow. On the floor, the mosaic tiles are configured to produce grounding and protection and in the space are large wooden benches full of neatly stacked papers and specimen jars.

As I move towards the nearest bench, I start to tune into the energy in the room.

‘Someone has been trying to use the Golowhe runes here,’ I say. ‘And… there’s something else, something I half remember.’ I shake my head as I try to latch on to the small splinter of magic that I can sense.

‘How can you tell? About the runes?’ Nightly asks, and I reach for our combined magic and run it over the echoes of spells that I can feel in the room. Each spell had a rune in it, I can feel that, but it feels as if the rune has been forced into the magic, it doesn’t fit and hasn’t worked well at all.

‘Oh, is that new? I mean, could you always feel spells that have been cast?’

‘I… I think that as I am becoming more adept with secondary magic that it is feeding my magical intuition. That little spark of old magic in me is expanding, I can feel it stretching, searching even,’ I say slowly, not sure how to put into words the things that I am beginning to know or be able to do.

‘Interesting, maybe it is looking for something, Aurelia, just as we are. Last season we followed your magical instincts and it led us to where we needed to be. Maybe we need to do the same this season; follow where your magic leads.’

And so I tune into the magic around me, and I hold tight to that little snippet that feels familiar. I home in on it, moving towards a wooden desk at the back, the feeling of familiarity is replaced by a feeling of fear. I shoot a look back at Nightly.

‘Are you all right?’ he asks, walking towards me. I snap my head back to the stoppered glass bottle on the desk.

‘Yes… it’s just…’ I run our magic over the bottle and know that he can feel it too now.

‘Are those… the shadows from Lughnasadh?’

‘Yes, I’m sure of it. But also, I don’t know how, but these are the same shadows that the man of smoke and antlers is made of. I feel it, deep in my magic.’ And a part of my magic is pulling towards the shadows in the bottle in a way that makes me want to reach out and bring them into me. Unsettled, I make myself stand completely still.

Jules extends a tentative hand to take the bottle, then pulls it back with a sharp intake of breath. ‘Damn.’

‘Let me see,’ I say, holding out my hand, and when he slides his fingers into mine. I can see the hex that surrounded the bottle begin to creep from the tops of his fingers slowly down them to his hand, turning the flesh a bright red colour.

‘A filch hex,’ I say. ‘Do you know the anti-hex?’

Nightly is shaking his head and biting his lip, his face turning white. ‘Darn, it’s really starting to burn,’ he says as the redness continues to grow; soon it will engulf his hand. I can feel the panic and pain that Nightly is struggling to keep hold of slip along our tether.

‘Hold still,’ I say, letting my magic feel along the hex on him. Performing a basic relinquishing spell I place the Golowhe rune Delivra – release – into the sequence. My magic takes hold of the hex, pulling it out of Nightly’s hand, the redness retreating back along his fingers to the tips. And when the last of the hex leaves him, I almost see the magic snap back to the bottle to protect it.

Nightly flexes his fingers then holds them up to me. I close both of my hands around them.

‘Thank you, Wycherley. That was a close one,’ he says, looking from me to the bottle. ‘I’ve heard that you can lose a hand to filch hexes.’

Nightly massages his hand as he bends low to look at the bottle and the small swirl of smoke within it.

‘How did they even get hold of the shadows from Lughnasadh?’ he asks as I move around the work bench, tentatively lifting up papers until I’m sure there are no other hexes, and put some distance between me and the shadow. I can’t work out if I don’t trust it or me.

‘They didn’t find this shadow at Lughnasadh,’ I say, lifting one of the reports and scanning through it before passing it to him.
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23RD MAY 1652

FIELD REPORT:

After the events of last Samhain, we have been working tirelessly to discover what spell or incantation, hex or curse was employed by the users of malevolent magic in those final moments of the Great Witch War.

The scars on the land around Avebury, where that last battle culminated, are still evident, and the epicentre of the spell-maelstrom still has an aura of malevolence that has stopped all within it from growing. When within that invisible boundary of magical annihilation, all witches are overcome by a powerful sickness. Examinations of the site are restricted, with witches limiting their time in the affected locations.

We have discovered a substance which is coating the area; a strange corporeal shadow. We first witnessed this while investigating the flora and fauna, and found that the shadow consumed all living things in the affected vicinity, leaving them withered, dried and dying. This strange shadow is substantial; more of a dark cloud of fine matter, which appears to move and shift in a cognitive manner. We’ve found that although the area is vast, these shadow particles are not.

It was by chance that during our investigation we contacted other witches who had been at the battle and were able to give accounts of a creature made of what they referred to as smoke; a coincidence too far.

We were not expecting two of the witches, Mathilde Wycherley and Heston Nightly, to pay us a visit after we had corresponded with them almost a month ago, and yet they arrived. They stayed for several days, helping us with our research and listening to all we had found. On the last day, they employed us and a few of our fellow researchers at the site to perform a complex standing spell. They used salt to create a ring of sigils around the area, some we knew well, some completely foreign to us. Then the spell cast itself, using an amalgamation of established spell-weaving practices and some, again, unknown to us.

As we moved through the sequence, so the blight of thin smoke that covered the land appeared to lift, coalescing as it was pushed inwards to the centre of the site, and in its condensed state it formed the tiniest of smoke clouds, no bigger than the palm of my hand.

Wycherley and Nightly secured the cloud, trapping it in a bottle which they placed incantations upon; incantations that we have been unable to remove. The two witches left as soon as the spell was over and we have not been able to contact them since.

Three weeks have passed and the land around Avebury that was affected by the withering blight has been restored; green grass grows, trees and plants are thriving and have an air of health around them. The shadow remains in its bottle. We are eager to conduct additional research on this strange new substance, once we can ascertain how to open it.

For the kingdom and the magic,

Charlotte Eff and Chris Joynes



I see that on the back of the letter is a stamp from the Coven of Knowing – the report had been placed into the magical archive in 1674 and, according to the second dated stamp, it had been retrieved from the archive a week after Lughnasadh and the incident.

‘Heston and Mathilde. Just like last year, they appear to be guiding us,’ Nightly says. But I’m not so sure that they are guiding us towards anything good – all they have given us so far are things that are troublesome, things that we need to fix, things that they burdened us with. I know that this little slice of smoke is another of those things.

I am about to suggest that we try and remove the hex to take the bottle with us when we both of us snap our heads in the direction of the door.

‘Someone’s coming,’ Nightly says, putting out his witch-flames as I fold the report and place it in his pocket.

‘What shall we do? There’s nowhere to hide,’ I say, the footsteps right outside the door now. Jules grabs me around the waist. ‘Kiss me, quickly, Wycherley,’ he says.

I’m about to protest that this is hardly the time, when I realize what Jules is up to. I reach my hands into his hair and pull his kisses to me deeply, as the door opens and a single witch-light seeks us out. After a brief moment, the two of us pull away with an embarrassment that I only have to try a little to summon.

‘What are the two of you doing in here?’ A tall man dressed in deep golden yellow robes asks as he looks around the room then back to us; the woman beside him is smiling at us with a knowing look. Jules flattens down his hair and I lift a hand to shield my eyes from the bright witch-light shining on us. It is very obvious by the looks on their faces that they know exactly what the two of us were just doing.

The man glances at the woman, who smiles with a little raise of her eyebrows. The man sighs as he says, ‘Not another pair cavorting.’

‘What are your names?’ the woman asks. I look from her to the man and then to Jules.

‘I’m Gretchen Archer and this is Sebastian Crenshaw,’ I say, and feel amusement flicker through my tether with Jules.

‘What college do you attend?’ the man asks.

‘Faustings,’ Jules says.

‘We will be informing them of this,’ the man says. Then he asks, ‘How did you get in?’

‘Through that door,’ Jules says, pointing at the door behind the pair.

‘It was the first unlocked one we found,’ I say.

‘Unlocked? That door?’ the man says, concern in his voice.

‘It must have been,’ the woman says. ‘That door should have had a seventh-level tertiary lock on it; two student witches couldn’t have undone such a powerful coven spell.’

The man contemplates that for a moment then nods in agreement. ‘Both of you get back to the celebrations, now. Don’t let us see you where you ought not to be again.’

‘Of course, sorry, thank you,’ I say, rushing towards the door and pulling Jules with me.

We hasten down the corridor and up the stairs before I ask, ‘Do you think that they believed us?’

‘Surprisingly, yes. You were very convincing. You always have been, especially where romantic liaisons are concerned.’

I smile at him, my eyelashes batting as I tilt my head to one side then say, ‘You know, I am beyond glad that I no longer have to pretend that I love you.’

‘I never did,’ he says and I halt on the covered walkway. ‘I always loved you, Aurelia, from that first moment at Mabon, and loving you has always been far too easy for me to do. Back when we entered into our courting deception, I wondered if you would ever be able to look past my name and feel for me all that I felt for you.’

My heart is racing as I push Jules’ back up against the window. ‘I love you, Jules Nightly, because of and in spite of your name and who it has made you into – the person I want to share my heart, my life and my magic with.’ And I kiss him again… and I don’t care if we get caught.
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Thirteen

[image: W]e have been back at Neoards for a few days when Nightly gives me a tentative look over a stack of books between us in the library and says, ‘I think that we need to add to our number. Samhain is right around the corner, and the wheel of the year is spinning fast. I have a feeling that we should be forming our coven sooner rather than later. The Untethered Coven are still at large, and there is a feeling of ill-ease in the non-magical community that I don’t like.’

‘I’m not sure,’ I say honestly.

Jules lets out a heavy sigh and rubs his temples. ‘Aurelia, what exactly are you not sure about?’ he says – his voice has an edge to it that he usually only reserves for other people. ‘We agreed that Emilio Torres and Henry Anderson, as well as Bev Nash and Martyn Galesburg, would join us weeks ago. But every time Constance, Vaughn or I mention approaching them, you get cold feet.’ He is right, I know he is. ‘This can’t go on, Aurelia, we need to raise a coven, we need to stop Jonathan, and we need to save magic.’

I look around, checking that we are still alone as Nightly’s voice increases in volume and sharpness.

‘I know, it’s just that…’

‘What are you not sure about, Aurelia?’ Jules asks, loud enough to be hushed by the librarians below the mezzanine.

‘I’m unsure about me,’ I tell him flat, willing down the tears that are threatening to roll.

‘Aurelia,’ Nightly says softly, moving a little closer. ‘Do you trust me?’ I give him a dubious look.

‘Yes,’ I say, slowly and drawn out.

‘And do you trust my judgement?’

‘Of course.’

‘Then I want you to know that I am sure about you… and your magic.’

I let out a little sigh.

‘No, I mean it. I can never fully understand the way that you feel about this, but I can give you my perspective, for what it is worth. I know that joining my magic to you is the single best thing I have done in my life after loving you.’

I blush a little and give a half-hearted roll of my eyes.

‘And I am sure that the witches that we choose to join our coven will feel the same – not the loving bit, of course, I plan on keeping your heart all for myself.’ He smiles. ‘We have to raise a coven, Aurelia. Heston said—’

‘Heston said a lot of things – it doesn’t mean we have to believe him.’ I snap a little in my worry.

‘Aurelia, we need to do this,’ he says, even more gently. ‘Not for us, but for all witches, for magic.’

‘But what if we pick the wrong person?’

‘We won’t.’

‘How can you be so sure?’ I ask.

‘I already told you – I am sure of you,’ he says with such conviction that I find it hard not to trust him on this. ‘We will do what we did last season; we listen to your magic, and we will follow it.’

I feel both a little relieved because my magic is yet to steer us wrong but also anxious because it all falls to me again. I’m not sure that I am up to the task.

‘Whoever we approach, we will be placing them in danger,’ I say.

‘Whoever they are, they are already in danger; they just don’t know it yet,’ Nightly says. ‘Your concerns are valid, but so is the threat. ‘I’m scared too, Aurelia, but I know that you can do this, that we can do this, not just you and I, but whoever joins us in this coven too. Together, if you please.’ He gives my hand a squeeze and I feel something soften in me.

‘Together,’ I tell him. ‘Always together, but not us alone.’

The next day, Constance and Vaughn go to speak to Bev and Martyn, while Nightly and I track down Emilio and Henry. We find them in one of the brew houses, working on some of the formulas that Merriweather and Penrose have instructed us to perfect by next class. A fresh, almost metallic, smell hangs in the air and the two of them are trying to figure out why their solution is pink instead of white. If Vaughn was here, he would be able to tell them immediately.

‘Nightly, Wycherley, have the two of you booked this brew house?’ Henry asks, looking over at a clock on the wall.

‘No, we…’ I close the door behind me and cast a silencing spell around it. ‘We want to speak to the two of you.’

Torres casts his eyes over the door then looks at me. ‘Should we be worried, Nightly?’ he asks his old friend.

‘Do you feel worried?’ Nightly asks. Torres shakes his head, ‘No, but…’ He gestures to the door.

‘What we need to speak to you about is not for everyone to hear,’ Nightly says. ‘Discretion is of utmost importance.’

‘I can see that, Jules,’ Torres says and I remember once again how close they have previously been. ‘Is this something to do with your magic, Wycherley?’

‘It’s something to do with all of our magic,’ Nightly replies.

Jules proceeds to tell them everything. It takes longer than either of us expected, especially with the number of questions the two of them have.

‘Let me get this straight,’ Henry says, his voice slow and measured, his American accent soft. ‘Ms Wycherley’s magic, her curse, is connected to old magic of the First Age, and last year the two of you spoke to Nightly’s long-dead ancestor who showed the two of you the location of a hidden henge and told you that the future of magic depends on you raising a coven and restoring this old magic to everyone?’

‘Yes,’ I say, inwardly cringing at how unbelievable it all sounds.

‘And you think that one of the doors in this hidden henge might lead to the Lost Quarter?’ I can hear the hope in Emilio’s voice.

‘Possibly, we’re not sure,’ Nightly says.

‘And don’t forget that other door, the one Ms Wycherley made last Imbolc, that leads to Avalon, home to a creature that thinks she stole her magic from it and a little bit of it got trapped in this world and may or may not be responsible for the shadows at Lughnasadh,’ Henry finishes.

‘And the coven of untethered witches – which sounds like the biggest abomination to magic that I have ever heard of in my life – who are trying to rouse the magical and non-magical populations into some kind of civil war similar to the one that ended the Second Age of Magic, you’ve got to stop them too,’ Emilio adds.

‘Right,’ Jules says, nodding. ‘It’s a lot.’

‘Honestly, if I had heard this from anyone else then I would not have believed them,’ Emilio says. ‘But you and I, Jules, we go back, and I trust you. Do we get to see this henge before we decide if we want to join your coven? Especially as I’m guessing that membership is going to come with a sick bag.’ He gives me a small smile, and I do everything I can not to apologize.

‘Yes,’ Jules says, looking at me. ‘You get to see the henge, and the sickbags come with the coven membership; without Aurelia’s magic none of us will stand a chance trying to stand up to the Untethered Coven and what’s to come. We will give you some time to think it through – if you want to see the henge then meet us at the bottom of the east wing basement staircase at half-past midnight tonight.’

Jules and I leave the brew house, and I know that the second the door closes behind us Emilio and Henry will be discussing all we have said.

‘Do you think they will show up?’ I ask.

Nightly shrugs, then says, ‘I hope so.’



That evening, I wait outside the arches that lead into the covered harbour; the stairs in clear view. I listen as high above me the clock tower strikes half-past twelve. I have a black flame orb floating close, the soft lapping waves of the waters reflecting it back in troughs and peaks. The night has the chill edge of autumn in it. Shortly after the bells have stopped echoing, I hear feet on the stone steps.

Both Torres and Anderson have their dark grey cloaks pulled around them; the golden threads on their clothes, like all of ours, have been joined by black stitching in anticipation of Samhain and our visit with the Coven of Justice.

‘You came,’ I say with a smile.

‘How could we not,’ Emilio says with a look to Anderson. ‘But before we go on, I think it is important for me to tell you that I have my own motives for joining this coven. And as you have been so open with me, I too should be open with you.’

‘The Lost Quarter?’ I say.

He nods. ‘The Lost Quarter.’

‘Totally reasonable,’ I say with a smile.

I gesture for them to follow me along the narrow pathway, my black flame has split into three small balls lighting the way for each of us.

‘Your witch-flame is an interesting colour,’ Henry says. ‘I’ve never seen a black one before.’

‘You will find that there is a lot about my magic that is… interesting,’ I say as I step into the hollowed-out alcove. I push the unlocked door open to reveal the henge, then stand to one side. Emilio and Henry pause at the threshold for a moment, taking it all in. Standing in the middle of the henge are Martyn and Bev, with Constance, Vaughn and Jules.

‘I guess you’re the other members of the coven?’ Emilio asks as he slowly walks towards the henge.

‘I guess we are now,’ Martyn says, with a look of awe at Bev, who is nodding.

‘I never thought I would see a henge up close,’ Henry says as he runs a hand over the nearest stone. ‘I’ve only ever read about them in books. We don’t have them back home, but we had other ways to tap into the old magic back when it was there. I guess there is a ley line running through here.’

‘Yes, I think it’s part of an old track line that I found in my research,’ Vaughn says; he and Anderson go off to the back of the henge and the long table covered in books and papers.

Torres lifts a hand to the henge just as his tether had done. ‘It… it feels warm,’ he says with a smile. ‘I recall learning that the old henges had powerful magic. Have you used it, the magic?’ he asks, and I shake my head.

‘We don’t have a full coven yet, there are just the eight of us so far, and besides, there is very little information on how to use them. Most henges were destroyed at the end of the First Age of Magic, and it appears the knowledge was not passed down.

‘There are some indications in the grimoire we found in the henge, but it appears that Mathilde and Heston never actually got around to forming a coven,’ I say. ‘I don’t think they ever realized the potential of this place.’

Emilio continues to walk around the henge, running his hands over the stones.

Bev has joined Vaughn and Henry, and Martyn is talking with Jules. Constance drifts over to us.

‘When I first saw it, I didn’t know what to make of it either,’ she confesses to Emilio. ‘It feels like something out of a story. Or maybe even a legend, as I am convinced that one of these four doors leads into the Lost Quarter.’

Emilio’s interest is piqued; I see the way that his eyes widen at the mention of the Lost Quarter. He follows Constance’s outstretched hand as she points to the doors.

‘The Lost Quarter.’ He steps towards the four doors. ‘Of course.’ His face is alight with expectation. ‘Which door is it?’ he asks.

‘That is the one we entered through,’ I say, pointing. ‘And that one leads to a door just below the astronomy dome. So, it is one of the other two.’

‘Except we can’t unlock them, we’ve tried,’ Constance adds. ‘The magic wouldn’t let us.’

‘Could we give it another go? See if having more of us makes a difference?’ Emilio asks.

I look over at Constance and I can tell she is as eager as Emilio.

‘As long as you are all prepared for the after-effects,’ I say, and the mixture of delight and relief on Emilio’s face is obvious, as Constance gives a little squeal and rushes to the others at the back of the henge to tell them what we are doing. Before I know it, everyone is looking to me for instruction.

‘I guess that first of all we need to find out if the four of you are willing to join the Wynne Hordes Coven, and to help us find four more witches to complete it.’

‘Definitely,’ Martyn says. ‘This is important. Dangerous and foolish, undoubtably, but necessary, and something that I would never forgive myself for if I turned away from it knowing that I could have made a difference.’

‘Exactly,’ Bev says with a wide smile.

Emilio and Henry are quiet. I hold my breath as Emilio looks away from his tether to Jules, and then to me.

‘We will join you,’ Emilio says.

‘But?’ Jules says. ‘I feel like there is a “but” in your acquiescence.’

Emilio chews his lip for a moment, contemplating something. ‘But… I think if things get too big then we need to know when to ask for assistance, to call on the Royal Magical Council. Old magic and Lost Quarters are one thing, but malevolent magic, Untethered Covens, are another.’

‘We would never ask you to do anything that you don’t feel is right, and this coven will be a coven in the true sense – we will all be equal, every voice heard and considered. I don’t think the magic of this place would have it any other way,’ I say.

‘Very well,’ Emilio says, getting up. ‘There is no time like the present, and I want to get a better look at those doors.’ He gestures to the four doors.

Henry gets up and follows him, smiling and tipping his head to me as he passes.

A deep sense of wellness seeps into me and I feel that we are moving in the right direction.




[image: ]

Fourteen

[image: I] lay my key on the altar stone as Vaughn does the same, then we all take up positions around the stone. Our coven is three-quarters full and it feels like we have just made a big leap forward.

We won’t be able to link our magic together until we are twelve, so for this spell we all join hands like in class. I hold on to Henry, and as I push my magic into him I feel the route it is taking through him to Emilio, through my brother to Constance, then into Bev through to Martyn and Jules, along our tether back to me, in a kind of magical circuit.

I show them how to cast Gwrians, holding off questions about the Golowhe runes. ‘I promise we will show you them all, but for now let us just use this one in the spell.’

As we run through the sequence, I feel the strength of our combined magic. It is as if each of our magic is playing a different note within a beautiful symphony.

Adding to Constance’s determined and Vaughn’s methodical magic is the optimism of Martyn’s magic, Bev’s inquisitiveness, Emilio’s boldness and the steadiness of Henry – all flowing through mine and Jules’ magic that has always felt deep and connecting, loving.

Just as before, the keys on the altar stone vibrate, then, in a burst of light, two new keys are created – one with an N and a G on the bow and the other with a T and an A.

‘We’d best get the worst bit over with and let go,’ Vaughn says as he looks over at me.

I am swift with casting a cushion of air to catch each of them as they fall and Nightly is as swift with his aniseed potion restoring everyone within a few minutes.

‘Which door first?’ Bev asks, as she stands and rubs at her temples a little.

Vaughn points to the unlocked doors in turn. ‘Well, either the one with the rune Hardh on it, fearless and bold, or the one with Kosoleth, stillness.’

‘That one!’ Emilio points to the door with Hardh on it.

‘Do you think that leads to the Lost Quarter?’ Henry asks, and Emilio shrugs.

‘We have a fifty-fifty chance, and if it’s not this one then we can open the other.’

Emilio and Henry hold the key and cast the spell. I instruct them on how to reach for the magic on the door and use it to alter the wards on the key in their hand.

Nightly stands next to me as we all form an arc in front of the doors. I hold my breath as Emilio places the key in the lock and turns it widdershins.

The lock clicks and I can’t help but lean forward to peer into what I hope is the Lost Quarter. Emilio pulls the door open and steps through into a darkened room. He is swiftly followed by Constance, who says, ‘Oh, we’re in the library.’ I stick my head out to see that she is right, the celestial clock on the celling is turning slowly, marking the constant movement of the wider world around us. The door we have opened is to one of the study rooms at the back of the library mezzanine.

Emilio rushes back out of the library and I quickly move aside.

‘Let’s try the other door, Anderson. Come quickly, hold the key with me.’ Henry obliges and Constance trails after him, locking the door with hers and Vaughn’s key as soon as she is through.

Emilio and Henry perform the spell on the key again, this time using Kosoleth, but when they go to open the last door, it remains locked.

Martyn and Bev give it a try but to no avail.

‘I don’t understand,’ Emilio says. ‘Surely we should be able to open the Kosoleth door.’

‘Maybe when the quarter was lost so was the connection between this door and the corresponding one,’ Nightly says.

‘We couldn’t open this door before, maybe we have to wait for the magic of the henge to be ready?’ Vaughn says.

‘Or for us to be ready,’ Nightly replies, and I can tell from his expression that he is mulling this idea over.

I take a step towards Emilio. ‘I’m sorry, you must be disappointed.’

He gives me a winning smile. ‘Don’t worry. My family didn’t stop looking when the first of us didn’t find the Lost Quarter – I am not one to be defeated easily, Ms Wycherley. Besides, I am inclined to think that this coven is going to be the opposite of disappointing.’

We retire to the long table at the back of the henge.

‘Have you thought about who else you are going to invite to finish the coven?’ Henry asks as he takes the seat next to me.

‘Yes and no. We thought it was best to go slowly,’ I reply

‘How will we pick the remaining four?’ Henry asks.

‘Easy,’ Constance says. ‘We will see who Aurelia’s magic is drawn too. You’ll find that my friend and her magic have an uncanny ability to seek things out; connections, opportunities, magic. Jules says that it is the old magic in her, calling to the magic out here. It’s like it wants Aurelia, wants us all, to succeed at something and is bringing us together.’

‘Forgive me, but have you ever thought that it wants you to succeed at something that you ought not to be pursuing?’ Henry asks, his brows knitting as if in deep thought.

I feel a little prickle at this question, as if the magic in me is displeased.

‘I have found that the nudges the magic gives always move us in a positive direction,’ I say.

‘It is just that we are often told to beware of such inclinations, that malevolent magic can worm its way in and may lead us down magical paths that we ought not to tread.’ I can tell that he means no malice and it is refreshing to get a counter-opinion, even if I disagree with it.

Constance fixes Henry with a stare that I have often seen her shoot at her sisters, she raises her hands to her hips and tilts her head as she says, ‘You have felt Aurelia’s magic, have you not, Mr Anderson. It has flowed through yours.’ Henry nods. ‘How did it feel?’

‘I… I beg your pardon.’ Henry blinks at Constance several times. I know that feeling, when Constance confronts you on something and for a moment you feel as it the world has been pulled suddenly from under you.

‘Aurelia’s magic has flowed through you – just now when we duplicated the keys and many times in the arcades during our lessons – so what does it feel like when you perform a spell with Aurelia’s magic contributing to it?’

‘It feels bright and deep and… I feel a small something in me responding to it, clamouring for it – not in a possessive way but in a way that just wanted to be close to it. It sparks my interest; Aurelia’s magic kind of inspires me to know more about… everything. And when the spell’s over, just before the sickness hits, I feel lost and bereft.’

Constance is smiling now. ‘Exactly. And do you think that it feels like the type of magic that could be malevolent or would lead you somewhere you ought not to be?’

Henry shakes his head, looking a little sheepishly at Constance and then at me.

I am stunned. I had assumed that the power was strong, but had thought the repercussions negated all the positives. After all, only Jules has persevered in performing magic with me, and he’s done so out of the conditions of our agreement or love, whichever had come first.

We spend the next few hours going over the information that we know, sharing everything with our four new coven members. In return, Emilio shares some things that he can remember about the Lost Quarter, and I am surprised to learn that Martyn knows a lot about the study of wild magic. ‘My older sister Jayne is a member of the Coven of Mysteries and specializes in researching the phenomenon, it’s all she ever talks about.’

‘Do tell,’ Bev encourages him on.

‘Oh, of course, what we call wild magic used to be widely abundant in the world, it was thought that it permeated through all things, in varying quantities. However, it liked to flow along the ley lines, like rivers of magic, and the henges were constructed as a way to harness larger quantities of this magic, focusing it through the configuration and placement of the stones so that the witches could tap into it. Jayne is working on a hypothesis that what we tend to think of as old magic is in fact what we now call wild magic, that the two of them are the same thing, but altered. Old magic was stable and flowed freely, but wild magic is unstable and collects in small pockets that pop up and then degrade quickly, as if the ability to flow has been cut off.’

‘I think your sister is on to something,’ Nightly says. ‘Heston told us that when he cursed Mathilde he called upon the old magic, and we’ve found that Aurelia gets nudges from the wild magic around us – I think it recognizes the old magic, or itself, in Aurelia.’

I feel a little stirring of something deep in me, a knowing that this is true and I feel heavy with the weight of what this might mean, the part that I will have to play in all of this; a part that I never asked for. But this curse found me, and I can’t help but feel a responsibility to try and aid the magic of the world, nurture it back into a more stable and constant form.

I wonder if my fellow cursed ancestors ever felt that, ever knew of what the curse was also calling them to do. I don’t think they did, and I realize that I am different to all that have come before me because my mother advocated for me to be a debutante. Because of that I am now here surrounded by other witches, witches who have answered the call in me. I, unlike my relatives, am not alone.

‘Martyn, what does Jayne think has stopped the wild magic from flowing?’ Nightly asks, his notebook out.

Martyn shrugs. ‘This area of research is not a priority to the Coven of Mysteries. She has asked to collaborate with the Coven of Knowing as she feels that some of the old tales and histories that they have access to might offer clues, but she thinks that there were two significant events that altered the old magic – one at the end of the First Age of Magic, and another at the end of the Second Age of Magic, during the Great Witch War, when something changed magic again. That’s when tethering became necessary.’

‘Do you think you could get more information from her, or maybe we could talk to her about it?’ Vaughn asks.

Soon he and Martyn have come up with a plan – under the pretence of studying wild magic and becoming fascinated about it at college, Vaughn will write to Jayne via Martyn: she knows him well as Vaughn and Martyn have been friends forever.

‘I’m sure she’ll reply quickly – as I said, she can’t stop talking about this stuff so to have someone to discuss it with will be great for her,’ Martyn assures.

‘What do we do till she replies?’ Henry asks.

‘Finding a way into that Lost Quarter could help,’ Emilio says. ‘Who knows what might be in there. I have my mother’s research, but I can get all of my family’s past findings sent to me. My grandmother will be happy that I am taking an interest in our family’s weird fascination with the Lost Quarter.’

While the conversation centres on the myths around the Lost Quarter, Nightly says quietly from behind me, ‘See, I told you it would all work out.’

‘I really should listen to you more often, Mr Nightly,’ I reply.

Jules gives a shrug. ‘To be honest, I like the challenge of winning you round.’

‘Well in that case, I shall be sure to oppose you more often.’ I smirk.

‘We did a good thing this evening,’ I add as I look over at our growing coven. ‘And we will do more good in the future.’
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Fifteen

[image: B]y the week before Samhain, the eight of us have fallen into a quiet rhythm – any time that we are not in lessons or studying, we are in the henge trying to unearth its secrets.

I look forward to the time I spend in the henge more than the time I spend studying. Although I delight in mastering a spell or a potion, a charm or a hex, I find that I don’t feel as free with the magic as I do when I am in the henge and working with the others and the Golowhe runes. I notice that the spark of old magic doesn’t come as easily when not using the Golowhe runes, I have to work harder to connect to the spells in their absence.

Almost all of my time outside of learning is spent in the henge. Sometimes it is just me and Jules, and selfishly I like those moments best. We have all become adept at using the three side entrances, and if any of us catch sight of Emery and Jackson we are sure to take extra precautions.

Our four new coven members are welcome additions to my social circle as well as my magical one. Martyn is an optimist, always ready to see the best and brightest in people and situations and I can see how in the dark days to come that might be needed. Bev, now that I have got to know her even better, is extremely astute and has a keen eye for detail. I have never known anyone with such a knack for preparing, combining and brewing ingredients for potions. Henry is thoughtful, reserved and measured; he is not the first to action but as soon as he moves it is decisive. I’ve seen this in his spellwork. I feel like Emilio is holding a part of himself back, apart from the subject of the Lost Quarter. Maybe it is his preoccupation with this that makes him feel a little distant. I know that if he can find it that it will be a way to show his worth to his grandmother.

At the beginning of the week the Samhain invitations arrive, the whole coven is thrown into talks of attire.

For Jules it is not the only correspondence that he receives. I am having lunch in the Great Hall with the rest of our coven, excitedly speaking of Samhain and the annual celebration of the Midnight Flight, when he appears at the entrance to the hall. I don’t need the swell of worry that is radiating down the tether to tell me that something is wrong.

As I get up from the table, I catch Constance’s eye. She looks over at Nightly before she gives me a quick nod of her head and keeps the witches at the table occupied with talk of the festivities afoot.

As I make my way towards him, Jules turns and leaves. ‘Jules,’ I say as I hasten after him. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘My mother,’ is all he says as he leads me into the first empty potion room we find.

‘What’s happened?’ I ask, closing the door behind me.

‘She… she has left.’

‘Left? Not taken? The Untethered Coven didn’t…’

He shakes his head forcefully. ‘No, no they didn’t. She left of her own accord; Evelyn went to visit her today and found the house shut up, and this.’

He hands me a letter addressed to no one.


I cannot stay here any longer. It is hard for me to explain but I need you all to know that my leaving is for the best.

Since Geoffrey’s death there has been a malevolence flowing through my magic; a malevolence that has grown, and now I fear that it is trying to seek me out. I will not let it.

Do not try to find me. You all know how determined I can be when I have cause, and I have great cause. Oliver, I know you and know that no matter what I say you will try to locate me, but I urge you not to do so. Instead keep our children safe. To get to me, to see me take my place among their coven, I have no doubts that Jonathan will use them.

Know that, if this is the case, I will not comply. I will keep my magic from them, halting whatever malevolence they are trying to put into the world. Whatever treason they are conjuring against us witches and the crown is greater than any of our lives, so I urge you all to keep safe, and keep away from me.



I read the note twice, blinking rapidly. I try to make sense of her priorities but fail. How could Demelza Nightly say such things to her family, to tell them that they are not the most important thing in the world to her?

‘After you saw Sinclare, Evelyn and I told her that the Untethered Coven were on the loose. How could I have been so stupid?’ he berates himself.

‘You are not stupid, Jules, far from it,’ I say, reaching for him. ‘You did what you thought was right, telling her. And for what it’s worth, I think it was the right thing to do. You can’t take responsibility for the actions your mother has taken in light of knowing.’

‘I feel responsible,’ he says.

I feel sad, and I’m not sure if it’s my feelings or Nightly’s through the tether.

‘Father is already searching for her; Evelyn came to collect me and is finishing packing for me. I needed to tell you that I’m leaving to help in the search.’

‘But Jules, in her letter your mother says not to follow her.’

‘Damn it, Wycherley. I know what she says, but she is my mother.’ His lip trembles and he turns away from me, looking out of the window at a waiting carriage. He wipes a hand over his face and I wrap my arms around his middle and press myself to his back.

‘My mother and I… we do not have the type of relationship that I would like, we never have. She makes it hard for me, for anyone, to love her. When I think of the number of times that I had wished she was gone, wished that her presence did not loom over me, suffocating at times, hurtful occasionally. But now… now that she is in danger…’ He takes a deep breath. ‘She has always placed the importance of her station, magic and the kingdom above everything, and even though she acknowledges that we will search for her, she still left us. You could say her actions are noble, but magic and the crown are the only things I think she has ever truly loved, and I find myself asking what kind of a person I am with a mother so… I never want to be like her, and yet…’

‘No.’ I shake my head as I turn him towards me, cupping his face in my hands. ‘No, I will not allow you to do this to yourself. You, Jules Nightly, are the very best sort of a person. You are the type of person who sees someone cursed and broken and wants to help them, to love them even. You are the type of witch who brings others together; without you we would not have half a coven, without you we would not have half a chance to face what is to come. You are brilliant, and kind, and so brave.

‘I know that you will defy all that your mother has written in this letter because that is who you are, and Evelyn too. You are both witches of heart and integrity, and despite everything telling you not to, you will do all you can to ensure that she is safe. Not because of her, but because of who you are, and I love you for it.’

Nightly reaches out and pulls me to him, holding me so tight I think that we are going to meld into one.

‘Do you want me to come with you?’ I ask. ‘I can help.’

He shakes his head. ‘No, I need to know that you are here, that you are working on the future.’

‘Aurelia… I want to be all of those things that you say that I am, but I fear that I…’

At that moment there is a knock on the door and Evelyn enters. As soon as she sees me she crosses the room, her black clothes of Justice making her red hair stand out, her arms outstretched. As we embrace, I feel the tremble in her shoulders.

‘I’m sorry Jules, but the carriage…’ she says. ‘We must get going if we are to catch Father.’

‘Of course, I shall be but a moment.’

She nods at him then, hugging me quickly, leaves the room.

Jules pulls me to him and nuzzles his face in my neck. ‘Listen to me, Aurelia. If the Untethered Coven do find my mother, they will force her to take her place among them. They will be complete, thirteen strong, and who knows how great their power will be – but one thing is for sure, they will be looking to make their next move. We, and the coven of Wynne Hordes, need to be ready to meet it.’

‘I understand, but we are not a coven – not yet,’ I tell him as he pulls back from me.

‘We need to be and soon, I fear. While I am gone you need to prepare the others, teach them all about the runes and look to the witches among us. Listen to your magic and see if you can find those who might join us.’

I nod my agreement.

Then he kisses me, deep and lingering and full of everything that we will miss while we’re apart.

I don’t follow him from the room. I stand by the window and watch him as he looks my way before entering the carriage. As it drives away, I know that I shouldn’t be upset, that he is leaving for all of the right reasons, but I miss him already.
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HER MAJESTY THE PRINCESS REGENT, GEORGIANNA,

THE ROYAL MAGICAL COUNCIL

AND THE COVEN OF JUSTICE

REQUEST THE PRESENCE OF

Ms Aurelia Wycherley
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AT THE SAMHAIN CELEBRATIONS AND THE MIDNIGHT FLIGHT

ON MONDAY THE 31ST OF OCTOBER 1814

AT THE COURT.

ARRIVALS FROM DUSK, BROOMSTICKS AT DAWN.

ALL TO WEAR BLACK.

FOR THE KINGDOM AND THE MAGIC.
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The Royal Magical Covens, a Magical Scholar’s Guide

By Teara Newell and Abigail Tanner
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THE COVEN OF JUSTICE

Only the Justice may wear the black… unless it is Samhain, of course, in which case we all get to enjoy the colour that was once the privilege of all witches. A fully black-clad witch is a sight that strikes terror or relief depending on which side of magic you stand.

Full of honour and a moral compass that almost always points north, Justice witches are not only to be taken seriously, they are serious — serious about protecting witches’ rights, about ensuring public safety, law and order.

A Justice witch is seldom found at a brew-in or a ball, and if they are then it is usually in an official capacity.

These witches form the framework from which magic can thrive. Without their guiding hands to bring order and freedom, to walk that thin black line between this magical world and the non-magical one that surrounds us, we witches would be feared as we were in the burning times.

The rules the Justice witches create may feel like limitations to some at times, but they are the ring of salt that keeps us safe and within that ring, great magic can occur.

A Justice witch, true, loyal and fair, is full of the qualities that would have made the old magic flow.
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Sixteen

[image: T]here is something about wearing the colours of midnight that always makes me feel powerful, maybe it is that spark of old magic running through me that connects deeply with the colour that traditionally all witches wore.

Vaughn and I follow Mother and Frances, the cool night air whipping around us as we fly. For once, Ankoth is not trying to outdo all the brooms around them, no doubt saving energy for the Midnight Flight. I feel a rush of excitement at the thought of it.

During the Great Witch War in the final days of the Second Age of Magic, the malevolent witches of the age sought to control magic for their nefarious intentions, by performing a spell at the stone circle of Avebury. But one witch, Sharan Gurwynd, discovered what they were up to and flew to the Court, raising the alarm and then heading the flight back. They arrived on the cusp of midnight and the final battle began. Every Samhain, the Coven of Justice honours Sharan’s flight with a broom race around the coven grounds. I imagine that the race was once a solemn tribute but over the years it has turned into quite a competitive event.

Frances lands first on the short drive that is acting as the landing strip for this evening, as around us black-clad witches on broomsticks are descending to the ground and striding towards the imposing building ahead.

As I land I remember last Samhain, when Sebastain Crenshaw knocked into me and Nightly scooped me up and carried me off. As I recall that evening, I realize that I started to fall in love from that moment, and I wonder if that is why Nightly’s magic sought me out just a few hours later.

Luckily, no one hits me from my broom this evening and as soon as I disembark Ankoth hovers beside me, as if ready for me to mount at any moment.

‘I am so delighted that we get to share this evening together,’ Mother says as we walk towards the large imposing doors of the Court. Since their appointment as heads of the Coven of Justice, Mother and Frances have spent every Samhain at the Court overseeing the festivities of the season – festivities that I am ridiculously excited about.

‘You can leave your brooms in there,’ Frances says, pointing to an open door where witches are now stowing their brooms. Then Frances looks at Ankoth and says, ‘Aurelia, dear, you might want to keep yours with you.’ I nod, thinking of the chaos that Ankoth would likely cause if left with the other brooms. Ankoth hovers beside me, a picture of obedience, as Mother and Frances leave us to check that all is proceeding as planned for the evening. Vaughn and I join the next group waiting for the customary short tour of the Court that is about to take place.

I sense Jules before I see him, dressed all in black, and my heart races, my body yearning to be near him as I seek him out.

‘Too long, Nightly. A fortnight surely is too long,’ I say as I reach him.

‘I agree, Wycherley. You look radiant, by the way,’ he says as he reaches out a hand and runs it down my arm from the top of my shoulder. His eyes widen and I feel a little pull in the pit of my stomach as he leans towards me and whispers, ‘I don’t know what material that dress is made of, but I want to touch every inch of you in it.’

I can feel myself blushing, the emotions streaming down our tether becoming chaotic and deep as I think of him doing just that. I take a deep breath as Nightly continues to look at me in a way that is definitely not helping. We are in a room full of other witches and I am deciding if I can possibly hex them all so that Nightly and I can escape and be alone.

I close my eyes for a moment and give my head a little shake. Nightly is right about my dress, it is made of the very softest, slickest coal-black silk and it feels divine.

‘I asked Kettle and Moore for the smoothest material they had, so that I could cut through the night with the least amount of resistance,’ I tell him.

‘I am not sure that’s in the rules,’ he says. ‘Aurelia, that dress is surely illegal in many ways.’ I blush a little at that.

‘I take it you did not find your mother,’ I say, softly changing the topic.

Nightly shakes his head, his jaw set. ‘No, but I don’t want to talk about it tonight, Wycherley. Tonight I am only focused on you and the Midnight Flight. I will catch you up on recent events tomorrow, but tonight we have fun; something that has been in short supply this past fortnight.’

I cast my eye over him – his hair looks like a bonfire against his black clothes, and as he moves aside I see another riot of red hair standing a little away from us. ‘Evelyn!’ I exclaim and lunge past Jules, throwing my arms around his sister.

‘What are you doing here?’ I ask.

‘They needed chaperones, so I offered my services. To keep me occupied from worry, but also to see you and Jules,’ she says with a small smile, before extending her hand towards the two witches standing with her.

‘This is Will… William Miller and his tether Joshuah Fry, they are investigators at the Court. I assist them with some of their cases.’ I notice the blush in Evelyn’s cheek when she says Will Miller’s name. I scan over him, to find that he is giving Evelyn a look that I approve of: it is obvious that he is smitten with her.

I can’t help thinking of Great Aunt Antoinette’s letter and wonder if Jules would still be as enraptured with me if we had not tethered – if I had not been cursed. If he knew that I never needed him to keep my magic and he had not saved me from a magicless life.

‘This is my brother’s tether, Ms Aurelia Wycherley,’ Evelyn says. Neither of the young men need an introduction to me or my family name, and when Evelyn then introduces Vaughn, I can see that they are both a little awkward.

We stand at one of the windows and look out at the woodland – the trees are lit with colourful orbs of witch-fire in anticipation of the celebrations ahead. In the centre of the woodland is the Justice Tree. It is said to date back to the First Age of Magic and it is still an area that’s used today when ruling and dealing justice on the most severe of cases. A small ring of empty woodland surrounds it, as if all of the other trees have left a little room out of respect or fear.

I am sure that the Untethered Coven would have been tried and sentenced under the boughs of the Justice Tree. Although no witches have been hanged from the tree since the end of the Great Witch War, it is still part of the law of the land and reserved for treason against magic and the Crown.

I stay close to Nightly as we take the tour. My head is full of the tree, and treason – the Untethered Coven, my cursed magic and the secret I’m keeping from Jules.

Then Jules turns and smiles at me, just a small smile, barely a twitch of his lips. He holds my eye with his and my heart flutters, and I know that I can’t tell him. I don’t want him to feel as if I tricked him in some way.

Evelyn, Fry and Miller lead us out of the Court and towards the woodland. We cross a large grassy area that has been festooned in witch-flames of every colour, lighting a large dancing area with tables scattered around it.

As we get closer, Ankoth begins to drift away from my side.

‘Ankoth, come back,’ I say, before adding, ‘No cheating!’ If Ankoth had a tail it would be between his legs as the broom shleps its way back to my side then settles under the circular table that Mother and Frances are sitting at, talking with Constance and Bev. We join them, Evelyn pulling Will Miller along. He looks a little awestruck when he sits down, glancing from my mother to Frances then back, a trill of pride for them both runs through me as they are introduced. Mother asks Miller about the work he is doing in the coven before Frances gently places a hand on her arm. ‘It’s Samhain, Nell, no talk of coven business tonight.’

The tables have filled up fast and soon the first course magically appears on the table, spiced pumpkin and apple soup, which smells divine. I tuck into both the food and the conversation and merriment around the table. I want to absorb myself in this moment, with Jules beside me and the people I love most around me. Ankoth is now resting against the back of my chair, tapping constantly with an excited energy. I rest out a hand and he stills.

Jules leans in and whispers, ‘I just want you to know that although your broom is uncanny and probably superior to all the other brooms here, I fully intend on doing all I can to win this evening.’ I smile at him.

‘I wouldn’t have expected anything less,’ I say. ‘But we,’ I gesture to Ankoth, ‘are not your only competition for the Midnight Flight. If we were, I am sure that you would win – all you would need to do is give me one of your devastating looks and I wouldn’t be able to fly in a straight line.’

‘My devastating looks!’ Jules says in a low, deep voice that has the same effect as one of those looks.

‘Yes,’ I say, my chest feeling tight.

‘I am sure that I have no idea what you are talking about, Wycherley,’ he says as he traces his eyes over my lips, his hand touching my leg and running over the smooth fabric of my dress.

‘My mother might see you,’ I say, and he gives the smallest of shrugs.

Two can play at this game, so I reach a hand to his leg. I lean forward and whisper in his ear, my lips hovering above his skin. ‘And now you know my weakness, tell me, how am I to disarm you, Mr Nightly?’

His voice is ragged as he says, ‘I think you are doing a very fine job right now, Ms Wycherley.’ He gives my leg a little squeeze and I am desperate to drag him off into the dark wood behind me.

The sound of breaking glass brings me back to myself and has my heart rate racing for different reasons.

‘Sorry.’ Constance is apologizing, looking at the broken glass, its contents darkening the black tablecloth. Vaughn’s wandlet is in his hand and he is magicking away the glass as Mother deals with the spill. Nightly and I have our wandlets out, alert and ready for trouble – trouble that we both know is coming – and I can’t help feeling apprehensive at the thought of it, and of what it might bring when the Untethered Coven make their move.
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Seventeen

[image: W]hen the pudding has been cleared and the dancing is about to begin, Nightly leans forward and says, ‘Do you mind if I dance the first with Evelyn?’

‘I don’t mind at all,’ I tell him. ‘But Evelyn might.’ I raise my eyebrows and look over to her. Will Miller is offering her his hand and she is gazing up at him, her cheeks turning a pretty colour pink.

I look back at Jules, his eyes narrowing in a protective way.

‘Wycherley, I hope that Miller treats my sister the way that he ought, but I do have a history of duelling my sister’s romantic entanglements, so I need you to be prepared to step up with me at a moment’s notice.’ I give him a playful nudge.

‘Looks like you will have my first dance after all,’ he says.

‘Actually, I promised Constance,’ I reply, and Jules places his hand over his heart in mock injury. He dances with Vaughn as Mother and Frances lead us all in the dance, showing us how it is done. The two of them are so elegant in their movements. Just as with their magic, they intuitively know the dynamics of each other’s presence as they turn effortlessly through the steps of the dance with as much poise and command as they would the sequence in a spell.

Nightly finds me for the second dance, his hands running over the material of my dress as he spins me before pulling me back to him. I am reminded once more of the relationship between dancing and spellcasting: whenever we dance it feels like the most enduring and connecting of spells.

We swap partners again and Jules gets to quiz Evelyn about Miller while I dance first with Frances, then Mother and then Jenna Quinn, who I haven’t seen this season. She and Vaughn’s close friend Layla Mistry attend Nessbrugh College. As we are dancing, I get the strangest impression that Jenna and Layla are the witches that I have been waiting for, but that is a ridiculous notion for how can they be part of our coven when they reside at different colleges? But when we change partners again, that tug on my magic remains.

I have just finished an energetic waltz with Martyn when a horn is blown; its clear peal ringing out through the woods. Ankoth is suddenly beside me, tapping me impatiently on the shoulder, as all of the other witches perform summoning spells and the brooms that had been collected within the Court fly towards their witches.

It is a sight to see, hundreds of brooms making their way straight and true like arrows shot into the night.

‘I do miss flying,’ Evelyn says beside me. ‘I don’t have enough magic to command a broom any longer.’ Her voice is full of a deep, sad longing that catches in my throat. ‘I can do small acts of primary magic, but even then, they are so feeble I usually don’t bother.’ She turns over her wand hand to reveal a small witch-flame, barely bigger than a match strike; it is a deep crimson colour, radiating enough light to illuminate the lines on her hand. I know a little palmistry, thanks to Omar Marsh and Gideons Moon’s lessons, and I wonder what her magic line looks like. When I steal a glance, I am surprised to see that it is deep and long.

Mother and Frances have never put much faith in the science of palmistry or phrenology, and I have never given it much heed either, but father always said that ‘a witch’s life is in their hands, both in what they do and the lines that guide them’. Perhaps I ought to be a little more enthusiastic in Marsh and Moon’s lessons.

I mount Ankoth, and Nightly standing on my other side, leans in close. ‘Aurelia Wycherley, are you and your broom prepared to lose this race?’

‘Yes,’ I say. ‘But not to you.’ I smile wickedly at Jules and he gives a merry ‘Ha!’ in response.

There is no orderly formation of witches in the Midnight Flight – the starting point is the Justice Tree that we are all now flying towards, the course is then marked by a series of hoops, spread throughout the woodland. The first witch through all of the hoops, finishing at the one high above the Justice Tree, is the winner.

There must be close to a hundred of us all hovering above the great tree, some wittering on excitedly and others in silent focus at the task ahead. I see Nita Jackson standing to one side. She hasn’t got a broom in her hand; having won the Midnight Flight several years ago she already has all the bragging rights she needs.

‘It’s supposed to be a bit of fun,’ Vaughn is telling Constance from just ahead of me.

‘You might think of it as fun, but I need to finish higher in the rankings then any of my sisters ever have. So while you are off enjoying yourself, I will be trying to secure victory,’ she replies, and I smile; that’s the kind of attitude I need.

Below me, Ankoth is fidgety and skittish, eager to fly.

I glance over at Jules just as the horn sounds again and we are off. The first ring is large and a little way ahead, giving enough time and space for the faster, more competitive, riders to pull ahead of the pack before the second ring at the bottom of a steep dive leads us into the woods.

As I make the dive I look left. I’m peeved to see Sebastian Crenshaw, his body low, hugging his broom. I’m not about to let him have the opportunity to best me. I too lay low and urge Ankoth on. The broom doesn’t need much encouragement and pulls ahead towards the small group of witches forming the lead pack. I can see that Emilio Torres is among them, and I recognize Jade Drew, a former fellow debutante who now attends Clune Coven College. Then I catch a sight of Mother, to the rear of the front pack and dropping behind, but still in with a chance. I swiftly catch her and speed past.

Ankoth rolls sharply to the right and I shoot through another hoop upside down before Ankoth twists and places me right side up again. The next set of rings form a looping climb, and I find myself upside down again in a loop-the-loop and overtaking two of the leading witches from the pack.

There is a small pack of three ahead of me and, beyond them, Emilio has pulled ahead, along with another witch who I now realize is Layla Mistry – Jenna Quinn’s tether – and I feel that knowing little tug on my magic again.

As I get closer to the pack of three, I see a small orb of orange witch-flame floating towards me. Ankoth pulls to one side, avoiding it, as the course takes a sharp left then swoops down and begins to weave through the trees in a series of quick chicanes. One of the witches ahead is violently pulled off their broom when their cloak is caught on a tree.

Ankoth flys lower and I lift my legs, hooking my feet on the broom so as not to touch the ground and be disqualified. Annoyingly, the amber orb is back and it is not alone; a green and red orb have joined it. Ankoth expertly avoids them as we enter a steep climb and gather speed to overtake the other two witches. Next is a rotating ring, and I lie flat to the broom and trust Ankoth to know what to do. We shoot straight through the ring and as we do a whole cloud of glowing orbs moves towards us – small, tiny witch-flames of every colour of magic, like a swarm of multicoloured fireflies, pursue us as we enter the last part of the course.

Back in the woodland, I swerve among the trees, catching up with Emilio and Layla who are neck and neck. I know that they’re only concerned with one another and haven’t realized that I am a threat.

I narrowly avoid being hit on the head by a branch as we fly over the top of the two warring witches. Glancing behind me, I smile at the look on their faces, then my eyes open wide as I see that the swarm has grown to hundreds of orbs. It is then that I realize this is not part of the race, they are definitely tracking me. Could this be the Untethered Coven?

I try to pull Ankoth to the right and out of the path of the pursuing orbs as the broom resolutely stays on course, aiming for the large golden finishing hoop high above the Justice Tree. I look back again and see that the swarm has closed on me – I can no longer see Layla or Emilio – so I urge Ankoth to outfly the orbs and my broom flies straight and true.

Below us, the Justice Tree’s dark, reaching branches look small from this height and I realize just how far up we are.

When the first orb catches me, it shoots for my hand and lands on my skin. The second it touches me, I know exactly what it is… what all of them are. They’re debutante orbs from the Samhain Rite. I remember casting my own last year and receiving Nightly’s in return.

I have no idea where the debutantes are meeting this year, or how far these orbs have travelled, or why they have sought me out. As that first orb gently pops on my skin, I feel the signature from the magic of a witch that I had performed magic with at the London Arcade last season – a witch that did not form a tether. Her name is Kitty Parr and she had been scared to perform magic with me, but the feeling in her magic now is one of delight, excitement and hunger.

After the first orb, there comes another then another and another, and each time I experience the magic, tasting it as it flows through me. If there is a connection to the magic, I remember it. Where there is not, my senses become absorbed in the magic of the other witch for a fleeting moment before moving to the next and the next.

All the time, Ankoth is racing for the golden hoop and when we are mere broom-lengths away from it the swarm catches me. The volume of magical annihilations running through me overwhelms all of my senses – the memories, magic and feelings become all-consuming. I don’t know when I let go of Ankoth but I vaguely realize that I am no longer holding the broom when I see it fly off through the golden hoop and for a moment I am suspended in the swarm of orbs. As each one lands on me and vanishes, the swarm gets smaller and smaller and I feel myself fall towards the waiting branches of the Justice Tree.

Many witches have met their end on those branches; a small part of me realizes I am about to meet the same fate as the orbs keep flooding me with the echoes of other witches’ magic and I can’t get a hold on my own.

Falling with my back to the ground, I see Emilio and Layla follow Ankoth through the hoop. In a moment of clarity, I think of Jules and how I am about to die and take his magic with me – and all for nothing. A dark figure swoops towards me, wand extended and casting a cushioning witch wind below me till they meet me and swoop me onto their broom, catching me before the tree can.

‘Nightly,’ I mutter, as the last of the orbs surround us and continue to land on me, each one jolting through my shattered awareness like a lightning strike.

‘I have you, Aurelia, I have you,’ he says, one arm around me, the other holding his broom as he smoothly heads for the ground beneath the tree.

‘You are still supposed to tell me if you are going to do anything dangerous,’ he says, his voice calm.

He presses his lips to the crown of my head, kissing my hair and sighing deeply, his body quivering a little as the adrenaline is fading and the fear of what could have happened takes over us both.

My body is so weak I can barely feel my arm looped around him, and when we reach the ground he lifts me to him and calls for a healer.

Mother is there, having followed us down to the ground when she saw what was happening.

‘Aurelia.’ She pushes back the loose tendrils of my hair. ‘What happened? What was that?’ she asks. ‘Have you been attacked?’

‘In a fashion,’ I reply with a hollow laugh.

Mother shoots out orders for the perimeter to be secured, then, as she turns back to me, I see one last bright blue orb making its way towards me. Mother goes to swat it away but it evades her and lands on the hand I have draped around Nightly’s neck. Just as with all the other orbs, the shock sends my body jolting for a fraction of a second as I experience the magic – and then it is gone.

‘Was that a debutante’s orb?’ Jules asks, and I nod, a little choked sound coming out of me as I feel all of the emotion catch me up and I start to cry uncontrollably. He holds me closer, and Mother instructs him to follow her back to the Court. The healers arrive before we get there and the last thing I remember is something sweet and fragrant being pressed to my lips.
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Nineteen

[image: I] wake up in my own bed, at home, the events of the night before flooding back to me. Ankoth is lying by my feet and I give it a glare, thinking of how the broom had totally abandoned me in pursuit of glory.

In the chair next to me, I am surprised to see Nightly sleeping soundly. He is still wearing his black clothes, his shirt and waistcoat at least, his jacket and cravat abandoned on the floor. A sky-blue blanket covers him as he slumbers, his head lolling forward onto his chest, his hair flopping over. I go to push it back but find that moving is agony. Instead, I lie completely still and listen blissfully to the silence.

As I had fallen towards the Justice Tree, my mind had been full to bursting with memories being called up, my senses being assaulted as I felt and tasted, heard and smelt, the magic of all of the other witches that had sought me out.

Jules stirs. I turn to face him; my heart swells as I take him in.

He is off the chair in a second and sitting on the side of my bed, lifting my hand to his lips and kissing it.

I grimace at the movement – the muscles, tendons, even the bones, in my arm are protesting.

‘Sorry, did I hurt you?’

‘No,’ I say in a whisper. ‘Your kisses could never hurt me.’ I try to smile.

‘Here, the healers said to give you this when you woke. It’s a restorative draught; they gave you one already but said it might take a few more before you felt like yourself.’

I bite my lip as I push myself up on my elbows and Nightly helps me to take the draught before placing more pillows behind to prop me up. I collapse into them as a warmth flows through my body, dulling the aches.

‘Lie with me,’ I say. He pulls off his boots and sits in the bed next to me. I scowl, my muscles burning, as I turn in the bed to rest my head on his chest, his arms wrapped around me, my leg crossing over his. We lay there for a long while, Jules stroking my hair, me feeling the rise and fall of his chest as the restorative draught sweeps away all the pain running through my body. And as my body begins to soothe, so I nestle myself into Nightly, remembering how he swooped in and saved me, plucking me from doom, holding me close as he flew me to safety.

‘Aurelia.’ His whisper holds an edge of emotion to it that makes my heart tremble. ‘I was so worried I wouldn’t get to you in time.’

‘I know,’ I say, closing my eyes, tears running down my cheeks and onto his shirt. ‘I had no idea that it was going to happen.’ I squeeze him a little tighter as I recall the overwhelming feeling of all those orbs.

‘How could you have – what happened was unprecedented.’

‘What exactly did happen?’ I ask, looking up at him.

As he speaks, he gently wipes my tears away with his fingers.

‘The debutantes were at Clune College this year. They performed the ceremony as we did last Samhain, sending out their orbs to find their magical matches. This year, the fire turned into a squid and when the ink was released, the orbs, instead of finding their way to the waiting debutantes, all sort of gathered together in a massive cloud and drifted off.’

‘All of them?’ I ask.

Nightly nods. ‘All of them.’

‘Last year, I had one orb. This year… I shouldn’t have had any,’ I say.

‘The Coven of Mysteries are beside themselves; apparently this has never happened, and they are trying to figure out why. They are quite excited. Frances sent them on their way when they turned up here a few hours ago.’

‘I would have liked to have seen that,’ I say. ‘No doubt they will be back tomorrow, wanting to get to the bottom of things.’

Nightly raises his eyebrow and gives a little half-smile.

‘But you think you know already?’

‘I have a theory.’

‘Care to share it with me?’ I shift in his arms, the pain now a dull ache due to the healing draught.

‘I think the debutantes’ orbs sought you out because you have a spark of old magic in you and all magic is called to it, craves it, wants to be connected to it. And all the magic that connected with you last year sought you out,’ he says. ‘Or at least I think that is why.’

‘And what about the magic of the witches that I didn’t connect with?’ I ask.

Nightly shrugs. ‘Maybe all the magic spoke to each other and decided that your old magic was a good match too.’

I glare up at him through my eyelashes. ‘It was a good theory till that end bit,’ I say. ‘Should we tell the Coven of Mysteries?’

‘They like to work things out, we really shouldn’t spoil their fun, but I suspect that we should… and we will, tomorrow,’ he says with a smile and I rest my head down on his chest again, listening to his heart beating.

‘I could feel all of the connections, every single one of them, they dumbfounded me. And even though my wandlet was in my hand, I had no space within me to think, to act. If you hadn’t…’

‘But I did. I told you before, Wycherley – I don’t want to ever lose you. We have a whole lifetime of love and magic ahead of us and I will do all I can to keep you. If that means that I have to pull you from unknown worlds, or catch you when you fall, then I will.’ I lean back to look at him and he tilts his head towards me, planting his lips on mine. I move my hand over his chest, feeling his heart rate rising now, my fingers finding the gap of his shirt and the open buttons. I brush my fingers over the skin of his chest and he lets out a low rumbling groan. In a moment I am on my back, the pillows soft and deep around me matching his lips as they kiss me again and again, at odds with his hard, still body pressing along my own. My leg that was hooked over his is still there, pulling him closer to me as I keep my fingers exploring his chest, my other hand wrapped up in his hair.

I gasp as he shifts his weight, freeing his hand and stroking my face, running a finger over my lower lip then down my chin to my decolletage and beyond. I arch my back and let out a small moan, shifting our weight again. And as I do, Ankoth falls from the bed with a clatter. Jules and I both pause and look at the door.

Then I hear footsteps, and Nightly leaps off me, hastening to the foot of the bed where Ankoth is lying. I straighten the bed sheets and feign sleep. He snaps up the broom as light from the open door washes over my face.

I hear Mother’s voice. ‘Did she wake?’

‘No,’ Jules lies. ‘She’s still out cold.’

‘Maybe I should take the broom,’ Mother says, then she whispers, ‘be sure to call us if she wakes.’

The door closes quietly and I hear Mother move down the hall towards hers and Frances’ room.

Jules and I don’t say a thing. I just pull back the cover once more and he slips in beside me.

He holds me tight, and I whisper to him, ‘We have a whole lifetime of love and magic ahead of us.’

I fall asleep soon after, listening to his heart, and as I drift off, I realize that it really does beat Au-re li-a.
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HER MAJESTY THE PRINCESS REGENT, GEORGIANNA,

THE ROYAL MAGICAL COUNCIL

AND THE COVEN OF ACCORD

REQUEST THE PRESENCE OF

Ms Aurelia Wycherley
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AT THE YULE PARADE,

ON THURSDAY THE 22ND OF DECEMBER 1814

AT THE BARRACKS.

ARRIVALS FROM NOON, PARADE PROMPTLY AT ONE O’CLOCK,

TOURS AT FIVE O’CLOCK, BALL AT EIGHT O’CLOCK, CARRIAGES

AT MIDNIGHT.

ALL TO WEAR RED CEREMONIAL DRESS FOR THE PARADE,

AND EVENING ATTIRE AFTER.

FOR THE KINGDOM AND THE MAGIC.
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Twenty


Dearest Aurelia,

There has been a sighting of Mother in Bath, and with Father already removed to Yorkshire continuing the hunt, Evelyn and I have decided to give chase to this lead.

I hope to return to you and Neoards as soon as I can, but in the meantime, I shall keep returning to the memory of Samhain night, of holding you close to me and slumbering the night through with you in my arms. I will never forget the way that you felt or the way that you looked at me that morning, to awake and find you studying me as even then I dreamt of you, it was everything.

Your Nightly.



I refold the letter and slide it into the pocket of my thick cloak, the grey material now covered in a third swirling stitch of red alongside the yellow and black.

As expected, the Coven of Mysteries had made a fuss in the days after and I had been glad to return to Neoards, sharing a carriage with Constance, Vaughn and Bev.

As well as Nightly’s letter that arrived at Neoards the day after we all did, so too did the invitation to the Yule Parade.

I had already sent particulars of the dress that I would like to Kettle and Moore; the ceremonial dress will be standard issue from the Coven of Accord.

There seems to have been a shift in focus at the college since Samhain, not just in the lessons we are studying, with increased flying skills and healing training, but also more combat and defensive magic for us all. Also, not a day goes past when I do not see Emery and Jackson, who have taken to pairing up with Blake and Finch, teaching us offensive magic rather than the defensive spells we had been studying until Samhain.

Practical tuition is fast becoming one of my least favourite classes as I leave feeling as if all of the healers’ good work to restore my body this week has been undone. Hall has paired me with Theodora Clark. Her footwork is impeccable, and I get the sense that she is just having fun with me as I find my defensive spells coming short and dusting myself down from the floor more than once.

As I head for the secret entrance to the henge by way of the covered harbour, I can’t help but be impressed by Theo and her tether, Selena de Vere. Whenever the two of them have been placed in a practice coven with me, I’ve felt something in them that lends itself to the rest of the magic in the coven of Wynne Hordes. As soon as Nightly is back, I plan on making a case for the two witches, and the little approving trill that runs through my magic tells me that this is the right move.

I find Henry and Martyn in the henge along with Bev, the three of them are clearing the long table, stacking notes on the bookcase.

‘What’s all this?’ I ask.

‘Lots of research,’ Martyn says. ‘After Vaughn and I spoke to my sister about wild magic and the henges, she gave me copies of all her papers.’

‘And Emilio visited his grandmother over Samhain and brought back more information collected by his family,’ Bev adds.

‘Oh,’ I say, helping to clear the table. I look over at the four doors in the henge wall – only the one on the centre left is still locked and I can’t help but feel a pull towards it and the secrets that are lurking in there. But then I feel a solid tug on my magic, it’s been growing stronger for a few hours now, and I know that Nightly is close.

I move away from the table, drifting towards the east entrance door, and just before I get there it opens. Emilio is carrying a large box and behind him, carrying a slightly smaller one, is Nightly.

‘Wycherley,’ he says as I meet him at the door.

‘Too long, Nightly,’ I say to him with a shake of my head. ‘I need you to know that much too long is now a week.’

‘I agree,’ he says. I place a hand on his arm before reaching up on my tiptoes and kissing him on the cheek.

‘Did you find her?’ I ask, already knowing the answer.

He shakes his head. ‘A false alarm.’

He looks tired, his skin a little grey, and I am determined to get into one of the brew houses and fix him a restorative as soon as I can.

Constance and Vaughn appear moments afterwards with two picnic hampers. ‘Emilio said he had something to share with us so we thought we’d bring supper.’

‘He is not the only one who has something to share,’ I say.

‘Oh,’ Constance says. ‘You have a secret that you haven’t told us about?’ And I instantly think of Antoinette’s letter.

‘Not a secret,’ I say. ‘Just something that I haven’t told anyone yet.’ I look over at Jules. ‘Since Samhain, since the orbs, I’ve noticed that my magic has shifted a little, expanded somewhat. It’s hard to explain but I… it feels more aware.’

‘Aware, how?’ Bev asks, her brow knitting.

‘Sharper maybe, as if it is eager. I have always been able to sense things along my magical connections but now I feel things without even needing to reach for them, and things that I never felt before. For example, here in the henge, I’ve always been able to feel the magic here but now it feels solid. I know it is reaching up through the stones and that it is sitting deep beneath the henge, and I can tell that it is trying to seep away.’

‘You know, that sounds a little like something I read in Jayne’s research,’ says Martyn as he wipes his fingers on a napkin then begins to flick through loose papers.

‘Here. It is long thought that the henges acted as focus points for old magic to gather around, sitting on ley lines that some scholars say behaved like rivers flowing between the henges, joining up old magic over many miles and in many different directions. If this is true, then I think the henges may have been pools or reservoirs for the magic to collect in and to be used by large groups of witches for powerful spells.’

‘Interesting,’ Vaughn says, and I can see that he is already thinking things through.

‘I wonder what cut off these rivers; what made the magic dry up in them?’ Henry muses.

We pass the rest of the evening theorizing about old magic, dipping into Jayne’s research and exploring all that Emilio has brought back from his grandmother about the Lost Quarter. And we all vote to add Selena and Theo to our coven, too. I haven’t told the others about the pull of magic I had towards Jenna Quinn and Layla Mistry yet, I still can’t see how that is going to work. Jules sits next to me, looking tired but happy, and I am so glad that he is back.

However, Jules is still recovering a fortnight later when he is uncharacteristically late to lessons. He bustles into the forge just as the red-clad witches from the Coven of Accord are explaining what we will be doing today.

He makes his apologies to Suni Blake and Anya Finch, who will be teaching us the art of Spellsmithery, and I try to concentrate. But part of me is worried about the effect of the stress of not knowing his mother’s location, or if she is safe, is having on Jules.

Swords, it would seem, are much harder to come by than you might think. I had no idea that we would be expected to forge our own for the Yule parade.

‘The blending of magic and metal is more of an art form than a science,’ Finch says. ‘Each witch puts a bit of who they are into their blades, something deeper than just their own magic, akin to part of their essence.’

‘Forging is taxing on the body and on your magic, you will feel it for days after, but we urge you to give this task the attention and effort that it requires. This sword will be yours for ever and may just save your life one day, especially for those of you called to join the Coven of Accord,’ Blake adds.

Part of me thinks that Jules and I would do well in that coven, using our magic to protect the kingdom, but something about it doesn’t feel right. None of the covens do, to be honest, and whenever I think of placing myself in one of them I get an overwhelming feeling of claustrophobia.

However, what does feel right is the work that we are doing in the henge. Selena and Theo have slipped into our coven as perfectly as one of the Golowhe runes into a spell. Theo’s enthusiasm and Selena’s practical nature adding to our almost complete coven.

Last night they helped Martyn and Henry, who had decided to compile a map of all of the ley lines that they’d found reference to in Jayne’s work, marking the location spots of the old henges too. After tapping into the magic of the henge, this feels important, as if finding the reason why magic stopped flowing freely in the world will help us to release it again.

I get the notion that if magic can flow in abundance once more then it will influence tethering – there is a reason there, but I can’t quite grasp it yet.

We have discussed the possibility of rebuilding the henges, a task that we have all agreed is monumental and far beyond our capabilities, but we have also decided that knowing how to build a henge, should we have the capacity to do so in the future, will only ever be a good thing.

Deepening our understanding of the Golowhe runes is going slowly, but every now and again we uncover a brilliant piece of magic that the runes fit into perfectly and expands their reach.

The entrance to the Lost Quarter still eludes us, despite having increased our number. Selena and Theo were unable to open it, but I know that once we find the last two witches that will complete our coven we will learn how to open that door and discover answers.

Emilio is convinced that his long-lost great-uncle, Marco, will also be discovered, but I can’t help but feel that poor Marco most probably ran away from the college and the pressure that his family had placed him under. I get the impression that, unlike Emilio, who is bold and knows his mind well enough to fight for what he wants, Marco may have crumbled under the expectations placed on him and fled to live a life away from them, from magic. It is not entirely unheard of, after all, but it can be dangerous for a witch depending on the non-magical folk around them.

As we all start work on our spellsmithing, I can understand how the pressure of college could drive a witch away. I don’t think I have ever worked so hard in my life, even without all the additional secret work our coven is doing. But alongside the pressure, I can feel that my magic, my skill and proficiency is increasing.

I wipe my brow as the heat in the forge room becomes almost insufferable.

‘Shouldn’t we be doing this after Yule, when it will be proper winter and we will be glad of the heat? Besides it feels like more of an Imbolc activity.’ I think that Constance has a point, the fire festival would be a more apt time. ‘Heat, I like,’ she continues. ‘But only when it’s dry – all this wet heat is just nasty.’

‘I don’t know, Constance. I feel that this kind of heat does have a few advantages,’ I say as I look over at Nightly, his coat and waistcoat discarded along with his cravat, and top buttons undone; his cotton shirt is sticking to every line of his body, his arms taut as he utters spells while lifting the hammer high and then striking it down on the red-hot metal. As he lowers the glowing metal into the water beside him with a sizzle and a cloud of steam, I feel like the heat in the room might actually be radiating from me.

Constance is shaking her head as she looks at Nightly. ‘You are one lucky witch,’ she says, as Nightly flicks his head, his hair in wet, twisting tendrils of fiery curls reminiscent of the flame in the forge.

‘I’m going to move benches,’ Constance says, as she sees Vaughn rolling up his shirtsleeves and lifting the hammer before him.

She gathers up her things and makes her way over to the other side of the room.

‘Wycherley,’ Nightly calls as he beckons me to him with a shake of his head, his hands occupied as he places the metal back in the bright purple-white flames of his witch-fire.

‘I’m almost done, but I have been hit by a notion. I want you to help me forge the last of the spells into the sword, do you have your hammer?’ I look back over my shoulder at the materials that I’ve left on the bench, I grab it and hasten back to him.

‘Add your flame to my fire,’ he says, and I turn over my hand, a small black orb of fire burning merrily within it. I cast it into his and watch as it sinks to the middle of Nightly’s flames, burning within them.

‘Thirteen strikes of the hammer along the blade, from hilt to tip, and, as we do, we invoke the runes.’

We start with Dalleth – beginning – and end with Daskor – return. As we begin to strike the sword, I feel the yielding of the metal as if it is becoming pliable, accepting the rune wholly into it. After the thirteenth, Nightly plunges the blade into the water, where it bubbles and hisses and steams. When he pulls out the blade, it is no longer molten red, it is the most beautiful platinum-white metal I have ever seen. And there, running along the centre of the blade, are the thirteen runes, each one where we marked them with the striking of our hammers, each one burning with a flame that is both my black one and Nightly’s bright white one.

‘It’s glorious,’ I say, staring at it. I can feel the magic surrounding it and instantly know this sword is something special.

‘It needs a twin,’ Nightly says and he talks me through exactly what he did to forge his sword. I follow his instructions to the letter, speaking my purpose and incantations as I strike the metal of my sword. Heating it in my own black-flame fire and pounding the metal till my arms ache. On the last part of the forging, Nightly adds his flame to my fire where it burns deep in the centre, like a ferocious star sending out its light and warmth into the black night.

Then we cast the Golowhe runes together. When I pull my sword from the water, it is not exactly the twin of Nightly’s – mine is smaller, and the metal is almost a black grey. But the runes glow with both of our flames and the magic that is imbued in it is identical.

‘This is impressive work.’ Suni Blake lifts Nightly’s blade from the bench and examines it. Her keen eyes narrowing as she pulls a hair from her head and drops it on the blade, watching it slice in two. ‘Impressive,’ she says quietly. Then she looks over at my sword.

‘Have either of you ever smithed a spell into metal before?’ she asks.

‘No,’ we both reply.

‘And you combined your magic at the end – I watched you both during the final process, each adding something to the other’s sword?’ It was definitely more of a question than a statement.

‘We have found that our magic works best when we do things together,’ I say, glancing at Nightly.

‘You did say that spellsmithing was more art than science. Wycherley is more than just my muse, she is my co-author,’ Nightly says, and I feel a little flutter inside me.

‘Well, I would be interested in knowing your process, if you would be kind enough to document it for me. These symbols, are they of your own creation? I don’t recognize them,’ she says.

‘I saw them in a book of old magic,’ Nightly replies. Blake takes one last look at the sword, weighing its balance and swishing it through the air, before placing it down on the desk.

‘Those blades will need reinforced scabbards,’ she tells us over her shoulder as she walks away towards her tether.

‘Maybe we shouldn’t have used the runes,’ I say, after Anya Finch looks over for the third time.

‘Poppycock, Wycherley. If anything, we should have made sure that the others used them too.’ I glance at Nightly just as he lifts his shirt, wiping it over his face. If my cheeks were not already flushed from the heat they would be as I pull my eyes over the skin of his stomach, then up to his face. He looks at me and all thoughts have left my head save one.

‘You will all need to leave your swords in the armoury, but make sure you pick them up before your next class with us,’ Finch calls out. ‘You’re going to need them.’
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Twenty-one

[image: T]wo weeks before we are set to return home for Yule celebrations, a bitter cold descends upon the kingdom and a swift easterly wind blankets the world in snow to rival that of the Winter Garden. The world feels as if it has shifted so quickly, I can feel the year turning, the seasons leaving, yet my magic is telling me to hold tight, to let everything grow in its own time.

There is a part of me that’s sure my coven is not the only thing growing. This morning, before I left the college with Constance and Vaughn, I told Nightly that I was worried about how quiet Jonathan had been. But not just him, the New Dawn, the Coven of Triumph – there has been nothing of them in the papers for weeks now.

The phrase quiet before the storm keeps circling in my mind and I can’t help feeling that we are not doing enough, that I am not doing enough. When I hit on that notion, I feel a little nudge from my magic, a sense of foreboding.

I jostle the last-minute Yule gifts that I’m carrying in my arms as I crunch my way back to college from town. The river beside me is frozen over, and I think how I should have waited longer for Constance and Vaughn. We were to meet in the market square at two and I stayed till a quarter after but got cold, and I know how the two of them can let time escape when they are with one another.

My wandlet suddenly snakes into my hand and I am on alert. I spin around, dropping some of my packages as I do – the path is empty, but I trust my magic. With a flick of my wrist, the packages are back on top of my pile and I resume walking hastily along the path. I listen to the crunching of my footfalls in the snow and then I hear it, a second set of footsteps on the path behind me.

I think of the New Dawn, of the members who had rushed at Constance, Bev and I, before Mabon, at the threats that they made. ‘One day, witch, you’ll be alone and then we’ll see what curses can really do.’ I perform a summoning spell to Ankoth. Then, as I walk a little faster, I move my wand and raise a witch-wind in my wake, lifting the freshly fallen snow in a flurry behind me. I glance behind and I can just about make out a shape in the mini-blizzard I’ve formed. Someone is definitely there, moving fast towards me. But as I turn to look ahead, I realize there is someone coming from that direction too. There is no time to react as I feel a blast of cold wind that hits me from up ahead, catching me as my foot makes contact with a small patch of ice.

My arms windmill as I fall on my back among the presents, knocking the wind from me. By the time I stumble to my feet, the person who was behind me is close enough for me to make them out.

Jonathan Reid. I hesitate for a second then send out a binding spell towards my father’s former tether. He lazily deflects it and in my focus on him, I have forgotten about the threat that was ahead of me on the path. An icy blast brings me down again, as crimson-coloured glowing ropes snake around me, holding me at my torso. My wand hand is free and marking out the severing sequence, slashing the bonds. With as much speed as I can muster, I move into protective measures, calling upon lessons from Finch and Blake as well as Emery and Jackson. I think of the summoning token Jackson gave me on my first day of college sitting in my desk drawer and curse for not having it with me, as I cast a protective bubble around myself, similar to those we use in the arcade, and I add the Golowhe rune Orven to it, creating a solid boundary between me and my attackers. I stand in the centre of my protection, the snow sliding down the invisible bubble like a reverse snow globe.

Jonathan stops before me, behind him stands Gilma Sinclare. She looks as composed as she had done in the Crenshaws’ arcade. I spin on the spot, safe within my bubble, but I feel anything but safe as I see three more members of the Untethered Coven – James Payton-Smith, Lawrence Tyrell and, behind them both, Kit Thorn. Something about the look on Kit’s face makes me hesitate, then he looks away from me, ashamed.

I turn back around looking for the other members of the Untethered Coven as my panic rises.

‘What do you want?’ I ask Jonathan.

‘That is simple. You Aurelia, or, more accurately, your magic!’ He flashes a wicked smile, and I hardly recognize him from the man that I once knew.

Many things pull on my magical senses at once; the fear of these fully trained witches starts to fade as I realize that they want my magic because it is powerful, more powerful than they are. I thwarted them once, I can do it again. All I need to do is get close enough to touch one of them.

I run through possible spells that I could create but all of my planning halts as Jonathan is joined by two more of his coven; through the thick falling snow I see that they are each dragging a struggling someone along behind them by glowing ropes. A slip and a muffled scream, and although I can’t see who it is I instantly know.

‘Constance!’ ’I call out. ‘Vaughn!’

‘Lower your protection and your wand and we will not hurt them,’ Jonathan says.

‘Come with us willingly and we will set them free unharmed.’

I can hear both Constance and Vaughn’s muffled cries telling me not to do it. I sense that Ankoth is close, and through the tether I know that Jules is coming too.

I need to keep them busy long enough for help to arrive.

‘Why, Jonathan? Why did you kill my father?’ I ask, holding his eye.

‘Because he would not stand with me. Instead, Ulric was prepared to stand in my way, and I could not have that. My ambitions have always been to elevate magic, your father’s was always to understand it. I had thought that I would be able to help him see sense. But that was not the case. So when I saw the way to fulfil those ambitions, to tap into a greater power, I took it.’

‘You killed him for power?’

‘No, your father died for the freedom of magic. In this war there has been, and will be, many who have to die for that cause, it is up to you if your brother and friend join Ulric in his sacrifice.’

Jonathan waves a hand and Constance is dragged forward. My heart breaks at the sight of her, thrashing out against her captor, her muffled voice defiant, her boots skidding on the snow, as she tries to hold herself in place, pulling against her bonds.

Behind her, Vaughn is doing the same – struggling to get to her, to help her. His muted cries full of as much raw emotion as my own screams for her release.

I feel the strain as I stand in the bubble of protection and wait – outside my best friend’s eyes, wide with fear, find mine. But I know she is not pleading for me to help her; she is trying to tell me to stay safe.

‘Aurelia, you always were determined as a child and you may now be under the impression held in any fond memories of me that I will not kill your friend or Vaughn, but I will. Because this is bigger than them, it’s bigger than any of us.’

I scream as with a flick of his wand he sends Constance skidding on to the ice to the middle of the river.

‘One last chance, Aurelia,’ Jonathan says, as Constance stumbles to her feet and pulls down the material that is gagging her.

‘Don’t you dare,’ she shouts at me, but when Jonathan raises his wandlet and the ice below Constance melts, I use my rage as I rip through the bubble I had sealed myself in and lash out an icy wind that sends the untethered witches stumbling.

Constance sinks into the icy waters and for a moment I see her head surface before she is pulled down again.

I lurch towards the river, towards Constance, but I am stopped on the snowy bank of the river by the witches behind me as they throw out ropes and secure them tightly with knot magic, trapping my arms against by body. I hit the ground hard as they pull me backwards. I scream for Constance as she tries to surface, but with a move of his wandlet Jonathan seals the ice above her. Vaughn and I both shout out as we watch Constance try to break through the ice with her fists and magic, her face a blurry shape in the cold, watery depths.

Something in me snaps and I flick my wand as I push against my bonds, the ropes tearing. Just as I had on the Mabon before last, when my magic swelled at the threat before it, I find myself rising into the air, my hair wild in the swirling wind. The Untethered Coven shoot spells at me and I deflect each one simply, easily. It is as if I know they are coming a second before the witches send them, and I repel them all back to where they have come from.

Jonathan bucks as I return his spell, Gilma is not so lucky and the binding spell she cast at me locks her limbs tight and has her careening for the ground.

Vaughn, forgotten in the confusion, has lunged towards Constance, his hands still bound as he crouches over the frozen river. His wandlet trapped beneath the magical bonds at his wrists, he begins to pound his bound hands into the ice.

Anger whips through me and I don’t feel at all in control of my magic as I throw out my arms, sending the Untethered Coven to their knees as I rise higher into the air.

Then, just as on that day in front of the New Dawn protestors, it is Nightly that brings me back. He is riding Ankoth, reaching out and holding my hand. I blink several times as if I am waking, Jules coming into focus from a dreamlike state to full reality.

‘Constance,’ I say to him as I begin to descend, and he follows.

The Untethered Coven are scrambling to their feet, and Jonathan levels his wandlet at Vaughn, who has broken through the ice and is trying to pull out a limp and unconscious Constance. Something inside me shatters. ‘Constance.’ I try to move towards her, but Nightly has a grip on me.

‘Father, no,’ Kit says from the floor behind me, and I turn to see him holding out a hand imploringly. Jonathan, hair messy and lip curling, gives his son a disappointed look.

‘She won’t help you if you kill him, too,’ Kit continues.

The flash of knowing that passes over Jonathan is acute; he lowers his wand and a spell hits him back onto the ice-covered river.

Six witches fly towards us and I look up to see Bev with her wand outstretched. Emilio, Henry and Martyn are with her, along with Selena de Vere and Theodora Clark.

So many things happen at once: Kit pulls his father from the ice; I shake Nightly off and slide along the frozen river towards Vaughn, helping him pull Constance from the water; Emilio, Martyn and Theo swoop in on their brooms gathering up Vaughn and Constance, while Selena and Henry join Bev in holding the Untethered Coven at bay.

Jules hoists me on to Ankoth as I try to cling to Constance.

‘Aurelia, let them take her,’ Jules tells me before he pulls me away and we retreat to the coven college.

‘We have to go back – we have to stop them,’ I say as I fight against Nightly and try to encourage Ankoth to turn around, but the broom is not listening.

‘No, we have to get to safety. Constance needs a healer, Vaughn too, probably.’

‘But the Untethered Coven!’ I protest.

‘We’ll tell Emery and Jackson as soon as we land, I promise. They can go in search of them.’

‘We can stop them; we have to stop them. What if they… what if Constance…’ I cry, and Nightly holds me tight.

‘Constance needs you right now. We will serve them justice, Aurelia. But not now,’ Nightly says, and even though I know he is right, I hate how I feel – small and powerless against them.

‘I feel like I’ve failed. They were right there, I should have stopped them. I didn’t even try, I just froze and hid in a protective bubble, waiting for help, when I should have acted. Constance…’ I’m sobbing now.

‘She’ll be fine; she’s made of stern stuff.’

But Constance is not fine. Merriweather and Penrose take her straight to the infirmary when we land, as Emery and Jackson, along with Blake and Finch, their swords at their waists, mount their brooms and go off in hot pursuit of the Untethered Coven. I catch the look off Emery and Jackson’s faces – they failed to protect me, but worse, they may have missed their chance at revenge.

Hall and Grier, along with Marsh and Moon, begin reinforcing the wards around Neoards.

I watch the four of them as they work, their yellow and blue cloaks whipping about in the snow-ladened wind.

‘Ms Wycherley,’ Russo says, pulling my attention away from the window of his and Platz’s office.

‘Can I please go and see Ms Prior and my brother?’ I ask.

‘They are in the very safest hands. As soon as they are comfortable you can see them, but until then it is imperative that we get every detail from you all.’

I am not alone in the office. As well as Russo and Platz, Nightly is by my side and the rest of the Wynne Hordes Coven is here too.

I tell them everything that happened, from the moment that I left the town without Constance and Vaughn to when Nightly pulled me onto my broom. Once again, feeling ashamed for not acting, for not taking on Jonathan and his coven.

‘… then Nightly grabbed me, stopping me from ascending further.’

‘And I am guessing, Mr Nightly, that it was something in your uncanny tether that had you seeking Ms Wycherley?’

‘Yes, I felt an intense surprise replaced by terror and I knew she was in trouble. And, as if it knew too, Ankoth arrived.’

‘Ms Wycherley’s broom?’ Platz asks.

‘Yes, I was in the arcade, the one below the astronomy tower, we all were, practising for next week’s class, when I felt Aurelia’s fear and then the broom arrived. And it wasn’t alone, it had a small gang of brooms with it.’

‘I see,’ Platz says. ‘I wonder how it got the other brooms from the broomery, Ms Wycherley. I recall last time it was there it did not exactly make friends.’

‘Well, I guess it must have made a few, it is very determined when it wants to be,’ I say, stroking the broom. Ankoth was propped up against my chair and I had the feeling that it was quite pleased with itself for inciting a broom riot and flying Nightly to my aid. ‘Besides, as I mentioned, I summoned it when on the footpath.’

‘That doesn’t explain the other brooms,’ Russo says.

‘I have long since given up trying to explain how Ankoth does anything,’ I say, the irritation in my voice evident.

Nightly explains what happened after he reached me, how he didn’t realize Constance was under the ice until Vaughn pulled her from it, and I’m crying again at the memory. The others add their view of events to help Russo and Platz build up a picture of the attack.

When Penrose arrives to say that we can visit Constance and Vaughn, I don’t wait to be dismissed before rising from my chair and making for the door, Nightly following me. I run down the passages and stairwells till I reach the infirmary next to Merriweather and Penrose’s office. I barge through the door to find Vaughn is sitting next to Constance, his head in his hands, his elbows on her bed. He looks up at me, his eyes red, his face white. He reaches out for me and I hold him so tight as I look over his shoulder at Constance. She’s sleeping, her hair radiating out; she looks serene and peaceful, not at all like the last time I saw her, half-drowned. Vaughn’s arm is in a sling, and when I pull back from him and look at him through my tear-filled eyes, I see yellowing bruises that have been healed on his cheek and a thin seam of magic holding his lip together.

‘She won’t wake up,’ he says, tears streaming down his face, ‘What if she never wakes up?’

‘She will, she has to,’ I say, pulling up a chair next to him. I reach out a hand, placing it on Constance’s leg. She still feels a little chilled and I send my magic over her, like a warm blanket of summer sun. A little glow settles over her.

Vaughn acknowledges it with a look, but doesn’t say anything – nor does Jules, who is standing at the door, giving us some privacy.

‘Oh Vaughn,’ I say, placing a hand on his arm. ‘This is all my fault.’

‘No, no it’s not,’ he says.

I can hear Nightly greeting the others outside, and Merriweather speaking to them in hushed whispers before footsteps move in the direction of the office.

‘What have Merriweather and Penrose said?’ I ask, not taking my eyes from Constance.

‘They say she’ll need some time; she broke her leg when she fell on the ice, and when she was in the water…’ He takes a moment before continuing. ‘Even with magic, those things will take time to heal. They’ve said that when she wakes she will need complete bed rest to recover fully.’

‘Oh, that is never going to happen,’ I say and join him laughing through my tears.

‘I… I think they are worried that she should have woken by now,’ Vaughn says, his bottom lip trembling.

‘If I had just gone with Jonathan…’

‘Then we would no doubt be in even more trouble,’ Vaughn says. ‘Constance is tough, she’ll be fine, she has to be fine.’

‘Does her family know?’ I ask.

‘Jackson and Emery sent word to her parents via Frances and Mother,’ Vaughn says.

‘What happened, after I left you in town?’ I ask, continuing to hold his arm while he holds Constance’s hand.

‘We went for tea and saw some of the Yule displays, I did a bit of shopping. We were on our way to meet you when it all went black – actually black, like we had walked into a patch of midnight – then someone struck me from behind and when I came to, I was bound and gagged and on the footpath with Constance beside me. You know the rest,’ he says, his voice catching.

There’s a soft knock on the door and Merriweather comes in.

‘Aurelia, dear, I know you’ve been through a lot but might I just see to you,’ she says, and I don’t quite know what she is talking about until she gestures to my head and I place a hand in my hair to find a patch of something sticky. I remember how I fell back on the ice, my head striking the towpath hard.

‘I’ll stay with her,’ Vaughn says resolutely.

‘Promise to get me as soon as she wakes up,’ I say, following Merriweather into another small room where she checks me over. As well as the cut to my head, I have bruising on my arms and ribs from the ropes – all are swiftly dealt with.

‘Why hasn’t she woken up yet?’ I ask.

‘The magic that we nurturers have is quite extensive, but there are some things that even we don’t have dominion over. Ms Prior suffered a trauma, and we need to give her time to recover. And not just to wake up, which I am confident she will do soon, but after that – days, weeks, even years after – her healing may still need to take place, and while it does, I am sure she will be glad to have her friends around her.’

I nod in agreement; I understand the type of healing that Merriweather is speaking of, I feel the scar on the back of my shoulder blade where the creature of smoke and antlers sliced through my skin.

I exit the room to find the others waiting on the large sofas of Merriweather and Penrose’s office, they each have a cup of tea in hand and a large sponge cake has been split between them all. Vaughn briefly updates us, Penrose insisting he drink a cup of tea even if he will not eat the cake, before going back to sit with Constance.

I don’t want to leave, even when it grows dark outside the greenhouse wall that forms a large part of Merriweather and Penrose’s cosy, plant-filled office, and I don’t think that the others do either. Nightly sits on the sofa next to me, and we all eat and drink and wait for Constance to wake up.

Mother and Frances arrive with the Priors; it’s not just Merry and Kemi, but their six other daughters are there too – Verity, Felicity, Amity, Joy, Faith and Honour. All looking worried and all instantly trying to help.

Vaughn leaves Constance’s side when they arrive, joins us on the sofas and eats that cake. Once they are sure the Priors have all they need, Mother and Frances drift over to us.

From the room Constance is in, I can hear soft chatter amongst gentle crying as the Priors are updated on Constance’s injuries. Russo and Platz arrive and also tell them the basics of what happened. I wonder if they tell them that it was the Untethered Coven. Neither of them looked at all surprised when I told them that it had been Jonathan and his witches who attacked me… us. I can’t help but feel a little angry towards them, and Mother and Frances, and anyone else who knows that the Untethered Coven is loose in the world and are not protecting others by telling them too.

I squeeze Nightly’s hand. ‘I can’t stop thinking that this is my fault. What are we doing? We are placing our friends in danger,’ I say, casting an eye over the rest of our coven.

Henry Anderson is sitting on the other side of me and he leans over and says, ‘This ain’t exactly the time or place for this conversation, but we’re all in danger anyway – maybe not as keenly as today, but eventually what is coming will come for us all. And I think I speak for everyone, Constance included, when I say, we all choose to be here; none of this is your fault.’

I know he is right.

Nightly gives my hand a squeeze. ‘It’s all going to be okay,’ he says, and I desperately want to believe him.
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Twenty-two

[image: I] think that the cane is very becoming,’ Constance says. ‘I might keep it even after my leg has fully healed!’ Constance’s father made her the cane, fashioning it from metal and wood with a swan’s head on top; it gives a sharp tap on the cobbles as we walk the streets of London towards Kettle and Moore to pick up our gowns for the Yule Ball in a few days’ time.

‘You’ll be sure to let me know if you need a rest,’ I say.

‘Luckily, I have not fatigued in the five minutes since you last asked me,’ Constance replies with a small smile.

‘I’m sorry,’ I say. ‘And I should know better; I have first-hand experience of everyone wrapping me in cotton, after all.’

Constance woke that very evening, and her family took her home to convalesce. Vaughn was a nightmare for the ten days that we were still at Neoards before we all left for the Yule holidays. As soon as we returned, he stationed himself at Constance’s side and this has been the first day that I have managed to have my best friend to myself. I look around, half expecting Vaughn to be in the crowd of Yule shoppers behind us.

‘I must say that I am very pleased with how attentive my sisters have been. We haven’t always all got along, but I realized how much they care and when I was… when it happened, just how much I love each of them too, even Felicity – and you know how very annoying she can be,’ Constance says with a smile. We continue with care along the cold, cobbled streets, Constance’s cane clanging on the ground as she walks in a gentle rhythm.

‘You know I’m here and you can talk about it to me if you ever want to,’ I say, and she hooks her free arm through mine and says, ‘I know, and the same is true for you.’

I nod, thinking of all of the things I have confided in her about but also of the things I have not, mainly the letter from Great Aunt Antoinette.

We stop outside Kettle and Moore’s. ‘Are you ready?’ I ask.

She lets go of me and heads for the door. ‘I sure am!’ she says with a smile that doesn’t quite reach her eyes. I walk a step behind her ready to move quickly if she stumbles, but she doesn’t.

‘I’m so glad that the Coven of Accord is hosting Yule, I always look amazing in red,’ Constance says over her shoulder as she reaches the door. The shop is warm and welcoming, but there is an unwelcome sight within. Sebastian Crenshaw is putting on his jacket, ready to leave after his fitting.

‘Crenshaw,’ both Constance and I say. He stands stock-still, dragging a superior eye over us. As he makes his way towards the door, he pauses, and for a moment I am shocked that he is actually going to speak to us.

‘My father said that you had had an unfortunate run-in with some… witches.’ He leans towards Constance and she visibly withdraws from him. Mother had said that no one would know outside of us and the Neoards tutors, save the Royal Magical Council.

‘You must be mistaken, Sebastian, because I slipped,’ Constance says, then Crenshaw moves closer to her and whispers something that I can’t hear.

He grins wickedly as he walks past me. Constance is pale, her eyes glassy, when I reach her side.

‘What did he say?’ I ask.

‘Not here,’ she says, looking about. Moments later Ms Kettle has us seated in one of the private rooms and when she goes to retrieve our gowns, I turn to Constance.

‘What did the worm say to upset you so much?’ I ask, and her eyes tear a little. ‘He said that when I slipped, he was glad that the river Cam broke my fall and that I should be more careful who my friends are.’

Anger pours through me, and it is all I can do not to jump to my feet, run after Sebastian Crenshaw and duel him right now.

‘It’s not what he said, it’s that he knew – the worm,’ Constance says, wiping her tears on a handkerchief. ‘He used to be my friend, and he had such glee in his voice, and I… I nearly…’

I throw my arms around Constance, and any last hope that I had of Sebastian being the friend either of us used to know leaves me entirely.

‘Constance…’

‘If you are about to make excuses for him, Aurelia, I don’t want to hear it,’ she says in a voice so scalding it reminds me a little of her mama.

‘I would never, not anymore,’ I tell her.

‘Good,’ she says, smoothing down her dress. ‘Because he is a worm, just like his parents. They have been reaching for power and recognition, and the worm has not wriggled too far from them. We know they are both prominent in their support of the Coven of Triumph, and even my father has said that he’s concerned about the acquaintances Sebastian’s parents are keeping of late.

‘A new club has opened recently, invitation only, and my father went along. He said that Helga Crenshaw was there, along with a few other people, including Bev’s older brother, Hollis. Both Father and Hollis hadn’t liked the talk among the tarot tables and left, not becoming patrons. And you know how my father is usually so amiable with everyone; he was riled, and after what happened to me I think he is even more so.’ She sighs. ‘There is something strange going on in the ton, Aurelia. It feels like there is a current of distrust and duplicity running through the witches which is deeper and, dare I say, more malevolent than usual, as if we witches are turning on one another.’

‘Like during the Great Witch War,’ I say, and she nods.

‘We know it’s coming,’ but it doesn’t make me worry any less for my family and everyone that I love.’ I take her hand in mine and squeeze it.

‘It all feels so frivolous,’ she says, dashing her tears while gesturing to the dresses in the room.

‘This is not frivolous,’ I say. ‘Well, maybe it is a little. But it is also tradition, it is part of who we are and who we aim to be – good witches serving magic. And besides, it is also fun; we all deserve moments of joy, and Yule is a time where we connect to the magic in the world, to the love of those that we share our magic and our lives with. So, we are going to get our amazing dresses fitted, then we are both going to enjoy ourselves, because who knows what the future holds – we may need a little joyful memory to cling to.’

Constance agrees, and I smile at her even though I have a very bad feeling and, despite what Nightly tells me, that all will be well, a deep part of me knows that the thing we fear happening is already beginning.
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The Royal Magical Covens, a Magical Scholar’s Guide

By Teara Newell and Abigail Tanner
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THE COVEN OF ACCORD

Power can be shown in many ways, and some non-magical people say the ultimate show of power is might. Among us witches, we have long held that the ultimate power is forgiveness and acceptance, since the end of the burning times when we witches had the wherewithal to realize that if we held on to past aggressions then we would never move forward.

This, however, does not mean that we forget; far from it. The Coven of Accord are more than a wand and a blade to be wielded if required, they are a coven of remembering. They mark the fallen and the wars that took them. They mark the motivations of the past that led to such atrocities, and they mark the present, looking for the patterns that repeat.

Disrupting those patterns is the chief task of the coven; recognizing when the past is to be replayed in the future and giving council thorough evidence, experience and the presentation of other prospects.

As a last precaution, the Coven of Accord will use the skill of its fighting powers, but before then it will use the other weapons in its arsenal; diplomacy, compromise and opportunity to take inspired action against violent ends.

To become a red witch is to give yourself over to the greater good, for all, for the magic and for the kingdom.
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Twenty-three

[image: T]here is a sharp wind blowing through the parade ground as I take my place in the formation for the Yule Parade. We are an impressive sight in our red dress uniforms of the Coven of Accord, with our swords strapped to our sides and our brooms in hand. I can tell that Ankoth is feeling very important, as an audience made up of our families and some of the witches of Accord look down on us from the seating that has been erected around the parade ground.

I am not at all ready for this, my mind is not on it. As such, I turn deosil instead of widdershins and almost march into Selena. She helps to steer me right then whispers, ‘Are you okay, Aurelia?’

‘Fine, just forgot my turn,’ I whisper back, then put all my effort into remembering the steps of the formation. When we are at the sword display section of the parade, I try extra hard not to run anyone through, especially Crenshaw, who I can see on the opposite side of the parade ground now, with the other students from Faustings. That doesn’t, however, stop me from imagining that every swipe and stab of my sword is hacking his limbs from him.

Constance, relieved from the parading portion of the Yule celebration due to her injury, is sitting next to her parents, wearing the red Accord uniform and watching us all with glee. Adjacent to the edge of the parade grounds sit four buildings, each one housing witches of Accord who are in training or active service. Each light-grey stone building is large and imposing, grand in its function and its architecture, but strangely not as impressive or awe-inspiring to me as the massive ships that are anchored in the Thames, which the Barracks backs on to.

As we halt in the formation to listen to the presentation being given by Emilio’s grandmother Carmen Torres and her tether, all I can think of is how appealing the thought of boarding one of those ships and sailing away from what is happening is – from rising tensions and designs on my magic, from the Untethered Coven and my friends being in danger, getting hurt. We could all just get on a boat and leave it all behind.

My magic gives me a disapproving tug and I instantly feel reprimanded. I look out over the river, at London, at my home, and realize that if I don’t make a stand, if we don’t face what is coming, then all of this, all of us, witches and non-magicals alike, and all that we have built – divided and together – will be in jeopardy.

I feel a gentle caress along my tether, as if Nightly is trying to soothe me. As soon as we are told to fall out, he is by my side, taking my hand and guiding me through the crowds of red-clad students and under the tiered seating where all of our families are sitting.

‘Wycherley.’ He raises one eyebrow and looks at me expectantly.

‘Nightly,’ I say, raising my chin, feeling defensive.

‘We haven’t really talked about what happened on the towpath, and if you are not ready to, that is fine. But in time, when you need to talk, I’m here. I do need to tell you, though, that what happened, what is happening, what will happen, is not your fault.’

I nod. ‘I know,’ I say.

He shakes his head. ‘It’s not your burden either.’

‘Yes, I know,’ I tell him.

He lets out a sigh. ‘No, you don’t, but it truly is not your fault.’ And in that moment, I know that he can feel the guilt that I am holding on to, the worry that, despite what I’m saying, it is all my fault. I shake my head and the tears come out.

‘She… she could have died. I could have lost her, or Vaughn, and what… what if it was you,’ I say, sobbing now. ‘What if Jonathan had…’

Nightly wraps his arms around me, pulling me to his chest and holding me tight as he presses his lips to the crown of my head. He doesn’t tell me I am being foolish, he doesn’t tell me not to worry, or that my fears are unfounded, he just lets me cry.

‘I don’t think I can do this, any of it, or live with myself, if anything happened to… to anyone I love.’

‘I know.’ He rubs one hand down my back, then, holding the top of my arms, he pulls back from me and says, ‘Me neither, but also, I could not live with myself if something happened and I knew that maybe I could have done something to stop it, or at least I could have tried.’

I feel wretched and selfish and scared again, because he is right.

‘It is going to get difficult; we are going to want to run away, but neither of us would be the witches that we love if we did that.’ I nod.

‘Together,’ I say, my voice thick from crying.

‘Together. We will always find a way.’ He slides my hand into the crook of his arm and we step out into the almost empty parade grounds.

I’m still contemplating when we reach the basement of the building. Here the weapons are lit by witch-flames that glint off all the metal. I observe designs from the late First Age of Magic, the small collection of swords range in size and decoration, and I use my magic to pick out the spells that have been placed on them. I’m focusing on a large sword when an Accord witch comments: ‘This has a charm placed upon it that makes its hits repel from friends but hit true to foes. We often place these charms on our own weapons when entering into battles.’ I can definitely see how that would be of advantage and make a mental note to add one to my own sword.

The guide continues. ‘Over the years there are rumoured to have been many swords with the ability to unlock certain doors, although why anyone would want a key as big as a sword is beyond me.’ Then she goes on with a disbelieving raise of her eyebrows, ‘But there is definitely one sword that we know of that was used to open a door to another realm; it is more likely that the key spell was used to lock the sword in its scabbard so that it could only be used by its owner.’ I run my awareness over the spell on the key swords, and I feel a little bite of familiarity.

I catch the attention of the Accord witch. ‘The sword that was used to open a door, is it here in the armoury?’ I ask, that little nudge still eating at me.

‘It was till just yesterday, when the Coven of Mysteries requested it.’ The witch leans in and whispers, ‘The sword is none other than Excalibur.’
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[image: K]ings House is an elegant building that looks out over the parade ground to the anchored ships in the Thames and London beyond, but in the early winter night these are all reduced to tiny, glowing lights.

Inside the Great Hall, however, the room is bright with floating candles and festooned with all of the greenery of the season.

Standing on the mezzanine that runs around the entirety of the Great Hall, I look down to see the student witches dancing, all dressed in different tones of red. As they glide around the ballroom, swirling and stepping in perfect unison, it feels as if I am turning a kaleidoscope full of reds.

I see my mother and Frances dancing together, and then Martyn and Henry, and Evelyn dancing with her father, Oliver Hallow. She looks happy but that edge of complicated sadness, the same one that Jules has, stops her smile before it gets to her eyes. It must be unbearably hard for them to celebrate Yule with their mother still missing.

I seek out Constance – her cane is gone and Vaughn has her in his arms, keeping her safe and steady. To think of how close we all came to not celebrating this Yule with her makes me feel a little sick. A pang of apprehension shoots through me as I think of the other members of our coven and of what I am about to do.

‘Don’t worry, I’m sure this is going to work,’ Nightly says beside me and I realize I must have broadcast my fear down the tether.

‘Unfortunately, I am sure that it will. I’m just a little worried because… because of recent events.’

Nightly moves closer to me, and in a low, comforting voice he says, ‘I understand, Aurelia, I truly do, but it is also because of recent events that we need to do this. If we had been a full coven when they attacked then we may have been able to act differently, maybe removed the threat of them for good this time.’

I can hear it in his voice, the worry that he has tried to keep from me as I let mine spill out. Not just his worry for me and our coven, but for his mother too. If Jonathan and his coven were apprehended, then his mother would be safe to return home.

I take a deep breath and I relax my shoulders. As the music plays below, I take Jules’ hand. I don’t need to do that to connect with his magic, but I want to lace my fingers with his and feel how strong and resolute he is and take some of that into me as well as his magic.

I perform a finding spell and concentrate on seeking out the members of our coven – all twelve of them.

I sweep out my awareness; tuning into the magic of every witch in the building. I grasp on to Jules a little tighter, the chatter of everyone’s magic is overwhelming. It’s as if I can see all of the magic from each of the tethered pairs, and as I pluck my magic over them, they send out a frequency that I can feel and hear resonating through my own magic. From the way that Jules takes in a hurried breath as he clenches my hand, I can tell that he is experiencing it too.

I focus on the magic that I want to find, by first centring on my own magic. Then I reach for Jules’ magic and it feels like the perfect complement to my own, a harmony, and that is what I seek to find.

I quickly latch on to Selena and Theo – Theo is dancing but Selena is talking with some witches at the edge of the room, then Constance and Vaughn’s magic connects, swiftly followed by Bev, and Martyn who is dancing with Henry. I then jump to Emilio, and for a moment all I can feel and hear is the magic of our coven vibrating together, but it sounds like something is missing.

I try to spread my awareness to find what that is, but I realize that I don’t need to send it far. Emilio is dancing with Layla Mistry, and from her I follow the tether to Jenna Quinn, who is talking with Selena.

It is confirmation to me that the two of them are supposed to be part of our coven, but still it feels like something is missing. And then I feel it, a low note, with a slow vibration.

‘Evelyn,’ Jules whispers from beside me as my magic catches on his sister, and for a split second it is as if all thirteen of us are connected by golden invisible lines and I can tell that they all feel it just as Jules and I do. I cast my eye over the room below and see that each of the witches my magic just connected with have stopped what they are doing and are looking up at me. The eleven of them break off from the celebrations below and begin to make their way to the staircase at the back of the Great Hall and up towards Nightly and I.

‘What was that?’ Martyn asks. He has taken the stairs two at a time, Henry close behind him. I look behind me at the other witches who are still on the mezzanine, then back down the stairs at my friends.

‘Not here, follow us,’ Nightly says. He unlocks the door to the bridge room and we all follow him inside; Evelyn comes and stands next to me, she looks a little pale.

‘I felt a strange pull on my magic. At first I feared that it was snapping from me for good, but then I felt you, Aurelia, all of you actually,’ she says as she looks around us. ‘How… how can that be?’

‘Aurelia was trying to see if she could find the last two members of our coven, but it looks like we’ve got a bonus one,’ Jules says, smiling at his sister.

‘I see. Aurelia, I have the utmost respect for you and your magic, but I fear it may be a little off in this regard – I’m close to being barren, after all,’ Evelyn says, before Jenna Quinn interjects in a raised voice, ‘I’m sorry, did you say coven?’

‘This might take some elucidating.’ Vaughn then explains everything to Layla and Jenna, with Constance, Emilio and Bev joining in from time to time.

‘And below Neoards there is a hidden henge,’ Constance says, and Layla waves her hands to stop her. ‘Wait, don’t tell me what it’s like. Is it in some kind of a cave?’ she asks.

‘And does it have a set of long twisting stairs that lead down from a tomb to a stone circle with a broken stone in the middle?’ Jenna asks.

‘And four doors in a curved wall?’ Layla continues.

‘How do you know that?’ Bev asks.

‘I… we have dreamt about it since Samhain, almost every night,’ Layla replies.

I look over at Jules, then Theo, who is beaming.

Emilio begins to tell them about the Lost Quarter and Layla stops him.

‘Okay, okay, fine. You don’t need to keep finding mysterious magical conundrums to entice Jenna and I – to be fair, the henge would have been enough,’ she says with a smile.

‘So, you’re in?’ Nightly asks, leaning forward.

Jenna and Layla exchange a look.

‘We’re in,’ Jenna says, and Layla nods.

Constance sighs. ‘But the pair of you are attending Nessbrugh Coven College; there is no way we can be a coven with you so far away.’

Theo shrugs, looking from Constance to me and back with that wide-open look of hers. ‘They can transfer.’

‘Hardly anyone ever transfers,’ Vaughn says.

‘We did, Selena and I. We were at Gallons until Mabon, then we both got this feeling that we just didn’t belong there and that we should be at Neoards instead.’

‘You transferred to Neoards?’ I ask slowly.

‘We did, and I think… I think it was the magic, or the henge, or the coven. It was all of you, like you said about the orbs, we were being called because as soon as we got to Neoards we both knew we were right where we needed to be, and from the first time we performed magic with you, Aurelia and Nightly, we knew we were with whom we were supposed to be.’

And as I look around at them all, I feel it deep in my magic – these are my witches, and I am supposed to be with them.
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[image: L]ayla and Jenna are true to their word and join us at the end of the first week back after the Yule break.

‘It is just as I dreamt it,’ Layla says as she walks around the henge in awe.

I watch the other witches of our coven point out all the features of the henge to Layla and Jenna and I feel a deep connection to each of them. my coven kin.

Nightly comes over and stands close to me, my shoulder touching his arm. I take in the new purple embroidery thread that adorns his grey clothes – the fourth colour of magic having been added on our return – sitting among the swirls of yellow, red and black. Only two more colours after this one – it feels as if time is moving too quickly.

‘I take it you received your Imbolc invitation?’ he asks.

I pull out my red document wallet from my cloak and show him my invitation.
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HER MAJESTY THE PRINCESS REGENT, GEORGIANNA,

THE ROYAL MAGICAL COUNCIL

AND THE COVEN OF KNOWING

REQUEST THE PRESENCE OF

Ms Aurelia Wycherley
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AT THE IMBOLC CELEBRATIONS,

ON WEDNESDAY THE 1ST OF FEBRUARY 1815

AT THE REPOSITORY.

ARRIVALS FROM FIVE O’CLOCK, CARRIAGES AT MIDNIGHT.

ALL TO WEAR PURPLE.

FOR THE KINGDOM AND THE MAGIC.






‘Imbolc will always be my least favourite Sabbat,’ I say with a shiver, as I think of the fire festival that took place last year and my encounter with the creature beyond the black flame door – the man of smoke and antlers.

‘Mine too, and Mabon will always be my favourite,’ Nightly says.

‘Really?’ I ask, looking at him perplexed.

‘Of course, it was the first time I set eyes on you,’ he says with a smile.

‘Well, I have two favourites. Yule, because it was the first time I set lips on you and Ostara, because that was when I knew that we would always be together, magic and all.’

He reaches out a hand and gently caresses the back of mine.

‘Speaking of magic, Evelyn is delighted. A little in shock and totally convinced that her magic will be gone before she can be of any help to our coven, but I really want to do this for her, Aurelia, to find a way to bind the thirteen of us before that happens. She missed out on having a tether and now that she has the opportunity to experience a coven before her magic fades for ever, I want us to give that to her.’

I couldn’t agree more. All the coven-binding spells we know are set for twelve witches, but Jules is working on finding one from the Second Age of Magic that will accommodate thirteen.

‘Do you feel like a spot of magic now?’ he asks.

‘With you?’ I raise an eyebrow and watch as Nightly’s eyes widen, making my stomach clench delightfully, and all I can think of is the way he kissed me in my bed after Samhain. I wonder if he is thinking of the same thing as he shakes his head as if to clear it.

‘With all of us, if you please,’ he says with a smile. That little spark has dulled in him and I realize that he still looks tired: the worry over his mother is really taking its toll on him. ‘Are you still having trouble sleeping?’ I ask.

‘I am. I think the last good night’s sleep I got was next to you at Samhain,’ he says with a raise of his eyebrows.

‘What spot of magic did you have in mind?’ I ask, taking a step closer to him. He shakes his head and whispers to me, ‘The magic I had in mind and the magic I now have in mind are two very different things.’

I pull back from him and smile. ‘I think it would be best if we stick to whatever your original magic was – the one you have in mind now will have to wait.’

‘Unfortunately so,’ he says with a sigh. ‘We should see if we can open that last door.’

A thrill of excitement runs through me. ‘Yes!’ I say, with wide eyes and a surety deep within my magic that this is going to work.

Just as we did before, we summon a new key into being. Well, two actually – one for Layla and Jenna with an M and Q on the hilt, and one with a single N.

‘For Evelyn?’ Nightly asks as we all approach the stone in the middle of the henge that we have been using as an altar.

‘It must be,’ Bev says, picking it up and holding it out for Jules. He takes it and gently drops it in his inside pocket before giving it a tap.

Once Layla and Jenna know how to transform the key and have opened one of the three previously unlocked doors, we all turn our attention to the last door.

‘Emilio, I think you should do the honours,’ I say.

‘Are… are you sure?’ he asks, and I can see the thrill of excitement that is running through him.

‘Of course. Your family have been looking for this place for centuries; besides, if Marco truly is trapped in there then you should be the one to set him free.’

‘Thank you,’ Emilio says, his voice and hands shaking a little as Henry pulls their key from his pocket and together they alter it, using the Golowhe rune Kosoleth – stillness.

I stand next to Jules and call my wandlet into my hand. ‘Just in case,’ I say, and he has already done the same.

The lock makes a satisfying click as Emilio turns it and I realize how quiet we have all become as he pushes the door inwards. Darkness is ahead, soon lit with a witch-flame. Henry adds his to his tether’s and their gold and purple flames dance around one another as they seek out wall torches and light the small passageway that leads to a set of ascending stairs.

The air flowing out of the door is cool but fresh; it smells like late summer, like the earth after a rainstorm.

Emilio leads the way and as we ascend, the petrichor grows in intensity, the rich, familiar smell putting me at ease. At the top of the stairs is another door, plain and unassuming and like many of the other heavy wooden doors in the coven college.

Emilio pushes it open and we are standing in a great hall, similar to the one on the west side, where we had the debutante Yule ball last year. Maybe this one was the original; it is bigger, grander, the windows are taller and wider, and the floor is a mosaic made out of wood, showing the crest of Neoards. I begin to walk around, my boots striking the floor in resonating clunks.

‘I can’t believe we actually found it,’ Emilio says, his voice in awe, his eyes wide as he turns in slow circles in the middle of the room. ‘All this time, all of my family looking for this place, and now, here we are.’

I feel like a weight has been lifted, as if we have taken some big step forward. I turn to Nightly and say, ‘If we can find the Lost Quarter, something that has been missing since the beginning of the Third Age of Magic, then surely we can find a way to return the old magic and end tethering.’

‘I don’t see why not,’ he says with a smile.

I am blissfully happy, standing in a hall that was once lost, with a witch who was once my enemy.

‘Oh, my goodness, come quick,’ Jenna calls from one of the windows and we all rush over. ‘Look,’ she says, her voice a little breathless. And when I look out of the window, I realize why.

The windows look out onto the courtyard, but not the triangular courtyard that we know well – a square one. The grass immediately in front of the windows looks different, thicker and greener, and there is a distinct triangle of that vibrant grass leading into the centre of the courtyard where Heston Nightly’s tomb resides.

‘It truly is still here,’ Vaughn says. ‘And we are in it.’

It is early evening outside, and the first stars are just starting to twinkle in the darkening sky.

‘Look, there’s Omar Marsh,’ Selena says, and we all watch as Marsh strides along the courtyard in a hurry, completely oblivious to the fact that we are watching him from the Lost Quarter.

‘That Omar, he was always in a rush to get somewhere when we were boys,’ an unfamiliar voice says. Martyn lets out a little scream of shock, and we all have our wands raised at the older man standing next to him who also lets out a cry before he reaches out a finger and pokes Martyn’s arm. ‘Oh, you are real. I thought I might have imagined you; I sometimes do that you know, imagine people.’

Emilio takes a step forward.

‘Are… are you Marco, Marco Torres?’ he asks.

‘Why, yes, yes I am.’ Marco narrows his eyes as he looks at Emilio properly for the first time. Marco’s roughly cut salt-and-pepper hair must have once been as dark as Emilio’s, the same for his short, clipped beard that is more grey than black. His dark eyes are large and welling with tears as he looks at Emilio.

The rest of us move back a little as Emilio walks towards his long-lost great-uncle who has one hand stretched out, as if he is worried that Marco will be spooked.

Marco slowly reaches out his hand and steps forward to meet Emilio, their palms touching.

‘I am Emilio Inigo Torres; my grandmother, Carmen, has been waiting for you for a long time.’

Marco grasps Emilio’s hand, then pulls the younger man towards him, holding him close. I dash my tears at the look on Marco’s face, at the thought of how long he has waited alone in the Lost Quarter.

‘Carmen, is… is she here?’ Marco says, when he pulls away from Emilio, looking around expectantly, his tears flowing freely now.

‘No, she is not. But I am, and we are. You are not alone any more, Uncle Marco,’ he says, gesturing to the rest of us. Marco freezes when he spots Jules and I.

‘I hoped that the two of you would come. I saw you open the tomb last Yule and I had a feeling about you both, that you had been sent to find me,’ he says.

‘I think in a way, Marco, we were,’ I say, wiping at my tears.
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[image: T]he Lost Quarter looks as if it is frozen in time. Furniture that even my great-grandfather would have thought of as old-fashioned adorns every room. Everything is in perfect condition – the soft furnishings are still brightly coloured, the metal and woodwork still have their lustre and the whole place looks impeccably clean, not a pinch of dust or dirt.

‘How do you keep it all so pristine?’ I ask as I run my finger over a fireplace in a drawing room that Marco has led us to.

‘The magic does it,’ he says. ‘When I first got here I didn’t realize how it worked, but one night I saw it in action. It is as if the whole place resets at midnight. Any food that I eat from the well-stocked kitchen during the day is back on the stroke of midnight, and nothing ever goes off. Whatever I move during the day is put back in its place. The first time I wore some of the clothes that weren’t mine I got a shock when I awoke naked, but I’ve got used to it now and the clothes are always clean and pressed and put back in their place. It’s really quite handy in some regards.’

‘What happened? How did you get trapped in here?’ Henry asks.

‘Ah, yes, that I am sorry to say was my own fault. Folly or hubris, or a mix of both, with a dash of pure bloody-mindedness. My family had always been quite keen on the idea of the Lost Quarter, a bit of a family obsession, and to the one who found it would be bestowed an immense amount of family pride, something that I sought more than anything. I wanted to prove myself, to stand out against my sister Carmen, Emilio’s grandmother. People often talk about living in someone’s shadow but my sister cast no shadow, she was pure brilliance. It was I that cast a shadow in her presence, a shadow that I sought to eliminate by finding the Lost Quarter and proving myself to shine just as brightly as her. I guess that is an accolade that will go to you now, young Emilio.’

Emilio shakes his head. ‘I didn’t find the Lost Quarter, you did that – what I found was you,’ he says. ‘My grandmother is going to be beside herself when she knows you are safe,’ Emilio adds softly.

Marco dashes his tears and – as if remembering he was telling a story, a story that when he had first begun to tell it had a sad ending but now that has changed – returns with an energy that was lacking before.

‘I had been diligent in my investigating of the college. I focused on it and it alone, and in doing so I discovered that Naylor Selwyn and Alice Boone were not the primary builders of this college, they merely helped to finish it. It was two infamous witches named Heston Nightly and Mathilde Wycherley who were the founders of a slightly earlier college called Wynne Hordes.’

‘Yes, we know,’ Theo says with a look at Nightly and me.

‘Oh, you are most diligent scholars indeed.’ Marco pauses for a moment. ‘Did you know that the witch that lies in the tomb outside is not unknown but is in fact Heston Nightly?’

‘Yes, we know that too,’ Jenna says.

‘I guess you know that he cursed Mathilde, then sealed up the Lost Quarter.’

‘Yes, we know that, and the curse is still going strong,’ Jules says, gesturing to me. ‘This is Aurelia Wycherley.’

‘Um, I wondered what was going on with your eyes, but I thought it was impolite to ask. I didn’t want to scare you all off,’ Marco says.

I can’t imagine how isolated Marco has been.

‘Did you know that there is a henge below this college?’

‘Yes,’ Nightly says with a smile.

‘And that it is built on old magic?’ We all nod.

‘Um… I’ll have to think of something really good to impress you all with,’ he says, staring off into the distance and thinking in silence for a while until Selena asks, ‘How did you find your way inside here?’ She sits next to Martyn and takes off her cloak. I do the same – the Lost Quarter is unseasonably warm and I wonder if the season is frozen in time too and resets to a late summer day at midnight also.

‘Now, before I tell you, I don’t want you to judge what I say too harshly. In my defence, as I said, I was all-consumed with finding this place, so when I found a spell hidden in the depths of the library that showed how to bring the dead back to life, for a time I thought that if I raised Heston Nightly I could ask him how to get into the Lost Quarter.’

‘You used necromancy to find your way in?’ I am sure that the disgust in Layla’s voice is shared by us all.

‘I kept that spell for the longest time, trying to find a less malevolent way,’ Marco says. ‘But time was running out, and a month before college was set to end I lost the battle of wills that I was set in with the spell. I went down to the central courtyard in the dead of night, to the crypt of Heston Nightly, and performed the spell.

‘I though perhaps the crypt would crack open and his skeletal body would limp out and point me in the right direction with a bony finger. But what actually happened was before I was even halfway through the sequence of the spell, the stone effigy of Heston Nightly rose and said in a booming voice, “Who doth dare to wake my bones?”

‘Well, I was frozen to the spot as he lunged a great hand towards me, hoisted me from the ground and said, “You and your kin have been a plague on me for many a year, and yet none have stooped so low as you. Malevolence is dangerous, boy, once it crosses your magic you can never go back. So you too can never go back. I banish you to that which ye seek until my kin should wake my sleep and open the quarter to set you free.” And then he dropped me, and when he did it felt as if a giant hand grabbed me around the middle and pulled me down a twisting staircase, into an underground cave with a henge at the bottom and four doors in the wall. One of the doors opened as I flew towards it then closed with a resounding thud as I hit the ground, in the darkness, alone and stuck, till now; till you.’

He looks around at us, his bottom lip trembling, and my heart breaks for him.

There is a light tittering of conversation as we all take it in and Emilio consoles Marco.

‘Heston,’ Nightly says sharply, with a shake of his head. ‘I hope I have inherited none of the family spite that he has.’

‘You haven’t,’ I whisper as I lean in close to him. ‘You are the opposite of everything that he is – kind and generous, and so giving with your time and energy.’ I lean in closer to his ear and whisper, ‘And love. I am so very glad that you are my Nightly.’

‘Marco, would you mind if we explored the Lost Quarter?’ Emilio asks.

‘Of course not, but I wonder, might… might I walk with you as you do? And while you discover this place, might I ask you questions about our family, and of dear, sweet Victoria? She was my best friend; I never deserved her as a tether. I saw her searching for me in the weeks after I was placed here. I would like to discover what has happened to her, to them all; I do not dare hope that my mother and father are still alive, but Carmen… I want to hear of Carmen.’

We set off through the rooms, initially as a group but slowly break off as we find things of interest and linger behind or, eager to explore, go ahead.

On the third floor where the dormitories are, in the other three sides of the coven, Jules and I are exploring the rooms. The quarter was lost before the coven college opened its doors to scholars and so quite a few of the rooms are empty or in the process of being set up for their purpose. The arcades below don’t have their training circles in place yet and the brew houses are nothing but rooms with long benches in them.

I follow Nightly into the second of two furnished bedrooms that we have found – the other of which we exited quickly, the slept-in bed letting us know that it was probably Marco’s. I wondered if he woke a little after midnight each night finding that the quarter had made the bed around him and unmaking it as he rose each morning.

In the room we flee to, the bed is freshly made and everything but the desk in front of the window looks in order.

The chair at the desk, however, is anything but – lying on the floor with its legs in the air. The desk looks as if it has been swept clear; an inkwell knocked over on the desk top spilling over the leather inlay, the floor festooned with papers.

Like me, Jules is drawn to the desk and when he gets there he crouches and begins to pick up all that has fallen, examining it.

‘Do you think that Marco did this?’ I ask just as he and Emilio pass and he pops his head in the room.

‘It wasn’t me, that mess is always there,’ he says with a wave of his hand. ‘Oh, nephew, let me show you the kitchens!’ he adds, excitedly bustling off.

‘Why didn’t the Lost Quarter tidy this?’ I wonder to Nightly.

‘I don’t think that the magic tidies, I think it returns everything to how it was on the stroke of midnight when Heston banished the Lost Quarter. This mess must have been here then,’ Nightly says, and it makes perfect sense.

I lift one of the early blueprints to the college, similar to the one that we saw in the museum, except this one has the henge clearly marked on it. Next I pick up several sheets of figures detailing how much some of the stonemasonry for the building is costing. Then I see an unfolded piece of paper with a seal on it that I instantly recognize.

‘The Wycherley seal,’ I say, running a finger over it. ‘I think that this room once belonged to Heston Nightly.’

‘And the other, Mathilde?’ Nightly offers. ‘Of course, they would have lived here while building the college.’

I unfold the letter and read it aloud.


‘Dear Heston,

I know that this letter will bring you no comfort, so please do not expect it to.

I received your correspondence, and I must say I am shocked beyond measure to learn of your true feelings for me. In the years that we have cast our magic together, I have never for a moment thought of you in any other way than my magical tether and never held you in any other regard than as my friend and partner in exploring the magic and wonder of the world.

If I had ever received any inclination that your feelings towards me were moving into something more romantic in nature, I would have sought to quell you of them.

You know that my heart belongs to Hugo, that is has since I first met him. Your brother and I want nothing for you but to find your own happiness, as we have found ours, but your actions of yester morrow have made the situation between the three of us quite impossible.

The conditions of our tethering do not require us to be in one another’s orbit, so Hugo and I wish to remove you from ours.

This is the last time that you shall hear from me. The last time that I shall contact you.

Hugo and I will be at the coven a sennight from now to remove my personal effects. If you have any love or feelings left in regard to the both of us, please ensure that you are not there. I could not bear to endure another ugly scene as we have recently experienced, to do so would only taint my memory and opinion of you further.

Your tether in magic alone,

Mathilde Wycherley.



I look at her name, at the elegant handwriting, at the circular blotches where tears hit the paper while she was writing or Heston was reading.

‘Hugo…’ Nightly says, reaching inside his pocket for his notebook. ‘Hugo Nightly, I remember something about him when I was researching Heston and Mathilde.’

He flicks through his notebook, stopping on a family tree – I remember him having made a similar one for Mathilde.

Hildred, Heston and Hugo Nightly were all connected on the tree – siblings. Nightly points to Hugo’s date of death, then points to the letter. ‘Exactly seven days after the letter was written, when Mathilde and Hugo were due to come here.’

‘Do you… do you think that Heston Nightly killed Hugo?’ I ask

Nightly doesn’t even pause to think about it. ‘Yes, yes I do.’

I give a little shudder; this new revelation has done nothing to help my poor opinion of Heston Nightly.

‘How could he kill him?’

‘People often do foolish things for love,’ Nightly says.

‘But even so; his brother! How on earth did Mathilde ever think that Heston was a good match for her?’ I feel so angry at Heston Nightly: he cursed my ancestor and killed her love, all because she had not wanted him.

I start to fold the letter up when I notice something. On the back of the paper in quite a different hand, no doubt Heston’s, is a sigil spell with no protective circle.

It begins to glow with the same flicker that I have come to think of the Golowhe runes as having.

‘What do you think this is?’ I ask. I turn it again. ‘There look, it’s three of the Golowhe runes interlocked with this other strange symbol.’

‘A new rune?’ Nightly asks

I shake my head. ‘If it is a new rune, it is not one of our Golowhe runes; this is something else.’

‘Which Golowhe runes does it use?’ Jules asks, turning to a clean page in his notebook.

‘Daskor, Gwrians, Keniver Tra,’ I say.

‘Return, creation, everything,’ Jules translates. Then he looks as me and I can feel my magic tugging in awareness.

‘You can combine the runes?’ I say.

‘It would appear so.’ Nightly raises his eyebrow and looks more closely at the interlocking runes. ‘What do you think this spell does?’ I run my magic over it and instantly feel a streak of malevolence from the symbol holding them together.

‘I think you can combine the runes – but I wouldn’t want to unite them like that,’ I say, holding the paper from me. Nightly agrees, and so does my old magic. It not only balks at the sigil but revolts.

‘Do… do you think that this sigil might have something to do with the spell that Heston used to curse Mathilde?’ I ask.

Nightly takes a closer look at the sigil. ‘I’m not sure. The Golowhe runes have only been positive, and besides, I can’t see a curse like yours coming from a tiny bit of magic like that.’

I guess Jules is right, but even so I can’t help wondering. I stuff the letter into my document wallet, not wanting to touch it any longer. Something in that spell scares me.
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Twenty-seven

[image: ‘I]… I don’t want to leave,’ Marco says as we all stand in the hall once more. ‘This is my home and… today has been a bit of a shock and… will it be all right if I stay here, just till the idea of outside becomes a little less terrifying?’

‘Of course,’ Nightly says. ‘We’re not going to do anything that you aren’t comfortable with.’

Marco escorts us all down the stairs. ‘You will come back though, won’t you?’ he says, the anxiety raw in his voice.

‘Of course we will,’ Emilio replies. ‘I give you my word.’

Marco looks a little more settled before adding. ‘And you won’t lock the door?’

‘We won’t lock the door,’ I say, and as we all cross the threshold he watches us leave the door wide open. ‘I don’t suppose you could bring me a new book to read? I’ve read everything in there several times over.’

‘We can do that,’ Selena says.

‘Oh, and a notebook, a pencil, maybe some nightclothes of my own. And cake – I haven’t had cake in forever.’

‘Of course we will,’ I tell him as we all head for the back of the henge.

‘What should we do? Surely we should tell someone?’ Constance says in a whisper. ‘And when he does leave the Lost Quarter, how are we going to explain everything? We’ll have to show everyone the henge.’

‘Maybe not. Maybe we can just tell one person and get their informed opinion first,’ Nightly says. ‘Someone with connections and agency but who also already knows about the henge and us and our… mission.’

‘Evelyn?’ I ask.

Nightly nods. ‘I’ll write to her this evening and see if she can come and visit; she’s been desperate to see this place anyway.’ He smiles and I feel a pull of satisfaction that we are going to share the henge with her.

I turn to look at the open door to the Lost Quarter and see that Marco has gone back inside.

‘We should come up with some sort of rota to check on him,’ Emilio says. ‘I don’t know how I feel about not telling my family that he is alive, especially my grandmother. But it’s been this long, I guess a little while longer isn’t going to make any difference and besides, Marco needs to feel comfortable.’

‘I can’t imagine being alone for all of those years, trapped inside and looking out through the windows, seeing the world move on while everything inside stays the same, except you,’ Selena whispers, a sad horror in her voice.

Emilio shakes his head. ‘I can’t stop thinking about what might have happened to him if we hadn’t found one another, hadn’t opened the door; he would have died all alone.’

‘But he didn’t, you found him,’ Nightly says.

‘We found him,’ Emilio says. ‘Together.’

I suddenly feel incredibly sad for Marco, but also for all of the Wycherley women since Mathilde. Each of them lived similarly isolated lives because of the deeds done by Heston Nightly. My fate would have been similar if it were not for the witches around me who’d advocated for me – my mother and Frances, Russo and Platz, Nightly. Without them, I would have been just as trapped as Marco, as alone as Great Aunt Antoinette.

The next morning, Jules and I creep into one of the kitchens and liberate a large sponge cake.

‘We’ve still got it,’ Nightly says, raising an eyebrow to me as I open the door into the henge.

‘Oh good, you’re here. Something strange has happened,’ Marco says from the doorway into the Lost Quarter.

‘What is it?’ I ask, taking in his anxious appearance.

‘Something has changed,’ he says. ‘I went to bed last night as usual and when I awoke, I was clothed…’

‘Were you wearing clothes when you went to sleep?’ I ask.

‘Yes, but they should have been stripped off me and placed in the wardrobe during the reset, but the reset didn’t happen. The things moved were not returned to their places. I can’t find anything, the food consumed yesterday was not replenished, the chairs in the sitting room are in the disarray that we left them – it is all very strange. Is that cake for me?’

‘It is.’ Nightly holds it out to Marco, who pauses at the threshold. Marco holds the plate at arm’s length and turns it from side to side as he takes in the sponge, as one would a precious jewel.

‘Might we take a look at the Lost Quarter?’ I ask.

‘Indeed, indeed, where are my manners. I have longed to have guests and when I do I treat them appallingly, apologies. I should show you the kitchens, that way we can find a knife for the cake and I can make us all a cup of tea to make up for my awful hospitality,’ Marco says.

Inside the Lost Quarter everything looks just as I remember it, and when I look out of the windows of the hall, I am sure that we are hidden from the rest of the college. But it feels different, as if whatever spell was keeping the Lost Quarter asleep is now fading.

As he leads us to the kitchens, Marco points out all of the things that are wrong.

‘I left that book there yesterday morning, it should be in the library on the second floor, third bookcase to the left, middle shelf, and look these flowers have dropped some petals, and here… here there should be a chair, which I dragged into the reception room so that we all would have seats, oh and would you look at that!’ he says, pointing to what looks like a cobweb on the ceiling. He shakes his head. ‘And it is freezing in here; I had to put on a cloak!’ he says, swishing down the stairs into the kitchen. Reverently he places the cake on the table.

‘None of the fires were lit this morning, I had to do it myself,’ he says, finding a knife and some plates before cutting the cake and handing us each a slice.

Marco holds a forkful of cake before him, then opens his mouth and closes his eyes as he eats it. ‘Oh, oh that’s good,’ he says.

He polishes the whole slice off and then cuts himself another.

Jules and I eat our cake in silence, allowing Marco to enjoy this small pleasure.

When we are done, I move to clear everything away. ‘Oh, just leave it. At midnight…’ then he stops, catching himself.

Jules and I quickly wash and clear everything while Marco tells us where everything goes and he places what is left of the cake in the pantry. ‘I hope this is still here tomorrow.’

I smile over at Nightly. ‘Don’t worry, there is more cake where that was from and we can bring you milk and firewood, whatever you need.’

‘There is something I would like to show the two of you, if you have time that is,’ Marco says. I look at Jules – we have lessons in a while, but I guess we’ll just be a little late.

Marco leads us up the stairs to the second floor then along the corridor past a small library. I see Jules pause at the doorway, no doubt eager to explore the volumes.

He catches Marco and I up and walks into the room a beat after me. The first thing that I am drawn to is the painting above the fireplace. I’m mesmerized by the witches in it, Mathilde Wycherley and Heston Nightly. I instantly know it is them, because their resemblance to the two of us is uncanny. Heston has a similar jawline to Jules, he is paler in complexion but although his hair is in a different style and is almost black, it has the same tousled look to it. He is also sporting a curling moustache and pointy beard. ‘Don’t ever grow one of those,’ I say to Jules.

Mathilde’s hair and eyes are the same chestnut brown as mine were before the curse; she has a small smile, and I instantly warm to her.

They are standing side by side, wandlets and swords in their hands. Mathilde is staring straight out of the painting, as if she is looking at Nightly and I.

‘Is… is that Ankoth?’ Jules asks, pointing to a broom hovering beside Mathilde.

‘I think it is,’ I say with a smile.

Heston is looking back over his shoulder at Mathilde and behind them both, in the distance, at the centre of the painting, is the black-flame door.

‘Jules!’

‘I see it,’ he says, walking towards the painting. I follow him.

Now we are closer, I can see other details – in front of the door is a henge and, in the background, are black trees. I put a hand on Jules’ arm with a gasp as I realize where the two of them are.

‘That wood, that henge, they lie in Avalon. And that black-flame door is the door that I exited from when I journeyed to that place,’ I say, my voice high, a chill running down my spine at the memory of the man of smoke and antlers.

Another step closer and I can see that the gilded picture frame is adorned with the Golowhe runes, but as I study them I realize that there is no pattern to their placement, repeating and flowing from one to another with no real order.

‘Thank you for showing us the painting, Marco,’ I say.

‘It changes, the scene in the background of the painting,’ he says, and I feel the hairs on the back of my neck rise.

‘What do you mean?’ I ask, glancing over at Nightly, who has a wary look about him.

‘It is as if the painting is more of a window made of paint and canvas; the trees change positions and sometimes I see a strange creature in the background with claws and antlers, and swirling smoke – it scares me.’

Nightly snaps his head back to me then and I can feel my heart rate rise. ‘In fact, last Imbolc, I thought I spotted you in it. When I saw you yesterday, I realized it was you.’ He motions to me. ‘You were running through the henge while the creature pursued you, and then you were gone. But he remained, and he raged at your disappearance.’

I look from Marco to Jules and that chilled feeling down my spine only gets colder as I stare back at the painting, the black-flame door staring back at me.
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[image: I]t would appear that when we discovered the Lost Quarter we also opened it too. The reset, once broken that first night, never reappeared, and whatever spell had kept the place locked in that late summer day was broken.

‘Luckily the spell that is keeping the Lost Quarter hidden feels like it is holding,’ I say as I run my magic over it. ‘But who knows if it will last or not.’

But as the week progresses and the Lost Quarter remains hidden, I start to believe that element of the spell will hold true for a while longer. Which is good because, like Marco, I’m not quite ready to share this place with the world yet.

The twelve of us spend any free time that we have exploring it. So much so, Marco suggests we set up a kind of base. It seems like a logical progression, but I notice that with our increased presence, Marco has become less inclined to ever leave the Lost Quarter. I’m hoping he just needs time to adjust.

I often find Nightly in the library there; it is a treasure, full of books from the Second Age of Magic that I am sure have been lost to the annals of time or buried in restricted collections. Books on flora and fauna, gemstones and stars, spells, potions, charms and hexes. I know that Nightly is looking for anything that will help us, and when I find him asleep in the library some mornings, I feel both grateful and concerned. He has lost weight, and I am sure that most of it stems from worry over his mother.

With less than a week to Imbolc, I am hoping that getting him back to London will be a good change of scene. I already have plans on how to help him relax and for organizing different outings we can take.

‘Aurelia.’ I hear Jules call me through the busy corridor between lessons.

He pulls me to one side, through the door and into an empty spellorium.

‘My father wrote to me,’ he says. ‘He has received intelligence of my mother living in a small cottage in the wilds of Derbyshire. He is not in the country or at liberty to pursue the lead, so has asked that Evelyn and I do so. I’m leaving immediately. Father has given us the name of an inn to meet at – The Crossed Wands in Matlock. If we are unsuccessful in locating our mother, I’ll try and persuade Evelyn to come back here with me to meet Marco before Imbolc.’

I nod at him, wondering how long he will be gone for.

‘What is it?’ His voice is tender and I realize that I had not guarded my emotions; he must have felt them all.

‘It is just that I am going to miss you terribly, and I am a little worried about you. How much did you sleep last night?’ I ask.

He shrugs. ‘Enough.’ Then he leans close and kisses me, and I can’t help but think myself selfish for not wanting him to go.

He strokes my face. ‘I hate to leave you, especially when there is so much to do. I wonder, might I take that letter – the one from Mathilde with the sigil on the back? Puzzling over that will distract me from missing you,’ he says with a smile.

I quickly reach inside my pocket and pull out the red document pouch before passing him the letter with the Wycherley seal on it. He opens it and pauses, I see his eyes darting over the paper and watch as his face becomes still.

My heart misses a beat as confusion and hurt flood the tether, and he looks up at me.

‘Why… why didn’t you tell me about this?’ he asks, and I knit my brow before awareness dawns. In my wallet are two letters with the Wycherley seal – one from Mathilde, telling Heston she no longer wants to see him, and one from Antoinette to me, telling me I never need to tether.

‘Nightly… I—’

He holds up a hand. The pain I feel running down the tether is almost physical, and I curl in on myself as I start to cry.

‘Jules, I’m sorry. I should have…’

‘Yes, you should have,’ he says quickly, rescanning the letter.

‘I… I didn’t want… I…’ I try to tell him that I was scared but my voice is caught in my throat and Nightly… Nightly is emotionless, as empty as the tether connection has suddenly become – as if a door has been closed, firmly stopping me from feeling him.

The clock strikes the hour.

‘Aurelia… I have to go.’ He begins to walk away but then turns back to me. ‘I hate that we are to part this way. Whenever my parents fight, they never resolve anything. I don’t want to be like that, I don’t want us to be like that, and yet… I have to go if I am to make the coach in town.’

‘I understand,’ I say, and he shakes his head, his bottom lip trembling a little.

‘I thought you did, Aurelia. I thought that you knew me, and I hoped that you thought better of me than the opinions of all Nightlys that you once held.’

‘I do. I…’

His jaw is fixed as he tries to master his emotions, my heart is fraying at the look of hurt he is giving me

‘I… I have to go. Maybe a little distance will be good for us,’ he says, walking for the door.

‘Jules.’

He pauses, not looking back at me.

‘I am disappointed, Aurelia. Disappointed and hurt.’

I feel wretched: how could I not have trusted him, when all he has ever done is stand beside me from the moment that we first met? I was so convinced that if he found out he would hate me, and now I have been proved right.

He pulls open the door and leaves. I don’t move. What have I done?



‘I found her like this,’ Constance says and I pull the covers up further over my head and carry on ignoring her. ‘She didn’t come to flying lessons and wasn’t in Marsh and Moon’s brewing class this afternoon.’

‘Aurelia.’ It’s Vaughn’s voice, and I almost tell him to leave but instead I start crying and hope he will go away.

‘Did you find Nightly?’ Constance asks.

‘He’s gone. Henry said that he’d received a letter about his mother and had left in pursuit of her.’

‘Do you think this is because he left?’ Constance asks.

‘Probably,’ Vaughn says, then, after a pause, he adds in a slightly raised voice. ‘I knew that Nightly was no good for her, but you know what she’s like – always mooning after undesirable witches; first Crenshaw and now Nightly.’

I throw the cover from me. ‘How dare you suggest that Jules is anything like Crenshaw!’ I say with all the loathing that I feel for myself directed at my brother. He narrows his eyes at me, but beside him Constance gives a little smug smile at Vaughn being able to goad me.

‘Well, I’m just saying, he’s gone and you’re here… crying, like you once cried over Crenshaw! Do I need to issue Nightly a duel? It is unfortunate that we have become friends, but if he has done something to upset you this badly…’ Vaughn’s countenance suddenly changes to being deadly serious. ‘Has he done something to you?’

I shake my head and watch as Vaughn relaxes a bit.

‘We… we had a disagreement, that was entirely my fault. I called his honour into question and now… now he is questioning everything.’

Constance sits on the end of the bed and extends a hand, placing it on my knee.

‘What did you say to him?’ she says softly.

‘I… I have a secret that is… private, but it concerns Nightly and the circumstances of our tethering. I kept it from him because I didn’t want him to feel like I had tricked him into tethering with me, and… and he found out, about the secret.’

‘I see,’ Constance says with a sigh.

‘You do?’ Vaughn says, looking perplexed

‘Yes.’ Constance rolls her eyes. ‘How would you feel if I kept a secret from you? Something to do with our tethering?’

Vaughn shrugs. ‘It depends what it was.’

‘Something big, by the sound of it. Something that might have made you reconsider sharing your magic with me.’ Constance looks to me for assurance on the enormity of the secret and I nod miserably.

‘Well, in this case, I’m with Nightly then,’ Vaughn says, crossing his arms.

‘I flop back on the bed and hide my face in the pillow. ‘I’m a horrible person and he is never going to forgive me.’

Constance moves up the bed and pulls me from the pillow before hugging me towards her and smoothing my hair back from my face.

‘He will forgive you because he loves you, and that is why he is so very upset.’

Vaughn sits on the other side of me. ‘And because you love him, you will find a way to fix this,’ he says. ‘I know that the two of you will get through this because there is only one love greater than the one shared by the two of you.’

‘Thank you, Vaughn,’ I say, wiping my face on the cover. ‘But Nightly has gone. How can I fix this?’

‘Do you know where he is going?’ Vaughn asks.

‘I do; I could go to him,’ I say, and Constance slowly shakes her head.

‘I was thinking that you could write to him. If you turn up, he might feel a little ambushed,’ Vaughn says.

I could write to him. After all, Jules and I fell in love through his letters, maybe they can help us fall together once more.

‘A letter then,’ I say.

‘A letter sounds good,’ Vaughn agrees.

‘But maybe you need something to eat first, and a bath,’ Constance says.

Vaughn slides off the bed. ‘I’ll fetch you some soup.’ As he walks towards the door, I ask, ‘You said that there was a greater love than me and Nightly. What is it?’

He looks at my best friend and says, ‘Why it’s me and Constance, obviously.’ And the two of them share a look that I feel completely awkward witnessing.

‘I’ll be right back,’ Constance says breathlessly as she slips from my bed and hastens out of the door after Vaughn.

After eating and bathing I feel a lot less wretched but still ashamed of my actions. I should have trusted Jules, and the sorrowful thing about it all is that I do trust him, with everything.

I sit at my desk, the empty soup bowl beside me, my quill in my hand.


Dearest Jules,

I should never have let you leave knowing that I have hurt you so much. How we left things this afternoon will always be a scar on my heart.

I wish I could go back and change how I handled things, how I made you question what we have – ironically, the very thing I was trying to prevent by keeping my secret from you.

I trust you Jules, with the most important parts of me, and I’m sorry I did not share this with you too. When I first read Antoinette’s letter while I was away in the summer, I feared many things; I feared someone finding out that my magic is even more singular then first expected, and I feared that you might think differently of me if you knew. I couldn’t bear that.

I also didn’t want you to think that our relationship was based on a lie because, Jules Nightly, nothing about us ever has been. Even in those early days, when I expertly persuaded you to assist me in my investigations, I was thinking of you.

Granted, most of my thoughts involved me hexing you, but a great deal of them involved the way that your hair flopped in front of your face and how I longed to push it back, out of frustration of course, or how on our first meeting in the library I had taken the measure of you, and found that you were irritatingly handsome before discovering how annoyingly easy it was to converse with you. Everything about us is real and true and, even though it took me a while to see past my family prejudice, I know that from the moment I saw you at that line of salt on Mabon, more than just my magic has reached for you.

Secrets are terrible things. I know how incredibly foolish and hurtful I have been. I should have let you have your own response to Great Aunt Antoinette’s letter; if I had stopped and thought of you instead of myself, I would have recalled how you once said to me, ‘I want all of you, Aurelia Wycherley, and that includes your cursed magic.’

I hope you still want all of me, even the parts that are foolish.

If you please,

Your Aurelia.
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Twenty-nine

[image: E]ven before our tethering, I felt that I had become a we, Nightly and me. When we are apart I usually feel like it is still the two of us, together. But now… now I feel like it is just me alone, just as I was last Imbolc. It doesn’t help that the tether still feels empty of his presence.

I am determined not to fall into the same kind of unhappiness that I experienced at the beginning of last year. I can tell that Vaughn and Constance are keen to avoid a repetition of that time too, as they keep me busy with the coven. I have thrown myself into my studies, something that has not gone unnoticed with my instructors.

The additional magical tuition with Russo and Platz continues to be as gruelling as ever, as they drill me in more and more complex spells that, before Jules’ departure, I would grumble about but now I find the intense concentration needed is a distraction from my tattered heart.

Almost a week after my fight with Nightly, I am surprised to see that my timetable has shifted slightly. Instead of studying the mysteries of magic with Marianne Hall and Walter Grier, I am told to meet Russo and Platz at the front entrance of the school. However, it is just Russo that greets me.

‘Ms Wycherley, I hope that you are well rested.’ This, I fear, is never a pleasant question where Russo is concerned, and I worry that Platz is off somewhere devising some truly demanding magic for me to handle.

I nod at Russo, not trusting myself to speak. He leads the way past the front entrance, away from the Great Hall and along a corridor I know well; down the stairs that will lead to the covered dock and beyond it one of the entrances to the henge. I start to feel nervous as we get closer and closer.

My whole body relaxes when he walks straight past the open archway that leads to the dock, and I thank the magic as we carry on along a corridor that leads to a number of storerooms.

I run my magic over the door that we stop outside, and I can feel the echo of strong wards that have recently been relinquished, wards that I am sure were not there in the past. However, I realize there is still one ward on the door, a cloaking spell designed to mask whatever is inside the room. Fear trickles over me as I wonder at what magic I will be expected to perform; what it could be that needs such a ward.

Russo knocks on the door. When it swings open, Platz is standing there with a sombre look on his face that has my nerves jangling again.

I don’t know what I had expected to see beyond the heavily spelled door but it was definitely not this. A large and lavish sitting room cast in soft, glowing witch-flames, richly polished wooden furniture and plush, upholstered settees. The walls are adorned with paintings, and a large glowing fire adds to the homely feel of the place. Next to the fireplace is a door that leads to another room, slightly ajar; I can see shelves of books and the edge of a writing desk beyond.

Living quarters, I quickly realize, and look away to a door on the other side of the fireplace that no doubt leads to a bed chamber. It is behind this door that I sense a malevolent streak.

‘What is in there?’ I ask Russo and Platz, unable to keep the tremble from my voice.

The door to the small study opens fully and out walk Mother and Frances. Joy momentarily replaces the apprehension I had been holding.

‘Not what, Aurelia, but who – and all will be revealed soon,’ Frances says as she walks towards me, her arms open, and pulls me in for a hug. I realize that with mine and Nightly’s falling out I have been missing home desperately.

I hold back my tears as I reach for my mother and embrace her too.

‘Unfortunately, my darling, this is not a social call,’ Mother says. Then, turning to Russo and Platz, she says, ‘Thank you, we shall call you when we are ready.’ She then escorts them from the room and bolts the door behind them.

‘Do not be troubled, Aurelia,’ Mother says with a pointed look at my wandlet, which has already curled into my hand in response to the streak of malevolent magic.

‘What’s going on?’ I ask plainly.

‘Let’s sit for a moment,’ Mother says, sweeping an arm out to the chairs arranged in front of the fire. I sit down as Frances pours tea for us. I notice that there is an extra cup and my magic catches again on that small spike of malevolence from whoever is in the room beyond.

Frances hands me a cup and I set it straight down on the low table in front of me.

‘What is this about?’

‘This is about the future, Aurelia,’ Mother says as she places her cup back in her saucer. ‘The future of magic, and of the kingdom.’

I look from Mother to Frances, who is squeezing lemon into her tea. The setting is quite at odds with the feelings that are running through me.

I sit and wait, expectant on what is to come next.

‘Unfortunately, Aurelia, we can say no more without… precautions,’ Frances says.

‘Precautions?’ I echo, feeling more and more unsure of what is happening here.

Frances continues. ‘We are about to share with you information of the highest of clearances. We also hope that, following this disclosure, you will help us along by performing a complex and advanced piece of magic. But before any of this happens, we will need you to swear an oath that will bind you to it and will halt your tongue should you try to share any of what we tell you or what happens in this room – who you may see and what magic you may perform. If you do, then a hex will strike you.’

‘What will this hex do?’ I ask, thinking of the filch hex that Nightly touched and knowing an oath hex is more powerful than that.

‘Firstly, you will find that your words turn sour in your mouth, that you will not be able to communicate. You will then be in a great deal of pain – a pain that will stop you from ever wanting to disclose anything of what is about to happen to anyone ever again. This is a secret that you must carry for ever.’ She pauses for a moment, a slight glance from me to Mother then back again.

‘Do you understand what is being asked of you, Aurelia? You can say no if you desire.’ There is an edge in her voice, and from her look I know that Frances does not believe this is a good idea, whatever this is.

‘I think I understand,’ I say very slowly. ‘You need me to perform some magic that, judging by the nature of the place we are in, may very well be dangerous. However, it is necessary, otherwise the two of you would not have come to persuade me. There must be a very great threat indeed, I fear.’

‘Very great,’ Mother says. ‘And I assure you that we have exhausted all other options; this is the only one left open to us, Aurelia.’ She leans forward a little, imploring me, as I notice Frances sitting up straighter, bristling. The two of them are not at all in agreement on this.

‘And whatever happens here, I can’t tell anyone – ever. Not even my tether?’ I feel sick at the thought of keeping another secret from Jules, but I also know that Mother and Frances would not be asking this of me if it was not imperative.

‘Not a single soul,’ Frances says. ‘Outside those of us that are here.’ She gestures to the room.

‘What are the risks?’ I ask. Mother pulls back a little.

‘If this is not done, then the risks to magic and the kingdom could be catastrophic. And the risk to you… we… we cannot say for certain – but we can tell you that you will be coming into contact with malevolent magic.’

‘We cannot tell you everything until you make the oath, and if you choose not to take it then you must leave here and never think of it again,’ Frances says.

‘And,’ Mother adds, with a look so grave and serious that I don’t think I have ever seen her so conflicted and yet, resolute. ‘If that is your choice, then know that we respect it. Whatever is to come afterwards, we understand.’

Frances’ nostrils flare as she places her teacup down hard on the table, sloshing its contents. ‘Really, Nell,’ she says in the harshest of voices.

‘Really,’ Mother replies, glaring at her tether. And I can tell that in the looks they are giving one another, a whole conversation is passing, not in the same way that Jules and I communicate across our tether but in the way that two people whose lives have been so entwined for so long and who have long ago learnt to read every subtle line of one another’s face, every gesture, look and breath, communicate.

‘This… this is important, this is necessary?’ I ask, levelling them both with a serious stare. If I do this, I will be keeping another secret from Nightly. But if I don’t… ‘Very well, I will agree to the oath,’ I say, but even as I do my magic is twisting and writhing inside me – what if this pushes Jules further away from me? Is this worth risking him for?

‘Thank you, darling,’ Mother says, squeezing my hand and giving it a little shake as she pushes her lips together, as if she is trying to convince herself that all will be well.

Frances takes up the chalk and draws a circle on the floor in front of the fireplace, and within the circle she writes the sigils of the oath. I notice that they are similar to that of a binding spell, but more focused.

Mother is preparing some herbs in a pestle, grinding them down and combining them. The aromatic scent fills the room and I breathe them in deeply, feeling an instant calmness.

I walk over to Frances, who is on her knees marking out the standing spell. ‘I’m sorry. I know you didn’t want me to do this.’

Frances looks up at me, her brows knitting as she shakes her head and stands up swiftly. ‘No, that is not it at all. I didn’t want you to be put in this position. It is unfair to have you agree to do something before you know what is expected of you. I am proud that you are motivated to help others, but I am here to help you – we both are.’ She looks over at Mother.

I swoop down and throw my arms around her neck in thanks, and she holds me gently as my fear notches up another level. Frances is the most stoic and level-headed witch I know, slow to anger and contemplative in her actions. If she is worried, then I have every good cause to be so too.

Moments later, Mother appears with the potion, glowing in a cut-glass flute. ‘I’ve done all I can to sweeten it, but it will still taste bitter,’ she says with a pinched look on her face. I swallow down the thick, iridescent liquid, the smell cloying and the taste metallic and sour. I force myself to drain the glass and not baulk. Frances passes me one of the cut lemons from the tea tray.

‘Suck on this – strangely, it helps.’ She’s right, as the overpowering taste is soothed by the acid in the lemon. I guess that Mother and Frances have taken their fair share of oaths, given their position on the council and as heads of the Coven of Justice.

‘Now, stand in the middle of the circle,’ Mother instructs me, and I take up my place. Frances stands to the west of me, Mother to the east, and as the two of them begin to chant, raising their voices in unison, binding me to the oath through the spell, the chalk lines on the floor glow, first white and then silver. As they chant, they slowly walk around the circle widdershins, smearing the chalk as they drag their trailing legs till the smeared chalk stops glowing and is nothing but white dust. I turn in the opposite direction, moving through the spell that I can feel wrapping around me, tight and constricting, and I suddenly have an idea: I cast the Golowhe runes Rydhses and Orven into the spell. As the potion I swallowed moves quickly through my body, chasing down my veins and seeping into my marrow, fixing itself to my magic, I hope that the runes provide me with some flexibility in the oath.

As they come to a stop in each other’s original starting places, Mother and Frances both drop their arms with a sigh and the taste that had filled my mouth is gone, as has the hot feeling twisting through me – it is as if nothing has happened at all.

I turn my head as the door to the small study opens slowly. The malevolent streak is now a rush as a dark silhouette pauses in the doorway for a moment… and Demelza Nightly walks towards me.
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[image: D]emelza crosses to the sofas and sits down, filling the empty cup with tea before lifting it to her lips and letting out a satisfied sigh. How can she be here? How can she be at Neoards, hiding out in the basement sipping tea, while Jules and Evelyn are searching for her?

She looks well, not a hair out of place, and this makes me even more incensed. Jules is making himself sick with worry for his mother’s safety and here she is acting like nothing is wrong.

‘I am guessing that the oath, the binding of my tongue, is because you do not want your family, your son, to know of your whereabouts, of your safety?’

‘I do not have to explain my reasons to you, nor do I owe you an explanation for my actions or the conditions that I asked the Royal Coven Council for in exchange for my… assistance,’ Demelza says.

But I know her reasons, because above all things she is loyal to the kingdom, to the magic. I have often reflected on the truth that she would willingly place the interests of the crown above even her own children.

‘He’s been looking for you – they all have,’ I say, my voice cold.

Demelza Nightly looks away from me. ‘I never asked them to; in fact, I directly told them not to.’ She drains her cup.

I shake my head about to say something further when I feel my mother’s hand on my arm, her eyes are wide as she gives me a short sharp shake of her head.

‘More tea, Demelza?’ Frances asks.

We all sit around the low table, the silence thick with all of the things that I am not to say, to yell, at Demelza.

Frances passes me a cup of heavily honeyed tea to wash away the bitter taste that is now in my mouth, thanks to Demelza’s presence.

‘Did you send Jules on a wild mother chase so that he would not be here when you were?’ I ask, suddenly grasping at the very possible idea.

‘Not I,’ Demelza says with a raise of her eyebrow in my mother’s direction. My mother does not meet my eye.

‘What exactly is happening here?’ I ask, the edge in my voice keen. ‘Are you living here?’ I gesture around the room.

‘No,’ Demelza says. ‘I have been here for a few days, but I am leaving this evening. It is not safe for me to be in one place for too long.’

I narrow my eyes at her.

‘Aurelia, you know that we are still to recover the Untethered Coven,’ Mother says, as if the witches have been misplaced.

Demelza lets out a snort at this, which Mother ignores.

‘There have been irregular sightings of them all over England. We have not been able to corroborate all of the sightings, but five of them we have. The first being the point where they gathered after breaking their confinement. The second at Lughnasadh, in Wiltshire, at an old henge site where they performed malevolent magic to try and block out the sun – to what end, we know not.

‘The third sighting was shortly after that when they showed up at Kestrel Lodge and attempted to take Demelza, by force.’ Demelza gives a little flinch at that, and I realize that Jules and Evelyn have no idea about the attack.

‘The fourth was here, just before Yule, when they tried to take you.’

‘And the other sighting?’ I ask.

Frances answers. ‘Last week, at another of the old henge site. They were intercepted… there were some fatalities on our side.’

‘How did you know they would be at the old henge?’ I ask.

‘We have been monitoring some of the old henges, after a few unconfirmed sightings of them there. Our main focus, however, has been on intelligence that they are actively searching for Demelza. We have been spreading false information in the hope they will follow it.’ I suddenly feel sick.

‘Jules and Evelyn have been following that information,’ I snap, glaring at the three of them in turn.

‘We know, as do the witches in charge of monitoring the misinformation.’

I am beginning to wish I had never agreed to this.

‘Although,’ Mother says, ‘we have reason to believe that there may be a leak in our information.’

‘I was attacked last week, as I travelled with a guard of Justice witches, not by members of the Untethered Coven but by a small group of non-magicals and a pair of tethered witches who had connections to this new so-called Coven of Triumph,’ Demelza adds.

I’m beginning to feel a little hasty in my accusations; maybe she really is keeping her whereabouts from Jules and Evelyn to protect them.

‘So why are you here now?’ I ask.

‘Ms Wycherley, I thought that was obvious. I am here because of you.’

I look from Demelza to my mother.

‘And this magic that you want me to perform…’

‘I do not want you to perform it, in fact I would very much like to have nothing to do with it, but it would appear that the Royal Magical Coven Council and her Royal Highness, Princess Georgianna, have a notion that together we may be able to seek out the members of the Untethered Coven.’

I suddenly imagine Demelza and I forced to team up and traverse the country, tracking down the users of malevolent magic, and the vision fills me with a sinking feeling.

‘How?’ I ask, and Frances cuts in.

‘We know from your work with Russo and Platz that you have an uncanny ability to sense things along the tethers of those you are connected to,’ Frances says. Dread seeps over me at what I know they are going to ask me to do. ‘Demelza has a particular gift, the ability to infiltrate minds and seek out information, a gift that when you were connected to her you too were able to use.’

I’m shaking my head now. ‘I can’t,’ I say, not wanting to go anywhere near Jonathan or the other untethered witches’ minds.

‘You can, Aurelia,’ Mother says. ‘I wish that you couldn’t, but you can, and we need you to.’ This is paining my mother. Like Frances, she doesn’t want to put me through this any more than I do.

‘They will know – they will feel my magic, and Demelza’s.’

‘They may not, but if they do, well, this is why we are here performing the spell.’ Frances takes a hold of my hand and gives it a squeeze. ‘Do you remember me telling you that this place always makes me feel a little off balance, something to do with its strange geometry? Well, that same bending of the compass will shroud your location. Neoards has a particular magic about it, it can only be found by those that it wants to be found by. Every year we have to scoop up three or four pairs of witches who have been unable to find the coven college even after being accepted, and likewise we find that some arrive here even though they had no designs to do so.’ I think of Selena and Theo and how they said that they’d felt called to Neoards, and Jenna and Layla and how they had dreamt of the henge.

‘Surely Demelza can do this on her own – why do you need me?’ I ask.

‘Why indeed!’ Frances says with a look towards Mother.

‘Because, Aurelia, your magic has the ability to enhance that of others. Demelza’s gift, although unique, is only strong when she has physical contact with someone, whereas you just need a magical connection. Do you remember the first time you connected to a coven? You were able to tell Russo and Platz things about the witches in that coven even though you were not with them.’ I nod, as I also remember that when Demelza entered my mind she had been holding on to my wrist. I then see the look that exchanges between Mother and Frances and see another reason – they don’t trust Demelza any more than I do.

‘And what exactly are we looking for in their… minds?’ I ask trying to shake off the feeling that has just crept over me.

‘Anything that will indicate where they are, what they are doing and what their intentions are,’ Demelza says. ‘You were adept at moving through my mind. If I am honest, you did so with a skill that I have never been able to master. I am hoping that your magic will enhance my own and that when we are connected we will be able to divide the coven – six each, six minds to wander through.’

‘Should we divide them before we start so we know who to aim for?’ I ask.

Demelza shakes her head. ‘I’ve only ever allowed my gift to flow where it wants to go,’ she says, and I can tell that it pains her to admit that she doesn’t have dominion over her own ability.

‘So – no plan, no objective?’ I ask.

‘The plan is to visit as many minds as possible in whatever time we have. The objective is to find out all we can to bring them down,’ Demelza says and I suddenly see a piece of common ground between Demelza and me: we both want to stop Jonathan and his coven.

‘Yes, that is true but, Aurelia, the most important thing in all of this is your safety, and Demelza’s too,’ Frances says, although I’m not sure how invested she is in Demelza’s well-being. ‘This is dangerous magic, you can get stuck in someone’s mind if you are not careful, or bring parts of them back with you, parts that will terrorize your own mind through them not belonging. There have been witches in the past who have had such things happen, which is why all Cognisiants who can reach the minds of others have to be registered and their magic is heavily monitored.’

‘If at any moment you feel threatened or unsafe, you retreat back to yourself, Aurelia, do you understand?’ Mother adds.

I nod in agreement, my worry spiking at the thought of being trapped inside the mind of Jonathan or any of the Untethered Coven.

Moments later Demelza and I find ourselves standing in a freshly drawn chalk circle, lined with salt. Frances lights five candles and places them at the pentacle points of the circle for additional protection before taking her place in the east, opposite Mother in the west.

I hold out a hand to Demelza Nightly; she hesitates for a second.

‘I have some advice about what we are to do. Always make sure you leave a door open so that you can get back. Hold on to your own magic and never be tempted to reach for theirs,’ Demelza says, and I nod my acknowledgment as she extends her long fingers into my hand. As soon as she does, we begin. My magic flows into Demelza as her magic flows into me. A moment of worry washes over me as I wonder if Jules can feel what my magic is doing, but the connection between us still feels closed.

I return my concentration to the task at hand and try not to pull away from Demelza as the malevolent streak that flows through her magic slips inside my own, twisting around it and trying to grab hold. I can feel my magic squirm and balk, and hers become more determined to grasp mine. I take a calming breath before soothing my magic and encouraging it to flow further into that connection, along Demelza’s tether with the wider coven, but my fear is barely contained and I can feel my legs trembling.

‘They are not together,’ I say out loud, knowing that the others will be listening. ‘They are… quite far from one another, spread out.’ As I reach for one of the twelve lines that I can feel radiating from Demelza, I feel her mind push out along a different connection.

‘Gilma Sinclair,’ I say out loud as I slip along the thread. The further I travel, the less scared I feel, as if I have left my emotions behind and they are becoming dull. I take in a sharp breath as I arrive in Gilma’s mind.

‘She has a job to do, a task given to her by Jonathan,’ I say, and, just as when I was in Demelza’s mind, I find I can leap from thought to connected thought. I see Gilma in a large, elegant room, crisp winter sunlight streaming through the windows, the sound of waves in the distance. ‘This is their base, their coven house,’ I say. I don’t know how I know this, maybe because Gilma does, but I have a deep understanding that what I have just said is true.

I try to describe everything I can see and hear. And then he enters the room… Jonathan. ‘He is talking to her now; he is telling Gilma that she needs to get access to somewhere, there is something that she needs to steal. It’s essential, the key to their plan, she feels important being given this task.’ On the table between them are plans for a building that I don’t recognize. As I try to describe the plan, I am pulled away from the room as I follow another thought.

‘London, Borough Market. Someone is handing out leaflets for the New Dawn, by a flower stall,’ he passes her one.’ And through her eyes I see her turn the flyer over and there is a message on the back. ‘A message, it’s written in a code or language that I don’t understand.’ Then my magic is flowing away from Gilma and along the connections to, ‘Kit! Kit Thorn,’ I say. Something about the message connected to him and I have leapt into his mind.

I instantly want to grab my ribs, bruised and sore, then I realize it is not my ribs that feel this way, but Kit’s. I look about. ‘He is in a tavern, ordering food and looking for someone. In his hand he is holding a golden locket from the pocket of his waistcoat.’ I look through his eyes as he opens it and inside is a miniature of Evelyn Nightly. He strokes a finger down her face and his emotions are strong and raw, filled with regret and longing and fear that he will never see her again, and shame for all he did to her. ‘He’s hurt and he’s scared, he… he regrets all that has happened and all that is to happen. His father is out of control, he won’t listen to reason, he won’t listen to me, how am I to stop him.’ My voice does not sound like mine as I speak, as I give voice to the inner thoughts of Kit Thorn. ‘How am I to save myself, to save everyone. Can I get a message to the council? If he finds out, he would not kill me, I am sure of it. For now, I must do what he says; I must find Demelza Nightly and bring her to him. But when I do…’ I sob and sob as images of death fill my head, of Jonathan and a large group of malevolent witches walking through London killing all the non-magical folk before them. And when they come to a line of black-clad witches of Justice, they send out a force of magic so powerful, all that is left are shreds of black cloaks floating on the wind.

Again, the magic carries me along a connection, and this time I am led to Jonathan. ‘He’s in the house by the sea, the one Gilma was in, he is reading a book,’ I say, smelling the salt on the wind and hearing the waves, I look down at the small book and see the spells inside, spells that I know are like him – malevolent in their intent. ‘He is walking now, through the house, and out into the grounds. The gardens are immaculate, and I can see the rise of a clifftop behind them, gulls squawk, and a bell is sounding from a village nearby. He heads for a small copse of trees. They have a henge,’ I say, then I access some information in Jonathan’s mind. ‘Father and Jonathan found this place; it was important to their work, their work on the great problem, a problem that Jonathan thinks he has solved.’ But I cannot see how he has solved it. I can only feel his smugness and surety that soon he will gain the last part of his plan, the key to everything, and then he will be unstoppable. As I go to push further in his mind, I am pulled along another thread of connection.

I’m with Lawrence Tyrell in a dark, subterranean room. In the middle is a circle of light shining down from above, like an oubliette; and trapped, not only in that light but in a containment spell, is a twisting cloud of shadow. I know exactly what it is the moment that I see it. ‘They have… they have part of the creature of smoke and antlers, from beyond the black-flame door.’ The anxiety that had been growing in me as I flitted from Gilma to Kit to Jonathan has leapt into fear at the sight of the shadow, and the distance between my consciousness and my emotions is breached. I remember how, when I had passed through the door with the creature reaching after me, Jules and I had severed part of him; it had turned to smoke and drifted off into the world. ‘They have captured it,’ I say, and I can hear the fear in my voice and feel my emotions spiralling, threatening to take over and pull me back to myself.

‘I am responsible for it being here,’ I whisper, icy cold terror seeping through me as I realize that Jonathan has access to this because of my neglect.

I feel compelled to reach out a little with my magic towards the remnant, towards the anger and misery of the swirling smoke. It wants to be free, it wants to go home, and it will destroy anyone who tries to stop it – everyone who has kept it and tried to pull magic from it.

‘They used the remnant of smoke to perform that spell, the one that blocked the sun.’ I’m back in Tyrell’s memories of that day, standing around a henge ruin at Lughnasadh with the smoke remnant swirling around them, contained by their malevolent magic. ‘They tried to pull it apart and take some of it into them, but they failed. They don’t know how to use it, so they are keeping it and Jonathan is experimenting on it.’ I watch as Tyrell casts a spell towards the remnant, and it flinches aside then writhes within the confines of its holding. I know that feeling.

‘Aurelia.’ I hear my name being called inside my mind. It’s Demelza, her voice is panicked. My own fear almost has me freezing and Demelza calls again, distant and desperate. Something is wrong, and I can’t help but think of Jules as I set out along the connections to find his mother; the echo of her is faint. She is with James Payton-Smith and as soon as I feel my magic surging towards them, I can tell that the door to Payton-Smith’s mind has been shut with Demelza inside.

I don’t have time to think or panic; I can’t let anything bad happen to Demelza. I feel my body going through the motions of a spell-casting, an opening. I place Anter into the sequence and instantly feel a way in. Demelza is close but I don’t want to venture any further than the threshold to Payton-Smith’s mind, keeping the door open for her. I stand at the end of a very long corridor and shout to Demelza. Then I send out my black witch-flame orbs, beseeching them to seek her out and guide her back.

As the orbs race down the corridor they highlight doors, each one locked and sealed, they illuminate paintings hanging on the walls that I instantly know are memories. James Payton-Smith’s mind is very ordered, with no disruptions save me and Demelza. I can hear hurried footsteps getting closer and a light gathering at the end of the corridor, getting brighter. ‘Demelza?’ I call, hoping that it is her. In a moment I am reassured that it is, as my black-flame orb races ahead of her, back to me, and behind her comes a bellow of rage. If he catches her, if he traps her in is mind, how am I ever going to live with myself knowing what I have taken from Jules?

‘Faster,’ I call as she barrells towards me, knocking us both through the door. As we careen along the tether back to ourselves, I shoot out a closing spell followed by a protective ward, sealing the doorway shut.

I open my eyes wide and gasp in a great lungful of air as my mind smacks back into me. Beside me, Demelza is hunched over, holding her side and struggling to breathe, and when she pulls away her hand from her stomach it is covered in blood. My eyes widen; I had no idea that any injury sustained in the mind could result in a physical wound.

‘Payton-Smith… he’s a Cognisiant – like me,’ she gasps.

‘He is not registered,’ Mother says. ‘We had no information about that.’

‘He knew I was there and attacked me before I could…’ She collapses to her knees.

‘Don’t let go just yet, Aurelia,’ Mother instructs as she rushes forward, levitating Demelza to the table and laying her down. I keep a hold of Demelza’s hand and she grips it hard for comfort or because she knows what will happen when I let go, I’m not sure.

‘That spell you sent out. I… I think you trapped him inside his own mind, stopping his cognisiant ability to travel outwards,’ she says, her eyes wide. I don’t want to search along those connections to see if she is right.

Frances assesses the injury and performs a binding spell on the blood flow while Mother fixes a draught of some kind.

‘Should we call for Merriweather and Penrose?’ I ask.

Mother shakes her head. ‘No, we can manage. The fewer people that know Demelza is here, the better.’

After a few minutes, when the bleeding is under control, Mother says, ‘Demelza, Frances is going to give you a sleeping draught before Aurelia lets go of you; that way you will be saved from the pain of her curse and we can heal you while you sleep.’

Demelza Nightly clenches my hand as Mother holds her still while Frances empties the draught into her mouth. In a second, she is sleeping soundly.

‘Will she be all right?’ I ask.

‘She has to be,’ Mother says.

‘You can let go now, Aurelia,’ Frances tells me, after checking Demelza is fully asleep. I remove my hand and, just as when I last connected to the Untethered Coven and their malevolent magic at Ostara, I am instantly consumed with sickness. I double over as sweat beads across my forehead and a pounding fills my skull. I collapse into a chair as Mother busies herself again, swiftly producing a draught to aid me.

Demelza is lying very still and serene on the table and for a long moment I think of Jules and Evelyn.
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[image: ‘A]urelia, did Payton-Smith see you, did he know that you were with Demelza?’ Mother asks me; her voice has an edge of panic.

‘I am not sure, I… I don’t think so, I never stepped into his mind, and I never saw him,’ I say, and Mother relaxes.

‘Good, good, he might not know that you were involved.’

‘But I did send my witch-flame in, and I called to Demelza from the doorway before I… sealed his cognisiant abilities inside his mind.’

‘We need to move Demelza to the next safehouse now; Payton-Smith got close enough to injure her, he may have found out other information. We will increase the security on the college,’ Frances says, giving me a marked look before she bustles into motion.

Everything moves very quickly after that, and in the moments before they leave Mother quizzes me on all that I’ve seen and heard. She and Frances take note of every detail to try and help them pinpoint where the members of the coven were and what they were up to. What exactly this thing was that Gilma was looking to steal – the key to Jonathan’s plan.

I try to draw out all that I remember from the plans Gilma had been studying, and the coded message that she received, but I’m sure that I do neither justice. It isn’t until I look back at my rough map that I have an inkling. ‘I… I think this might be the basement level at the Coven of Accord,’ I say, ‘where they keep the weapons.’

Mother looks over at Frances then moves towards my drawing. ‘You might be right, Aurelia,’ she says.

‘And I guess it makes sense that they would be after something destructive,’ I say. ‘Also, in Father’s journal that I read last year, he mentioned that he and Jonathan had found the ruins of a henge in Cornwall – maybe that’s where Jonathan is, where the remade henge is?’ But I also know that even if that’s where the henge is, it is not where the shadow remnant is being kept – and that shadow scares me more than any of the members of the Untethered Coven.

It had intention that is no doubt linked to the man of smoke and antlers, but that intention felt bright and brutal – all feelings, all rage. I shudder at the thought of it getting free, at the idea of the Untethered Coven using that power.

‘Thank you, Aurelia. We have found out more this afternoon than we have since the Untethered Coven’s escape,’ Mother says, before pulling me into an embrace.

‘You cannot speak to anyone about what happened here, but you can talk to us if you need to. This has been a traumatic and complex thing; we understand if you need to process it and we are here for you,’ Frances says and I hug her too. Just knowing that there is someone else that I can speak to is already making the things I just experienced a little lighter to carry.

I watch them leave, then climb up to my room. I find that my body is so weary I can just about make the stairs.

I try to keep that image of the shadow fragment from my mind, but in doing so I find that I keep thinking of Kit Thorn.

He consumes me as I relive the experience of his feelings again and again, and as I do I become sure that whatever loyalty to his father had first driven him to kill Cora, to be part of the Untethered Coven, he now regrets it all. He is the weak link. He could be the way into knowing what the key to Jonathan’s ambition is and what they are planning to do once they have it. No doubt my mother thinks the same; he was the person she had the most questions about.

I try hard to focus on the details – a tavern, somewhere in the Midlands from the accents of those around him. It was early evening and the place was busy. I wonder who he was waiting for – one of his coven maybe?

When I get into bed, I keep the drapes open so I can see the world outside. I lie there and think of Nightly, of how much we are up against. I miss him and when I sleep, I dream of him, but the dreams are not pleasant ones. In them I am standing at the entrance of a long corridor and instead of Demelza Nightly running towards me as she had in Payton-Smith’s mind, it is Jules. He looks angry and determined, and when he gets to the door he pushes me away, and I feel myself hurtling backwards as Jules slams the door on me.
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The Royal Magical Covens, a Magical Scholar’s Guide

By Teara Newell and Abigail Tanner
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THE COVEN OF KNOWING

It is a common misbelief that witches of the Coven of Knowing spend all day every day sitting about, reading books and drinking tea, and while, granted, a great deal of time is spent occupied with both of these activities, some of their number also spend time sitting about drinking tea and writing books for other witches to then read.

It is also worth noting that other members of this fine coven are fond of coffee rather than tea.

These bookish witches embrace scholarly activities that include, but are not limited to, collecting information and then cataloguing it, preserving it, taking time to understand and explore it.

Although that exploration may not be as flashy and far-flung as a Curiosity witch’s, it is just as deep and connecting, and often the discoveries made in the annals of history or the pages of magical data lead to the expansion of our understanding of magic.

A witch of the Coven of Knowing may often be seen as a know-it-all, but anyone who has walked through the magical library understands that no one witch could ever know it all, and thus lies the true power of the coven — collaboration, sharing resources and an unequalled passion to impart and share all that they have and know.
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Thirty-two

[image: I]mbolc could not come around fast enough, despite the fact that the Sabbat still holds as much trepidation for me as it previously had, maybe even more so. The anniversary of travelling to the land beyond the black-flame door and meeting the creature of smoke and antlers is a deep wound in me that I am not sure I will ever be cured of.

The celebration at the Repository will also be the first time that I have seen Jules since our disagreement – that is, if he is there. I have not heard from him at all, and the bond is still quiet.

I know that under different circumstances, Jules would be excited about visiting the headquarters of the Coven of Knowing, and I wish that we didn’t have the cloud of our fight hovering over the event, or the potential storm contained within the oath I was forced to take. It all feels like such a mess, and a fragile one at that. I’ve just divulged one secret to Jules, I don’t want to keep another from him – and yet the oath will force me not to tell Jules that his mother is safe, even though he deserves to know.

Unlike the other coven houses, the Repository is small, a single-storey building that looks no bigger than my own home. Isolated, it sits on a hill overlooking the river and the Barracks, the headquarters for the Coven of Accord. I see that the ships are still anchored in the Thames, their red sails glowing in the light of the setting winter sun.

Once inside the small building, we are greeted by a large swirling staircase that leads down into the hill, and I quickly realize that what is above ground is but the tip of the Repository – the rest of it is carved into the earth in a vast network of tunnels and chambers that extends deep under the streets of London.

I join the tour with Constance and Vaughn, only half-listening to the guide from the Coven of Knowing saying, ‘No sunlight and a constant temperature with little humidity all makes this the perfect place for knowledge to thrive.’ As we descend deeper into the coven, I send my magic out, seeking Nightly, but I can’t sense him here at all.

I know that if Jules was beside me, I would be keen to learn about the secrets that this place holds – but secrets have done me a disservice of late and all I want to do is be rid of them all.

The ballroom for the evening is in the middle of a giant library, which covers at least five storeys; balconies upon balconies of books all connected by sweeping staircases look down on the area where the dancing is to take place. I marvel at it and, for a moment, I forget my gloom and apprehension and spin in a large circle looking up at the thousands upon thousands of books. Nightly is going to love it, I tell myself, then I remember that he is not here.

Constance dances the first with me, continuing a tradition I am so glad we established. Without it I would no doubt be all by myself, although I know this is not necessarily true: I have my coven, my friends, with me and I dance with them all throughout the night, enjoying their company as best I can.

Halfway through the evening, I feel a pull on my magic. I stop dancing with Selena, and when she gives me a quizzical look I say to her, ‘Nightly is coming.’ She smiles at me broadly. I almost cry, I have missed that feeling so much.

‘About time,’ Selena says. ‘Not that it is any of my business, but you two are kind of the glue of this coven and if you are falling apart then the rest of us feel that too.’

My voice catches in my throat a little as I say, ‘We’re not falling apart, we’re just… working stuff through.’

‘Well, in that case, have fun making up.’ Selena walks away, her soft lilac dress swaying as she goes, before she glances back and gives me a wink.

I look at the large double doors that lead out of the main library and start to slowly walk closer to them as I feel Nightly – his magic and, down the tether, his emotions, as jumbled a mixture as my own, unsure and overwhelming all at once.

I remember the first time that I’d sought him out in a library I had been full of very different feelings, I was determined and resolute. I wish I felt that way now. Then I knew exactly how I was going to win Jules Nightly over and now I don’t know what on earth I am going to do to win back his trust.

The doors open and my breath catches as I see him: his dark-purple waistcoat, coat and cravat and his black trousers and shirt make him look as if he has stepped from some fiery shadows with his too-long hair blazing in the amber light from the witch-flames.

I hold my breath as he sees me, and although everything in me is telling me to run to him, I hold still, I wait, because I want it to be his choice and not something I have pressed upon him. He takes one step towards me, and another, and I know that it has always been his choice, all of it – no one can make Jules Nightly do anything he does not wish to do.

He stops in front of me and gives a small bow before holding out his hand.

‘Ms Wycherley, if you please,’ he says in a calm, level voice that is so at odds with my inner turmoil.

I think about teasing him but the feeling in my heart, the guilt I have at not telling him about my secret sooner, is too heavy for that and I just want him to hold me in his arms.

I place my hand in his and he leads me back to the dance. A lump rises in my throat, and tears threaten as my legs feel weak. How could I have ever jeopardized this… him?

‘I am sorry I’m late. I did not mean to be. I shall explain all later but for now, there are more pressing matters that we must speak of.’

‘Quite,’ I say, my voice coming out strained.

‘Aurelia…’

‘Shush,’ I say, and place my hand to his lips. My name on those lips is all it has taken for me to come undone. And as my tears stream down my cheeks, I manage to say, ‘Just dance with me, Nightly.’

He pulls me close to him and turns me in the dance, and as he does, he moves us both off the dance floor, past the crowd of onlookers and into the library stacks. When we are a short way from the dance floor, he pulls me to a stop.

‘Aurelia…’

‘Please Jules, I have something I need to say,’ I tell him as I look up into his serious face, his jaw set, his hair flopping in his face, his eyes fixed on me, and he takes a step closer.

‘Is it that you do not want to kiss me?’ he asks.

‘No.’

‘Then it can wait,’ he says as he backs me up against the bookshelves. He places a hand on my cheek and lowers his lips to mine. His kisses have never tasted so sweet and I have never been so greedy for them, for him. As I pull him to me, his body pressing against mine, I reach one hand up to his hair, the other down to the small of his back, securing him to me.

‘Aurelia.’ He half gasps my name as I melt into him and kiss him more passionately.

‘Too long and too far,’ I tell him as he kisses my neck, my décolletage, the top of my breasts. ‘You were gone too long and too far.’

He stops and pulls his head up against my hand and says, ‘I know, I found myself with other business to attend to; we didn’t find my mother.’ I open my mouth to tell him that I know, that I saw her, when the oath tightens around me and I gasp for breath, ripping my arms from him and wrapping them around my ribs.

Nightly takes a step back. ‘What’s wrong, did I hurt you?’ I shake my head.

‘An oath,’ I say breathlessly, only for another wave of pain to constrict my chest. I am glad to find that my tongue had not been bound, the Golowhe runes have bent that part of the oath – I am not sure how much I can tell before I succumb to the pain bursting through me.

‘I see,’ he says, taking my hand and leading me deeper into the library stacks. He lifts me and sits me on a desk then stands before me.

‘I don’t ever want there to be secrets between us,’ I say. ‘I don’t ever want this to happen again, so… so when I took the…’ I let out another deep moan as my insides feel taut and painful, like a metal band being tightened. ‘I placed the Golowhe runes in the sequence, Rydhses and Orven.’

‘Freedom and boundary,’ Nightly says. ‘Very clever. So although the oath is in place, there is still some flexibility.’

‘Yes. My tongue is free. But the pain!’ I say, as sweat beads on my face.

‘Okay. I understand, you made an oath, and you don’t want to keep secrets from me any more, but I don’t want to see you in pain. So, I don’t need to know, Aurelia, not at your expense.’

‘Your mother,’ I say and feel the world swirl as the pain kicks it up a notch. Nightly folds his arms around me.

‘My mother, she made you swear an oath. You’ve seen her? Is she safe?’

I whimper as I nod my head against his arms, my tears staining his purple coat.

‘She’s safe, that’s all I need to know, Aurelia. No more. No more pain,’ he says.

‘The Coven Council,’ I manage to say before the pain is too much and I cry out.

‘Aurelia.’ Sitting me up straight he holds my face in his hands, wiping my tears with his thumbs. ‘Enough, I mean it. She is alive, you saw her, she is safe and with the Coven Council.’ I try to nod my head in agreement but as I go to move my head the pain shoots back and I stop, just a light whimper escapes my lips.

He wraps his arms around me and holds me to his chest. Minutes pass, the pain slowly easing, the band around my chest releasing.

‘I must apologize to you thrice. I should have written to you as soon as I received your letter, but Evelyn and I did indeed find a missing someone during our trip and were forced to take a surreptitious route back to London, for reasons of safety and secrecy.

‘For my second apology. I have had much time to think both on your great-aunt’s letter and on how I reacted. I am ashamed that I did not stay and that we did not talk things through, that I did not try to see things from your point of view, how the rejection that you suffered at the hands of Crenshaw and the rest of magical society upon receiving your curse may indeed have inspired distress.

‘And for my third, I am sorry that I did not confide in you immediately that this news from your aunt changes nothing for me. I love you more than anything else in this world, or the one beyond. You will always have me, Aurelia, whether your magic needs me or not, because I… I need you.’

I look up at him and he lowers his lips to mine in a kiss that is soft and gentle.

‘I don’t want us to keep things from each other, let us never disagree or misunderstand one another again,’ I say, clinging to him, to his words.

‘Aurelia, I can’t promise you that, but I will promise that we will always come back to one another and talk things through. And we will always make up with kissing and dancing.’

Then he scoops me off the table, pressing another kiss to the top of my head as he leads me back down the stacks and towards the ball.

‘Dancing first, then more kissing – we have lots of making up to do,’ he says, and my heart swells.
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Thirty-three

[image: T]he magical metal rails that surround the Season Garden are festooned in their winter tradition of falling snowflakes, and when we enter, the garden is covered in a layer of crisp white snow. The chill of the air pinks my cheeks and I rub my hands together to warm them. Vaughn offers his arm to Constance, and in his other arm he is carrying a picnic basket and several thick blankets, which I offer to help with.

‘Please, Aurelia, I’m trying to be chivalrous!’ he says, and I smile, leaving him to it.

‘I’m glad that you and Nightly made up,’ Constance says. ‘Or should that be made out.’ She raises her eyebrows. ‘You were in those book stacks talking for an awfully long time.’

‘Ugh, Constance. She’s my sister, I don’t want to know,’ Vaughn says and Constance elbows him.

‘It’s romantic,’ she replies, and he gives her a look that I don’t want to know about.

‘Don’t forget to meet at Kestrel Lodge at four o’clock,’ I say to them both as we get to the amphitheatre. Cymbeline is the play today and, while it is one of my favourites, I don’t want to intrude on Constance and Vaughn. Besides, I have a previous engagement.

As I walk through the snow-covered pathways with my skates in my hand, I hear the laughter and merriment from the amphitheatre. I watch the debutantes in their whites and soft greys as they promenade together.

As I walk towards the lake something hits me on the top of the head and I look up to see the mistletoe.

‘You again?’ More berries drop on my head. ‘It’s no use, my kisses are only for one person, and he is not here.’ I say. As I walk off, I feel more berries hit me in the back, I shake my head. Then as I turn to glare at the mistletoe I see Nightly rushing down the path towards me and I can’t help the little lump that forms in my throat as I see him.

He halts under the mistletoe and waves me back to him. I roll my eyes but walk towards him anyway. Dropping my skates on the ground, I and reach up and pull his lips to mine. His arms circle around me and I smile as our lips remain together. We pull apart and I look up at the mistletoe.

‘Happy now?’ I ask.

Nightly is almost as bad at ice-skating as he was last year.

‘You could use a spell,’ I say to him after another solid fall.

‘That would be cheating.’ His voice comes out in a winded groan. ‘And although together the two of us have partaken in some illicit acts, that is not one that I feel comfortable doing.’

I reach out a hand and pull him to his feet: he looks down at me and my whole body feels instantly warm.

‘You know I once spied on you just about here,’ I say to him.

‘Really?’ He raises his eyebrows.

‘Yes, it was after my debutante presentation, before the library. You were just here, and I was up there.’ I point to the tree that I had hunkered down beside.

I use the blades of my ice skates to dig into the frozen riverbank and climb my way up to my former hiding place. Nightly follows me.

‘You know this little bend in the lake is pretty well covered,’ he says as we look at the small bay-like batch of ice in front of us, concealed from the view of most of the rest of the lake.

‘Who knows what one could get up to in such a place,’ he adds.

He turns to look at me and I feel my stomach twist delightfully as he leans towards me and I reach for him. Kissing him, then pushing him down behind a bush, I lie on him and shower him in kisses as it starts to snow, covering us both in tiny white flecks.

‘Aurelia,’ he says in a low voice and just as I am about to lose myself in his lips, I hear the sound of metal on ice: someone is skating close.

We both freeze and look in the direction of the lake, through the roots and low branches of the snow-ladened bush.

‘Crenshaw,’ Nightly says in a low rumble that vibrates through me. I duck my head, laying it on Nightly’s chest, and he wraps his arms around my back, holding me close, as we watch Sebastian.

He is not alone; a small knot of witches come into view. I recognize his tether, Bertram Downing – but there are two older witches with them that I don’t know. One is a tall young man in his late twenties, with coal-black hair and a penetrating stare, the other an older lady, closer in age to my grandmother than my mother. She has the look of someone who is habitually displeased, and I am surprised at the strange grouping of witches.

‘That is quite impossible, does Jonathan have any idea how protected that is?’ Sebastian’s voice is high, as it had often been when we were children playing and Constance was persuading him to do something that he did not want to do. But it is the mention of Jonathan that has piqued mine and Nightly’s interest.

‘He does,’ the older lady says. ‘And we know that you do too.’

A beat of silence before the young man says, ‘You unlocked all of those charms once, you can do it again.’

‘I… I did, but I was not alone,’ Sebastian replies.

‘And you will not be alone this time. Mr Downing will be with you, as will I, and a few other trusted witches,’ the woman says.

‘You have to do this; time is running out,’ the young man continues, and I have the strangest feeling that I’ve seen him before and try to remember where.

‘But… Aurelia Wycherley…’ Sebastian begins.

‘James Payton-Smith says that your practising is paying off and that you and Mr Downing have almost mastered all the spells needed, and you have enough time to work on your stamina before Ostara.’ The older lady smiles, an act that looks so at odds with the rest of her demeanour that I feel a little sickened by it.

‘Daddy is counting on us,’ Downing says. ‘As are your mother and father, their alliance with the Untethered Coven depends on our success, Sebby. We can’t let them down, we can’t let all of the witches of the kingdom down: we have been oppressed for too long.’

‘Here.’ The older lady passes Sebastian a scroll that he slides into his cloak. ‘Schematics for the Cloister – learn the layout, the way to the upper levels will be clear for you but only for ten minutes or so, you will need to be swift…’

‘I know, I know – the indication to act will be the start of the fireworks and I must have it by midnight or not at all.’ Although he is trying hard to hide it with an air of nonchalance, I can hear the fear in Sebastian’s voice.

‘Jonathan will be kept informed of your progress,’ the young man says. ‘He is a brilliant man, a powerful witch, he has high expectations of the two of you, as we all do – don’t mess this up, Crenshaw, too much is at stake. Many witches have played their part to get you here; do you know how much paperwork the two of us had to fill out to get it moved from the Barracks to the Cloister?’ the young man says, and suddenly I remember him as the host from the tour of the Barracks at Yule.

‘Something that I had to set up a fake investigative project to aid in, except now I’m tasked with leading a bunch of enthusiastic Mystery apprentices.’ The woman lets out a disgusted grunt.

‘Make it work, Crenshaw, or Jonathan will be the least of your worries,’ the young man threatens before he turns and skates away.

The older lady reaches out her hands to Bertram Downing and Sebastian. ‘Good luck, we are all counting on you,’ she says, then too skates away.

As soon as she is out of view, Sebastian slumps, his shoulders down, his hand wiping over his brow.

‘I… I don’t know if I can do this,’ he says, and Bertram grasps him by the shoulders and turns him around to face him. ‘You can, and you have to. We still have weeks left to practise. You’ll get it, I know you will, because you have too.’

Sebastian lets out a big sigh. ‘Aurelia did most of the work when we unlocked the box; I was about to give up, but she had the strength to keep us both going. I don’t know if I’ll be strong enough.’

‘Of course you will, because it won’t just be you and me; we’ll have a whole coven of magic to draw on. And besides, the witches of the world are counting on us to set them free from the tyranny of the crown.’

‘You’re right,’ Sebastian says, and Bertram gives him a quick hug before taking his hand and skating back to the shore.

‘Aurelia, what was he talking about? What box did you open with him?’ Nightly asks.

‘It wasn’t a box, it was a casket – and inside it was Excalibur!’
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Thirty-four

[image: I] have never been inside Kestrel Lodge, although I have stood outside it while Nightly was convalescing, recovering from my magic and my kisses last Yule.

It is a very large, very grand old house with a sweeping staircase in the vast entrance hall that Nightly leads me up and into a large, airy drawing room. I don’t know what I was expecting from Demelza’s taste in home decoration, but it was not bright and cheerful with soft pastel walls and floral furnishing.

‘Are you sure you live here?’ I ask as I walk in.

‘Yes, why?’ Nightly says with a laugh in his voice.

‘It’s just not very… I mean, I expected something different from your mother.’ I gesture to the room.

‘Oh, I see. No, this is all Evelyn.’

‘That makes a lot more sense,’ I say and cross to the tall window with soft cream curtains draped around the sashes. I look down on the square in front, just as a carriage pulls up.

‘Emilio’s here,’ I say. ‘With Layla!’ Jules is by my side and we both see Emilio help Layla down from the carriage. I look away and turn my head straight to Nightly, closing the distance between us with a kiss.

‘Be careful, Wycherley, I might have to bring back that no-kissing rule while we’re organizing things, otherwise I might lose my focus.’ He smiles.

‘You wouldn’t dare,’ I say, feigning outrage.

A bell rings and he give a playful shrug as he leaves to let his guests in.

‘Aurelia?’ Layla calls from the top of the stairs.

‘In here,’ I reply.

She enters, Emilio following behind her.

Constance and Vaughn arrive soon after. ‘What exactly is this meeting for?’ Constance asks, looking about Kestrel Lodge and taking in its grandeur.

‘I don’t know all of it – Nightly called the meeting and he said it was best I find out alongside everyone else,’ I say as I lead Constance over to the refreshments. Layla and Emilio are already helping themselves and when the others arrive, they all gravitate to the table too.

Bev is the last to arrive. ‘Sorry, I was promenading and lost track of time,’ she says with a shy smile.

‘Anyone we know?’ Henry asks.

‘No one you know, but I suspect that the others do,’ is all she says, but I see Constance sit near her and I know that she will get it out of her before the evening is over.

‘Wycherley,’ Nightly says as he stands next to me. ‘Do the others know about the letter from your great-aunt?’ he asks as he holds out the letter to me. I shake my head as I take it. ‘I think that we should tell them.’ I turn and look at him, eyes wide. ‘It’s important, I promise,’ he says.

‘Do you want me to read it out?’ I ask.

‘That is up to you.’

‘No secrets between us and none between our coven too.’ I say.

Nightly goes to the drawing room door and closes it. As if it is some unspoken signal, the others take their seats.

‘Shouldn’t we wait for Evelyn?’ Jenna asks.

‘She’ll be along shortly,’ Nightly says. ‘I have already filled her in on most of what Aurelia and I have to share with you this evening. It would seem that while I have been absent, much has come to illumination.’

I start by reading the letter. Vaughn looks at me with wide eyes throughout and when I finish he says, ‘You’ve carried that around since our trip? You could have told me; I would have helped you with the burden.’ I’ve never loved him more, and Constance reaches out and squeezes his hand.

‘I… I didn’t know what to do with the information. My magic is already so singular and now… now we know that it is even more so than that.’

‘There are two main things that I have taken from Antoinette Wycherley’s letter,’ Nightly says. ‘The first is that Aurelia’s magic, the old magic from the First and Second Age that we know she has, does not need a tether, even though she has chosen one.’ Nightly looks over at me then with a look of pride that makes me feel ashamed of how I had acted over the letter. ‘I have long mulled over what Heston Nightly told Aurelia and I last Yule; that he made his curse using the old magic and a little something else – something that he referred to as approaching malevolence, something that I now think he called on through our henge.’ Then he turns to look at me as he says, ‘And from the way that the creature of smoke and antlers accused Aurelia of having stolen magic, I think it is not a stretch to assume where that magic came from.’ Jules’ eyes seek me out, checking I’m okay as I process that enlightenment. I have never really given much thought to what the creature meant when he said that I had stolen magic, but as Jules is speaking it feels right, in a terrifying way, that part of my curse, my magic, comes from him.

‘But what does this mean? How can it help us to overcome the Untethered Coven and restore the old magic?’

Jules holds out a hand to Layla. ‘I don’t have all of the answers, but that is okay because together we will find them.’ I pull the other letter with the Wycherley seal from my document wallet, the one that Mathilde wrote to Heston, and Nightly reads it out and then shows them all the combined sigil on the back.

‘I think this might have something to do with the spell that Heston used to curse Mathilde. It feels like too much of a coincidence that he scribbled it on this important letter. Maybe if we can unpick it, work out what spell connected the runes, then we can find the part that called to the old magic. Henry, Selena and Bev, I know that you have been doing a lot of investigation into the Golowhe runes; can I ask you to take an in-depth look at this?’ he says, passing over the letter to Henry.

‘We sure can,’ he says, looking at the runes on the letter before passing it on.

‘The other thing that I took from Antoinette’s letter is that Jonathan knew she had magic, untethered magic.’ I can’t help but get an icy feeling down my spine every time I think of how Jonathan had been plotting since that day in the garden with Antoinette.

‘I doubt very much that he knew it was old magic to start with, but from his work with Ulric le Fay I think he began to understand,’ Nightly continues. ‘I think we can all assume that Jonathan has been planning this for some time, gathering information and setting in motion many plans that are all leading towards one thing.’

‘Another witch war?’ Theo tentatively asks. I nod and feel an unpleasant tightening within me at the thought of what I saw with Demelza, what I heard at the Coven of Triumph’s meeting, what Nightly and I witnessed on the ice.

‘Maybe something more insidious than that?’ Emilio suggests. ‘We all know that he, like the Coven of Triumph, believes that magic should rule the world, dominate over non-magicals. I think what he is planning is more dangerous than war and more like the domination of witches at the expense of the lives of those who don’t have magic.’ Emilio looks at Henry, and I see the wave of worry and knowing run through our coven.

Nightly then begins to tell everyone about what we saw with Crenshaw on the ice.

‘Crenshaw, ugh, he is such a worm,’ Constance says through gritted teeth.

‘Crenshaw and Downing are going to steal Excalibur, but why?’ Henry asks.

‘All witches of the kingdom have to swear their oaths on its blade, a blood oath that they will do no harm to the kingdom or the crown with their magic.’

Anderson is nodding. ‘I had to do the same, before I started at Neoards: at Litha, there was a ceremony at Carlton Palace and witches who were now in the kingdom but who had not had their debutante year were there.’

‘Yes, my father had to do the same when he moved to Britain from Bavaria after meeting my mother,’ Theo says.

‘Ha, I had no idea that happened, although it makes sense,’ Martyn says.

‘It certainly does,’ I add. ‘When Crenshaw and I unlocked Excalibur, I felt something like malevolence in the magic of the sword. Something that wanted to dominate and control. What do we know about the sword?’

‘Umm… it is a relic of the First Age of Magic,’ Vaughn says.

‘It was gifted to King Arthur, the first king to gain oaths from witches, by a mysterious lady who lived in a lake,’ Martyn says.

‘Right, a lady that lived in a lake.’ Layla gives a roll of her eyes.

‘It’s no more unbelievable than a creature of smoke and antlers who lives behind a black-flame door,’ Selena says with a shrug.

‘I guess you’re right,’ Layla agrees.

‘King Arthur had a witch as his advisor, Merlin, the greatest witch of the First Age, who became his Guardian of Magic. The king also had a half-sister who was a witch,’ Vaughn says. ‘A witch named Morgan, who was a le Fay just like father was.’

‘Do you think you are related to her?’ Jenna asks.

I say ‘no’ as Vaughn says ‘yes’.

‘Father didn’t think so, Grandma le Fay does,’ Vaughn adds.

‘Does it matter?’ I ask.

‘Maybe, maybe not,’ Constance says. ‘Either way, it might be worth doing some further investigation into her history.’ She continues, ‘But I guess the most pressing concern is that Crenshaw is after the sword, that he is going to give it to Jonathan, and that the Untethered Coven are going to use it in some way to incite this witch war.’

‘Of course,’ Bev says. ‘They want to break the oath, the one we have all taken, so that they can go against the crown with no consequences.’ We are all quiet for a few beats and I can feel both the anger and the anxiety amongst the coven rise.

‘Ostara, that is when he and Bertram Downing are going to try and steal it. Well, we should take it first!’ Martyn says, and we are all quiet for a moment thinking about this. ‘I mean, we could. Selena, could you find out where it is being kept?’

Selena is thoughtful for a moment. Her father and his tether are part of the High Coven of Mysteries, and as such he would have access to much information, and many places. ‘Yes, yes I could,’ she says after a moment

‘And Nightly, you said that the older witch mentioned that the coast would be clear for ten minutes after the fireworks start, so all we need to do is delay Crenshaw and Downing for a few minutes and get ahead of them – steal the sword before they even know we have taken it,’ Bev says.

‘That… that might just work.’ I can hear a growing conviction in Jules’ voice. ‘And I could forge a replica sword, so that Crenshaw has no idea that it was stolen. It might even buy us some time, if Jonathan doesn’t realize for a little while that it has been replaced.’

‘Are we really doing this? Are we going to commit a heist? Steal a magical relic from a coven headquarters?’ I ask.

‘Yes,’ Vaughn says at the same time as all the others. I smile. ‘And if we are going to do it then I think we should be a proper coven when we do. We should tie the coven knots before,’ he says.

I feel a little spike of worry run down the tether.

‘Yes, we probably should. It would give us the best chance of success, especially if Crenshaw is getting help from the Untethered Coven,’ Jenna adds.

I look at them all and smile; this was what Jules and I had been charged with doing, raising a coven to stand against malevolence, and that is what we are going to do.

‘There is one final thing,’ Nightly says. ‘When I was looking for my mother, I found something else, or rather, someone else.’

He holds up a finger to us all to wait, then exits the door.

‘Who is it?’ Constance asks me.

‘I have no idea,’ I say with a shrug. When Jules opens the door, I am not prepared to see Kit Thorn.
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[image: I]t’s Vaughn who lunges first; he punches Kit square on the jaw before Nightly holds him back.

‘You and your shit of a father tried to kill Constance,’ Vaughn shouts as he fights against Nightly’s grasp. I realize that I have never seen my tether so slow to action or my brother so quick to anger.

I place a hand on Constance’s arm and pull her further behind me, my wand in hand, as Martyn joins me in shielding Constance and Bev wraps her arm around her. I can hear my best friend crying and I have never wanted to hex someone so much in all my life.

‘What is the meaning of this, Nightly?’ Layla says. She too has her wand in hand – as one of Vaughn’s closest friends, I would expect nothing else.

It’s Evelyn who speaks – in the commotion, I hadn’t seen her enter the room behind Kit. ‘Most of you don’t know me, not personally that is, but by reputation, I am sure. I have almost as much cause to hate Kit Thorn as Constance does, and yet, I am concealing him here in my home and aiding him because we need him. I wish it were not so.’

‘How can we trust him?’ I ask, narrowing my eyes at him.

‘He has sworn an oath, under his own volition, to tell us the truth and aid us in bringing down the Untethered Coven,’ Jules says, looking at me, and down the tether I can feel his intention. ‘We need him, we need what he knows,’ he adds.

‘How did you find him? How do you know this isn’t a trick?’ I ask.

‘When Evelyn and I got to Derbyshire searching for our mother, he was there. He went to great pains to leave his father, his coven, to come with us, to help stop them.’

I remember when Demelza and I were travelling through the minds and memories of the Untethered Coven that I saw Kit at an inn, and that he was thinking of Evelyn, and how much he hated what his father was doing. Having a glimpse inside Kit’s thoughts doesn’t convince me that I can trust him but it does convince me that what Jules said was true, that Kit does want to aid us.

I lower my wand and slowly the others do the same. Jules lets go of my brother, who shirks him away. ‘Just keep him away from us.’ He wraps an arm around Constance, and Selena and Theo vacate the sofa furthest away from Kit.

‘Ms Prior, I… I’m sorry about what happened, I…’ Kit stops at the look of pure hatred that Vaughn is giving him.

‘Don’t,’ I say. ‘Don’t try to justify or excuse any of it. The only reason that you are not facing two duels right now is because Nightly says that we need you – but if we find that we no longer do, then be sure to know that you will be seeing both me and my brother in the duelling ring.’

Kit swallows hard and nods.

I remember the last time that I faced Kit in a duel as Jules’ second and my eyes move to Evelyn. I think of both the hex that Nightly gave Kit and how I had seen him clutching Evelyn’s miniature. I worry about Kit Thorn’s motives, but I guess right now, all that matters is how he can be of advantage to us.

I stay standing as Nightly pulls out a chair and places it in front of us all. Kit slumps on it and I can see that he has lost weight since I last saw him properly: his cheeks hollow, his eyes darkened; his hair is in need of a cut and makes him look quite unkempt.

‘Tell them everything that you told us,’ Jules says, and Kit looks around at Evelyn for encouragement. She is standing next to the door and raises an eyebrow in a look that reminds me of Jules, but that is all the encouragement Kit gets.

‘My father… Jonathan… he’s determined to change the world, to put witches in charge of everything, to have magic dominate. He is very charismatic, very inspiring, but I am not using this as an excuse for joining him, for going along with his plans. At first, I thought he was right. Witches have been treated as less for centuries; we have been hunted and persecuted and burnt. When the truth is we have more power than the non-magical will ever have.

‘Then he told me of his biggest discovery. He and Ulric found out the truth behind the Oath of Obedience, how it was introduced in the First Age of Magic to ensure that no witch could turn against the rulers of the kingdom, the true keepers of magic. The oath puts limitations on us by using the magic of the sword Excalibur, collecting blood from every witch in the kingdom and using malevolent blood magic to limit them.

‘Jonathan said the only way to fight fire is with fire. He said that the witches of the kingdom have not only been deceived by the oath, by the Crown, by the Royal Magical Council, but they have been conditioned, brainwashed and beaten in to subservience, and the only way to set them free is through the oath. He had been working for decades – finding out the secrets of malevolent magic and building a network of witches around him, a movement that extends from the Untethered Coven, and is bigger than the parts you can see on the surface.’

‘The Coven of Triumph and the New Dawn?’ Theo asks.

Kit nods. ‘They are pawns in his plan; the New Dawn is a distraction technique, and one used to gain support among witches for his cause. The Coven of Triumph is an extension of that part of his plan, giving something for witches who are incensed by the New Dawn to rally behind, and he has been growing the dissent for years, priming the opinions of witches.

‘His ultimate plan, he says, is to liberate all witches, but I have seen enough of his character of late to know what he really wants is control and dominance of magic, for himself.’

‘How?’ Selena asks. ‘By creating this Coven of Triumph and getting them a seat on the Royal Coven Council?’

Kit is shaking his head. ‘Not a seat. He plans on making the Coven of Triumph the only coven and he will be behind its decrees and its actions.’

‘The other covens will never stand for that,’ Vaughn says with an edge in his voice.

‘They won’t have a choice, my father has been thorough, he has targeted witches in positions of power and set the council to fall, either through inspiring them to his cause or persuading in a more malevolent manner – and the sword, Excalibur, it is part of that plan.

‘I am not privy to all of my father’s strategies – he keeps us all separate, all working on different parts. Until a few weeks ago, my part in the plan had been to get close to Aurelia. He is scared of you, Aurelia. I don’t know why, but he fears that you can undo all of his plans. If he kills you then he has your family under surveillance, the young witches who might be next in line to receive your curse. After all, he wants your magic, not you.

‘But all that changed just before I found Jules and Evelyn. You stopped being a priority for him, or at the least, he has assigned you to a different member of the Untethered Coven, and I have a different task now.’

Kit looks over at Jules, who gives a slight nod of his head. ‘He said that he has found the key to saving us all, and that now his plans were close to completion I was going to be given the greatest honour, that my actions will change the course of history. But I don’t think this is true, I think he is both testing me and setting me up to fail.

‘Nightly says that you know of the remnant, the part of the creature that you call the man of smoke and antlers. His true name is Malcifer, and my father has known about him for some time – his power, his magic – a magic that surpasses even the magic that you have, Aurelia, the old magic. Jonathan captured a piece of this ancient magic, of Malcifer, and he has been working on trying to harness it and call forth more of Malcifer’s power. Jonathan found something, something to do with your ancestor, Nightly, and this has led him to find a way to join the remnant to another witch… and I am to be that lucky witch.’

‘But… but you’re not going to, are you?’ I ask, a sickening feeling rising in me.

‘If I don’t, he will find someone else. I swore a death oath to my coven, to him,’ Kit says, and I understand why he looks so ill: he is defying his father and it is killing him.

‘But if you join with this remnant of Malcifer, what will happen?’ I ask, fearing the answer.

‘My father says that the oath that binds all us witches, our power, to the crown, can be altered so that we are all loyal to him instead. Once I am united with the remnant, he intends to make the part of Malcifer take the oath, filling the diamond on Excalibur with my tainted blood, binding the creature to his will. Then he is determined to find a way to set Malcifer free in our world, to control him and use his power to take over.’

I look at Nightly and know that he too can feel my magic screaming.
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[image: D]espite everything, I couldn’t help feeling some sadness for Kit Thorn, for what his own father had put him through, for what he intended to do to him.

Once he has left the room, and Evelyn has returned from securing him in his temporary room, Vaughn casts a silencing charm on the door, just in case.

‘He will be staying here for as long as he needs too. Our father is away with his coven in Europe and Evelyn’s rooms are not far from here. She has said that she will come back and check on him regularly,’ Nightly says.

‘And you’re not worried about him escaping?’ Constance asks.

Nightly shakes his head, but it is Evelyn who answers. ‘He’s too scared to leave, and who can blame him.’

‘His coven aren’t likely to find him here; they would never suspect that he would come to us for assistance. No, his oath is likely to kill him before they can locate him,’ Nightly says, and I feel the weight of that.

‘A death oath. I haven’t heard of one of those since the Second Age of Magic – malevolent witches, nothing is beyond them,’ Theo says with a shake of her head.

‘How long do you think he can last?’ Constance asks Nightly.

Jules shrugs. ‘I have nothing to judge it on, but he looks worse than he did when he found us at the Crossed Wands inn less than a week ago. He’d been on the run for only a few days then.’

‘I don’t like the idea of Evelyn dealing with Kit alone,’ I say.

‘Me nether,’ Nightly says with a clenched jaw.

‘What happens to the magic of the Untethered Coven if he does die of the oath? Will it be gone?’ Emilio asks.

Nightly is already shaking his head. ‘When the Untethered Coven escaped at Ostara, they had an altercation with the Justice witches and one of Jonathan’s coven perished. Their magic stayed intact, and Kit said that his father was able to find a pairing from his fanatical following who were willing to sacrifice one of them for the greater good. There was more than one volunteer, and I think that is what began Kit’s turn away from all that his father had tempted him with.’

I feel sickened at that information.

‘What if we turn Kit over to Mother and Frances? The Coven of Justice will keep him safe,’ Vaughn says and I shake my head.

‘You heard what Kit said, Jonathan has a network of witches all sworn to his cause and working within the covens,’ I say.

‘Then we’re on our own?’ Jenna says.

‘No, we have each other,’ Bev adds with a small smile.

We talk ourselves in circles long into the night, discussing everything and trying to come up with a course of action.

‘I’ll get the plans for the Cloister before we return to Neoards,’ Selena says. ‘I often visit my father at work and, well… Theo and I will find a way; you can count on us.’

And I know that we can; we can count on each other.

‘Something must have happened recently, something to change Jonathan’s plans,’ Jenna says. ‘Kit said that he had everything mapped out and yet he changed things up by not needing Aurelia any more – why? I’m going to trawl through all the newspapers since Yule to see if I can find something.’

‘I’ll help,’ Constance offers.

‘And I’m not letting Constance out of my sight so…’ Vaughn adds. Constance waves him off and tells him that she is fine, but she also squeezes his hand when she thinks no one is looking.

As everyone makes plans for the few days that we have left in London, Nightly slides up next to me. ‘Looks like everyone is busy except us… I wondered if I might be able to persuade you to spend a little bit of time with me and a few hundred thousand books? There’s a little place I know, the staff are delightful, and they have excellent wingback chairs, but you do need a pass to get in,’ he says.

‘Oh, don’t worry, I have the necessary clearance, but I will need to check my diary. I am, after all, a very busy witch… I have the whole of magic to save.’ I add the last in a whisper as I lean towards him, and he smiles. I feel the lightness returning to us and it fills me with a warmth of joy.

A joy that I am obviously not spreading too far in the world when the witch on the entrance to the restricted section of the Magical Library, where Jules and I spent so much of our debutante year, recognizes me and gives a disappointed sigh. He runs through all of the rules of usage, just in case I have forgotten them since my last visit some time ago. I listen patiently but I can feel Nightly already in the restricted library, he is eager about something and I get the notion that he is hurrying me on down the tether.

He is at the door as I open it and he takes my hand and pulls me towards our old desk, the two chairs pulled up, side by side. He helps me take my cloak off then sits next to me.

‘You look very pleased with yourself,’ I say.

‘I am, and I think you will be very pleased with me too.’

‘I am always very pleased with you,’ I tell him, and resting my hand on his leg under the table, I give it a light squeeze that makes him blink several times as his cheeks turn a little pink. He leans towards me, lowering his head to look up at me through his lashes, and his voice is so low to make my insides stir. ‘Now, now, Wycherley. I am always eager to please you in any way that you wish, but unless you want to get both of our passes revoked for breaking the physical intimacy ban that the library has, which I am very happy to do by kissing you senseless right now, I suggest that you move your hand or I cannot be held responsible for what happens next.’

I respond by moving my hand a little higher on his thigh and he takes in a large breath through his flaring nostrils, closing his eyes and tilting his head to one side. I smile at him playfully.

‘If I had not just found something of the utmost importance then I would gladly be encouraging your rule-breaking right now, however…’

I remove my hand form his thigh and, lacing my fingers, I place my hands on the top of the desk.

He shakes his head at me. ‘I am so far out of my depth I am surprised I have not drowned in you already.’

‘Mr Nightly, I do believe that you had something of the utmost importance to show me?’ I say with a raise of my eyebrows.

He keeps my eye as he pulls a scroll towards us both. He rolls it out to show a beautiful, fully detailed schematic of Excalibur.

‘Wow, this is exquisite,’ I say, placing a small brass weight on the scroll to hold it down. ‘These can’t be the original plans,’ I say.

‘No, no of course not, but it would seem that towards the end of the Second Age of Magic, a very clever witch with an eye for detail and design, and a knack for making uncanny objects, studied the sword.’

He extends the scroll further and points to the signature in the corner.

‘Mathilde Wycherley.’ A little thrill runs through my magic at finding a link to my ancestor, a woman who, despite never having met her, I feel a deep kinship and respect for as well as a fierce desire to protect her memory. ‘She was studying Excalibur. Why?’

‘I have no idea, but I am so very glad that she was, because this is going to help us in our little plan for Ostara,’ Nightly says as he rolls the scroll up tight. ‘Now, I wondered if you might be up for a skill-sharpening exercise, for when it comes to the heist.’ His eyes sparkle as he taps the scroll.

‘No, we can’t steal that. We will get into too much trouble, and besides, you know the rules, nothing can be removed from this room without detection.’

‘Well, we can’t duplicate it, and we need it to make a decoy, to buy as much time as we can before Crenshaw and Jonathan know what we have done.’

‘When you put it like that,’ I say with a smile. ‘But how?’

‘I’ve got it all figured out – all we need is the help of this little book.’ He holds up a small volume and I read, ‘Powerful Love Potions and Incantations of Infatuation. What in magic’s name are you going to do with that?’ I ask. He puts the book down then proceeds to place the scroll safely in its tube.

‘Does your cape have deep pockets?’ he asks.

‘Of course,’ I say.

‘Okay, I have this all worked out but if it doesn’t work, plan B is run! Either way, I will meet you outside the front of the library.’

‘Nightly, are you going to tell me what’s going on?’ I ask, feeling anxious.

‘All you have to do is go and stand near the double doors, then when I bump into the table send a brisk witch-wind in my direction – and when the bells start ringing, leave.’

‘And what about you?’

‘I, if all goes to plan, will be heroically stopping a crime. I have reason to suspect that witch over there, who I’ll have you know is a supporter of the Coven of Triumph, is about to steal this book,’ he says, pointing to Powerful Love Potions and Incantations of Infatuation.

I look at the witch in question, a man in his middle years, and I recognize him from the meeting in the Crenshaws’ spellorium. The witch pauses from looking over a book and, after checking his surroundings, places something in his mouth. ‘Is he eating a sandwich?’ I ask.

‘See, he is already a ne’er-do-well. Disgraceful behaviour, totally against the rules, he doubly deserves to have his pass rescinded.’

Nightly and I clear away the books from the table and while I’m down one of the stacks out of sight, I slip the scroll into my cloak. Then I go and stand near the door and from the cover of a free-standing bookcase I pretend to peruse the books while watching as Nightly puts the hover charm on his feet and creeps up on his mark. The witch is unaware and still eating his sandwich, books and papers and quills and ink scattered around him, no doubt breadcrumbs too.

Nightly bumps into the table and, as he does, I send out a quick swift witch-wind that picks up the papers and sends the open inkpot all over the lunching witch.

The witch stands with a yell, earning him a shush from the other library users.

‘Oh dear, let me magic that ink stain away for you,’ Nightly says as he leans forward and slips the volume into the witch’s coat pocket.

‘It’s aeternium ink, permanent and impervious to spells,’ the sandwich witch says, his voice shrill with annoyance.

‘Gosh, who would have known that there was such a thing,’ Nightly says, and I know that he definitely knows.

‘Oh my, is that… a sandwich?’ Nightly says loudly, and a few other library users are paying keen attention now.

The witch, who is trying to gather his belongings, has turned red as he looks around at them.

‘No, of course not,’ he says, pulling some papers over his half-eaten sandwich and stuffing them into a bag.

‘Let me put these books away for you. You go and get cleaned up, I think there is a bathroom just outside,’ Nightly says.

‘Again, young witch, aeternium ink!’

‘In that case, maybe you should make haste before it sinks through your clothes to your skin!’ The witch looks distraught as he gathers his belongings in his arms and makes for the door.

I’m starting to feel panicked now, but Nightly looks calm as he slowly follows after the sandwich-eating witch.

As soon as the door is open and his foot crosses the threshold, the bells ring. The sandwich witch pauses in shock, the librarian is hastening from his station with a look of pure outrage, and Nightly is running for the sandwich witch, shouting, ‘Stop, thief!’ He tackles him around the waist, bringing him to the ground, and with the bells ringing and the door now clear I see my opportunity. I walk out of the restricted library holding my hands over my mouth in a show of horror and to stop anyone seeing my amused look at Nightly’s antics.

I pause as the librarian helps Nightly to lift the protesting man.

‘Go, Ms Wycherley, this is not for the eyes of the daughter of Nell Wycherley, head of the Coven of Justice!’ Nightly says loudly, and the sandwich witch gasps and turns even whiter. I make my way towards the stairs, other library witches hastening past me as they head towards the alarm.

‘Check his pockets!’ Nightly says. I look back over my shoulder to see that Jules has the man on his feet now, the librarian pulling Powerful Love Potions and Incantations of Infatuation from his pocket.

‘What do we have here?’ the librarian says.

‘That… that’s not mine!’ the witch protests.

‘No, it’s not,’ the librarian replies.

And from the small gathering of witches by the door, one of them shouts, ‘He was eating in there too.’ And another adds, ‘And he never put his books away.’

‘Three offences! I’ll have your library card for this,’ the librarian says, and through the tether I can feel that Nightly is a little remorseful for his actions, but only a little. He is a supporter of the Coven of Triumph, and he was eating in there after all. I walk out of the main library doors and wait for Nightly to finish being the hero.
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[image: ‘W]hile you were all absent, I’ve been exploring – out there!’ Marco says with a raise of his eyebrows, when we return to the Lost Quarter. He’s looking very pleased with himself and I feel that this is good for him. ‘A lot has changed in the college since my day; the brew houses are full of so many newfangled contraptions that I didn’t know where to start.’

‘Did anyone see you?’ Henry asks as he sits next to me at the large table in the dining room of the Lost Quarter where we are now planning the heist.

‘There was no one to see me,’ he replies, and it has never occurred to me that when the scholars are not at Neoards that the place would be left empty.

‘Was there not even a caretaker?’ I ask.

‘Nothing to take care of, with all you lot gone.’ Marco shrugs as he places two big plates covered in biscuits on the table; I guess he managed to discover where the kitchens were. ‘Ahhh, it was nice to have the place to myself again – not that I don’t enjoy your company, it’s just that, well, I have been so used to being on my own that I still find myself at odds with things like conversation and manners, and platitudes!’

‘Don’t worry, some of us have trouble with those even though we haven’t been devoid of other people for over fifty years,’ Emilio says.

‘It always takes me a little while to warm to people, and even then, I find that I need a bit of time to myself if I’ve had too much people time.’ Henry says to Marco, with a reassuring smile.

‘That’s one of the problems about this plan,’ Theo says. ‘Too many people.’

‘And not enough time,’ Selena adds, putting her hands on her hips and puzzling over the plans again.

She and Theo were as good as their word and, thanks to them, we are now looking over full schematics of all seven floors of the Cloister, along with an itinerary for the evening and a list of every witch who will be attending.

‘We’ve been looking at this for a few days now; we definitely need fresh eyes on it,’ Theo says.

‘That’s what we’re here for.’ Emilio casts an eye over the architectural drawings.

I take off my cloak and place it on the back of my chair, the blue thread of the Coven of Mysteries swirling over the material alongside the yellow, red, black and purple. Only one colour left to go, and each stitch feels like time ticking.

We begin discussing possible strategies for the heist, Nightly pulling up the chair on my other side.

‘Do you ever feel that we might be a bad influence on our friends?’ I ask Nightly as talk turns to how best to incapacitate any wayward witches that we come across.

‘Oh yes, although I do fear that most of it is your doing, Wycherley – your brother is just as bad,’ he says as Vaughn remarks on how if we have to use force then we should. ‘I am starting to think that my mother was right about the lot of you,’ he adds with a smile.

‘I take it you haven’t heard anything more of your mother?’ He shakes his head.

‘No, but Evelyn and I have agreed that we will not be chasing every scrap of a sighting that comes our way. I know that there are other things going on, things you are oathed not to tell me, but I gained enough insight to know that she is being protected from Jonathan, and that is something that Evelyn and I can’t do even if we were to find her.’

‘When does your father return?’

‘Not till after Litha. There have been some stirrings of trouble in Europe and he has been called to assist.’ There is an edge in his voice and I am reminded once again that both of Nightly’s parents put their children lower down on their priority list than Mother and Frances do.

‘What if we made sleeping draughts and swapped them for the refreshments, that way we could steal the sword while everyone slumbers?’ Vaughn says, bringing us back to the group.

‘Vaughn, the idea is that no one knows that we stole it, especially not Crenshaw and Jonathan. If it’s more time we need, Nightly and I might be able to assist with that,’ I say. ‘How much time are we talking?’

‘Just a few minutes once the fireworks start, so we can get past the crowd and ahead of Sebastian and Bertrand.’

I nod. ‘A few minutes we can do, in fact, we can all do. You’ll have to be part of the spell too so that you are not affected by it.’

‘What spell?’ Henry asks.

‘A time-stop spell,’ I say and the others all look at me incredulously.

‘Those are only in legends,’ Bev says.

‘They are, however Wycherley and I have performed one before,’ Nightly says and I can hear just a little bit of pride in his voice.

Martyn lets out a low whistle. ‘Wow, that… that is impressive.’

‘We will need to find some time to practise the spell,’ I say. ‘Besides, it will be good for us to spend more time training as a coven, there are going to be a whole host of spells keeping Excalibur locked up – Selena has the list of most of them, but there are bound to be one or two we don’t know.’

Everyone agrees, just as Layla and Jenna walk in.

‘Oh, thank the magic you’re here. We can tell everyone what we found out about Jonathan now,’ Constance says. She has been sitting on this information since we returned to Neoards, but Vaughn insisted that we all hear it together.

Layla and Jenna find a seat at the table, then Constance begins. ‘After a fruitless search of the magical newspapers, Vaughn, Jenna and I went to look at the non-magical ones and there we found reference to a fire that happened at the house of a man named…’ she checks her notes, ‘Thomas Kramer. He was a bit of an eccentric, with lots of money, and he liked to collect magical artifacts that he didn’t like witches to look at. Not that any of us will get a chance now because his whole collection and his house burnt to the ground.

‘He lived in a little village on the Norfolk coast, down a very remote lane, and the week before the fire he reported to the local Justice that some witches had come about wanting to see a certain item in his collection, but he had refused. Then, at around the time that Kit said everything changed, the whole house burnt to the ground. The paper suggests that the witches were to blame, and of course the New Dawn is being vocal about it saying it is just the latest in a series of magical aggressions against non-magical folk.’

‘After we found this news story, I did a little bit of digging at the Coven of Justice,’ Vaughn says.

‘How?’ I ask.

‘When you were busy with Nightly at the library, I asked Mother if I could come along to the Court. I told her that Constance and I were thinking of taking up the black.’

‘I bet she was delighted,’ I say.

Vaughn smiles. ‘She said I should observe the apprentices, get a good idea of what is involved; so I did, and got chatting and persuaded them to show me the file room. Then, when they weren’t looking, I did some snooping.’

‘Ahh!’ Nightly whispers as he leans in towards me. ‘Told you – sneaky little Wycherleys.’ I elbow him gently.

‘I found the report that the non-magical Justices logged; they have to send a copy of the report to the Court any time witches or anything magical is reported or discovered in a case. Kramer gave a description of the two witches, who sound a lot like Gilma Sinclare and James Payton-Smith. And they were after one book in the magical collection, a book that I very much doubt was among the ashes of the fire, called The Malvolus Maleficarum.’

‘Well, that doesn’t sound good,’ Bev says.

‘Oh, it’s not,’ Marco says from the doorway. ‘The bits of it you can read are frightfully dull and rather dark in a far-fetched kind of way, and the rest of it is all squiggles and lines, a bit like those weird runes you young people are all obsessed with.’

‘Marco, when did you read The Malvolus Maleficarum?’ Emilio asks as we all stare at Marco.

‘Oh two, no three decades ago, and I can’t honestly say I read it because I never finished it, and what I did read was more of a light perusal,’ he says.

‘The book is here in the Lost Quarter?’ Vaughn asks.

‘Yes, along with a bunch of other books that are malevolent in their outlook; I think one of your two ancestors may have trifled in that type of thing, and I think we all know which one it was!’ he says looking between Nightly and me. ‘I’ll just go get it.’ Marco walks off and Emilio pushes his chair back. Constance does the same and before I know it, we are all making our way after Marco.

He takes us to the room with the painting of Mathilde and Heston in it and I freeze. I am sure that something just moved out of view in the background, something large and looming, with antlers – Malcifer.

‘Are you all right?’ Nightly asks, sensing the panic along the tether.

‘Yes, yes, I just thought I saw… I’m sure it was nothing,’ I reply.

Marco is fussing about with the mantle of the fireplace and presses something that makes the painting open to reveal a hidden bookshelf.

I can feel the roll of malevolent magic coming from the books as soon as the canvas springs forward.

He reaches in and pulls out a small book from among the six that are in there.

‘Why didn’t you tell us these were here?’ Martyn asks.

‘Well, I knew that you were all interested in stopping malevolence – I didn’t know you were interested in studying it,’ Marco says.

He hands the book over to Emilio and as he does, I realize that I’ve seen it before, when I was travelling through the minds of the Untethered Coven, when I was with Jonathan – this was the book he was poring over.

As I open my mouth, I feel the bands tighten around my chest and I gasp, doubling over as I say, ‘You are right, this is the thing that changed for Jonathan.’

‘Is the book affecting you, Aurelia?’ Vaughn asks coming to my side, concern etching his face.

I shake my head. ‘I can’t,’ I say and look over at Nightly, who instantly understands.

‘Aurelia is under oath, she had to perform some magic, with my mother, and although she can’t disclose particulars, if she says that this book is what influenced Jonathan to change course, then she is right.’
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HER MAJESTY THE PRINCESS REGENT, GEORGIANNA,

THE ROYAL MAGICAL COUNCIL

AND THE COVEN OF MYSTERIES

REQUEST THE PRESENCE OF

Ms Aurelia Wycherley
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AT THE OSTARA CELEBRATIONS,

ON TUESDAY THE 21ST OF MARCH 1815

AT THE CLOISTER.

ARRIVALS FROM 5 O’CLOCK, CARRIAGES AT MIDNIGHT.

ALL TO WEAR BLUE.

FOR THE KINGDOM AND THE MAGIC.
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Thirty-eight

[image: A]nkoth is resting on the end of my bed. Next to it is my sword. It’s beautiful, and the thing I love most about it is that Nightly and I made it together.

Both Ankoth and my sword have been through their paces today. It feels like this magical term everything has stepped up again. In the weeks that we have been back, most nights I have been too tired to even think about Ostara. Today, Emery and Jackson schooled us all in aerial combat – how to cast complex fifth-level spells from the air. Then Finch and Blake drilled us in swordplay – which was anything but playful. In between both sessions, March and Moon gave us a lecture in celestial navigation and threatened us all with a night flight using only the stars to guide us, which I am sure they are soon to make good on.

We are all being encouraged to perform tertiary magic in most of our lessons now, the type of magic that can only be performed through a joining of twelve witches sharing their magic. The instability of modern magic requires a larger quantity of witches to perform more complex and advanced spells. An untethered witch has access to primary magic, a tethered witch secondary magic, and once a coven of twelve witches is formed, tertiary magic can be accessed. A coven made of twelve witches from twelve different covens forms a battalion and can access quaternary magic. That is the highest magic I have ever accessed while training with Russo and Platz. There are six more levels of magic, all of which need greater and greater numbers of witches to perform the spells while linked together. The greatest is thought to be denary magic – the magic used when all the witches of the kingdom come together. Although this has not happened in living memory, there are legends.

It is thought that back in the First Age, when the old magic flowed freely and was stable, every witch could perform up to septenary magic without a tether, without a coven connection, a battalion, brigade, regiment, division or army.

I am almost certain that the magic Platz and Russo have been having me perform lately is edging towards this coven magic, without a coven. Although the time for us to connect our magic is growing closer, we have yet to find a spell that can accommodate thirteen witches. In lessons, the twelve of us always try to work together, honing our magic as a unit, a coven. It is strong magic, but without Evelyn something feels missing.

In lessons, every time I let go of my friends’ hands and the coven cords are broken, I have to watch them succumb to the sickness of my curse. I don’t think I will ever get used to seeing how much my magic affects them.

I pull my white hair up and twist it in place before pulling on my jacket, then my cloak – the hallways of Neoards are cold in the late-winter nights.



It’s a little under a week until Nightly and I lead our friends in theft and treason – because infiltrating a coven house and stealing such an important magical relic will most definitely be seen as both. There is no turning back now, the plan has been perfected, we are almost there with the time-stop spell and with the speed at which we can undo each of the spells that will be on the casket holding Excalibur. The only thing we don’t have is the fake sword, but Nightly and I are going to fix that this evening.

I slip from my room, sending out a black orb to light the way down the stairs, through the corridors, and to the forge.

I don’t have to knock on the door, Nightly already knows I am coming.

‘Wycherley,’ he says, opening the door to let me in before closing it swiftly behind me. He casts spells over the door and I run my magic over each one; a midnight spell to stop any light coming through the seal of the door and a sound barrier so that no one can hear the pounding of the metal or the hissing of the water as it steams.

Jules has already discarded his waistcoat and cravat, his shirt open in a way that makes me struggle to keep my eyes on his.

‘Wycherley,’ he repeats.

I can’t help but take a step towards him.

He cocks his head to the side, thinking. ‘You are going to be far too hot in that cape,’ he says, moving me. I lift one of his hands, placing it on my décolletage, and he runs his hand up over my shoulder as I inhale and close my eyes, tipping my head back as he deftly unties the string of my cloak and the material slips from me delightfully.

He runs his hand down the arm of my jacket, then, moving even closer to me, he slips both of his hands on my waist and moves them up to my ribs. I let out a gasp as his hands venture further up. He leans in close to my ear and says, ‘It is far too hot in here for a jacket, too,’ then continues to move his hands up to my shoulders where he grasps my lapels and pulls the jacket down both arms and off; if anything, I feel even hotter without it.

He is so close to me, the warm smell of cinnamon buns and autumn leaves fills my senses. I want to pull him to me and breathe him in deeply. I move my lips infinitesimally closer to his, ready to be swept away in his kisses, when the clock above us strikes one.

I see Nightly’s shoulders slump and feel the urge to pull him towards me as the knot of anticipation in me starts to unravel.

‘We should get on,’ I say slowly.

‘Umm.’ He growls in a disagreeable way and as he walks away from me says, ‘I think that we were getting on very well just then.’

I take in two large breaths before I join him at the anvil.

I fire up the forge next to him to get the embellishment on the hilt underway. The early hours of the day are spent hammering the blade into existence as I mutter spells over it and try not to get distracted by the way Nightly’s arms are barely contained by his shirt as he strikes with the hammer.

The sky outside is just starting to break when we both take a step back and look at our handywork. The schematics that Mathilde created are on the bench nearby and the replica sword looks identical to the real thing, the sharp point of the thin blade gleaming in the light of the forge.

The metal is the same silvery white as the real Excalibur. With only the drawing to go off and no spells, we have used all of the spellsmithery that we have learnt while at Neoards and refrained from putting the Golowhe runes into the metalwork; they will come later.

‘It’s marvellous,’ I tell Nightly.

He nods, continuing to assess his handywork. ‘It will pass,’ he says, then adds, ‘Now for the tricky bit.’ And he gently wraps the sword in a cloth and lifts it with reverence.

As we make our way out of the forge, the corridors of Neoards are starting to wake up and I can hear the distant movement of students in the halls as the clock strikes seven.

‘She should be here soon,’ Nightly says with a smile.

Evelyn has been eager to explore the Lost Quarter ever since we discovered it and this weekend the Wynne Hordes Coven has need of all of its members.

A little before noon, the thirteen of us are standing in the Great Hall of the Lost Quarter. Marco is nearby, watching with as much excitement and anticipation as the rest of us. He has been a gracious host to Evelyn, taking her on an extensive tour, lamenting about how much tidier the place used to be before we had all arrived, even though most of the mess is his and the magical reset of the quarter meant that he had never needed to be mindful of his environment before.

I throw my arms around Evelyn and whisper in her ear, ‘What did you think?’

‘It is amazing. Thank you for sharing it with me, and this – thank you for letting me be a part of this.’

I hug her close again. ‘Thirteen witches does an old coven make. The magic chose you, and as soon as we find the right spell we will all be a proper coven,’ I say to her.

‘But… but what happens to the magic of the coven when my magic disappears entirely?’ she asks

‘I’m not sure,’ I say. ‘But I am sure that the magic wants you.’ And I know I’m right to include her in the making of this last element of the sword.

I instruct everyone to stand evenly spaced in the circle that I chalked out on the floor before they all arrived. In the centre of the circle, I have placed a handful of sand.

Then I take a small cloth bag and open the drawstring as I make my way around the circle of witches. Inside are thirteen stones, each engraved with a Golowhe rune.

I hold the bag out to Nightly first and he pulls out Dalleth – beginnings. Theo reaches in the bag and pulls out Ankoth – unknown, Selena after her pulls Ammok – protect, then Emilio pulls Orven – boundary, and Henry, Omlessa – expand.

Vaughn is eager and plunges his hand right into the bottom of the bag pulling out Gwerians – creation. Bev pulls Rydhses – freedom and Martyn, Anter – open, Layla, Delivra – release and Jenna, Kosoleth – stillness. With only three runes left, Constance is next, pulling Hardh – bold. I can’t think of a more perfect rune for my friend.

‘Are you sure?’ Evelyn asks as she tentatively holds her hand over the bag.

‘Yes, Evelyn,’ I say with a smile and she reaches in and pulls out Daskor – return, and I feel a little pull on my magic as she does.

My heart is full of all the feelings I have for my coven, my friends, my family. I pull out the final stone, Keniver Tra – everything.

‘On my mark, we will perform a transformation standing spell. No coven magic this time, just our own combined. As you cast your rune in flame towards the sand, think of the diamond at the centre of Excalibur, hold it in your mind as you do,’ I say, turning over my palm, my black flame sitting in it. The others follow suit, and a riot of colourful flames lights up the hall. I look over at Evelyn, her small crimson flame but the flicker of a fading match, but the glow of the smile on her face is burning brighter than any of our witch-flames.

I begin to move my wandlet, the magic pulling from the flame in my hand, and drawing out the rune in the air before me. All thirteen runes are glowing, and when the last has taken form, the flames shoot out towards the centre as we cast the transformation spell. I can feel the magic of each of my fellow witches running through me, pulling together, transforming not only the sand into a diamond – adamant, true and strong – but also transforming part of me, part of my magic. It fuses me to the twelve other witches and each of them to one another too, as the sand burns a brilliant white before bursting forth and shining out light from our combined witch-flames. I cover my eyes, and when my vision returns I see a diamond, the twin to the one in Excalibur, floating in the middle of our circle.

And it is not the only thing that has changed: I can feel my coven. And I’m not the only one who feels the connection as a gasp escapes from us all, even Evelyn who is holding a hand over her chest in surprise.

I send my magic out and feel exactly what has happened.

‘Oh!’ I say as the others look about.

‘Oh, indeed,’ Vaughn says, as he smiles at me.

‘In forging the diamond together, we seem to have inadvertently joined ourselves, our magic, to it… to one another. This isn’t a coven bond that is easy to make and break this… this is a tethering… of thirteen.’ The magic is unlike the looping circuit I have felt in the practice covens, the magic of our tethered coven is deeper – it runs from and through each of us, radiating outwards and inwards. I look to Jules and then Evelyn.

Evelyn gently turns her hand her palm up, her face full of awe, for there, instead of the small spark of crimson, is a blaze of riotous flames leaping from her open palm.

Evelyn laughs, and then she starts to cry – happy, confused tears; relief and joy and fear all mixed into one.

‘I… I… thank you. Thank you all,’ she says as Nightly goes to her side and hugs her close.

‘What does this mean?’ Henry asks me.

‘I’m not sure,’ I tell him. ‘But I hope it means the start of something wonderful.’
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Thirty-nine

[image: N]ightly uncovers the sword and lies it on the ground under the still-floating diamond. We all resume our positions and together we lower the diamond into place on the hilt of the sword, the metal Nightly and I had earlier forged warping and wrapping around the diamond perfectly.

‘Now we just need to figure out how to get this into the Cloister,’ Jenna says.

‘I have an idea about that,’ Martyn replies. ‘Although Nightly might not like it as it might prove to be a little… uncomfortable.’ Jules raises an eyebrow and the two of them head off to the parlour to discuss Martyn’s idea.

Vaughn, Selena and Layla are practicing unlocking spells in the main hall, and as they move through their magic I can feel it pulling on a little of all of our magic, and I see that they are faster and smoother at overcoming the spells placed on the locks. Constance, Theo and Bev are going over the plan one more time.

‘How long did our last time-stop spell last?’ Bev asks.

‘Five minutes and thirty-two seconds, and we covered a distance all the way to the mere,’ Constance reads from her notes.

It had been Henry’s idea to set up sand timers all over the college and then to collect them and see where the time-stop spell had stretched to. We needed to make sure we could get the whole of the coven and the grounds where the fireworks will be too. If they went off without anyone seeing, it would ruin the whole heist.

The counterfeit Excalibur, that Constance has affectionally named Fauxcalibur, is sitting on the table in the parlour while Nightly is standing as still as a tailor’s dummy and Emilio helps Martyn sew a scabbard to the inside of a dark-blue coat.

‘Are you all right?’ I ask Nightly as I walk pass.

‘No, I’m tired and cranky and Emilio has stuffed my shirt full of pins and every time I move one of them… ow!’

‘Do you want me to magic them out?’ I ask.

‘No, he’ll only put them back in, and he wasn’t exactly careful about it the first time.’

‘I can hear you,’ Emilio says.

I make my way out of the room, glancing back to see Nightly mouth the words, ‘Save me.’

‘If you please?’ I say across the room with a raise of my wandlet. He shakes his head then winces as another of the pins scratches his skin.

I can hear Henry, Evelyn and Jenna talking in the brew house at the far end of the corridor, the pair of them putting the final flourishes on a few backup spells that hopefully we won’t need.

It has been less than an hour since we made the diamond, since we made our coven, and a part of me can feel all of them just as I feel Jules. I am a little confused and disturbed about what this means for us, for our magic, but right now I just feel a deep joy from my magic at the union. I make my way up the stairs and into the room with the painting, retrieving the copy of Malvolus Maleficarum. I still haven’t figured out what changed things for Jonathan, but I have found much in the book to be concerning.

‘Oh, it’s only you,’ Marco says with a smile as he stands in the hallway. ‘I’ve been hearing the strangest noises in the halls of late, creaking and groaning that I’ve never known before.’

‘Maybe it has something to do with the quarter being open now,’ I suggest.

‘Maybe,’ he says. ‘I’m going to put the kettle on; do you want anything?’

A quarter of an hour later he returns with a cup of tea for me as I’m poring over the pages of the book, looking for something that had been playing on my mind all day yesterday.

‘Thank you, Marco. You take such good care of us.’

‘It’s the least I can do, you all saved me, so if I can help you to save… well, everyone, then I think that it goes a small way towards making some amends for my past actions.’

‘What do you mean?’ I ask.

‘Oh, I can’t help but think of how utterly selfish I was. I’ve known it for decades, known that if I had not been so focused on marking myself as special, trying to outdo my sister, then I would never have got trapped here. Who knows what type of a life I would have led, that Victoria would have led too. I’ve missed her every single day. I missed her even before I got trapped here, when I was consumed by finding this place. And then, when I realized that I had found what I was searching for, but at the loss of her, of my family, of my friends, I realized that I had made the biggest mistake any one person can make. I had forsaken my connections and the happiness that they bring for one fleeting moment of triumph, and it wasn’t worth it.’

I don’t really know what to say to him, so I say the only thing that I know is true. The thing that I have learnt since stepping into my magic.

‘I can’t do anything to change the past, none of us have any agency there, but where we do have power is right here and right now. It is in the way that we use our magic in the moment that we get to shape the future and… well, I for one am so glad that you were here to welcome us when we found the Lost Quarter and that you have continued to guide us through your home and help us to accomplish the task that has been left to us by the man who should be your enemy.’

Marco stands a little taller and smiles at me, then in a serious tone he says, ‘He ought to be your enemy too.’

I think of all the things that Heston Nightly brought about because he put his own desires above that of those around him.

‘Well, he is definitely not my favourite person, but I do know a Nightly that is,’ I say with a smile. Marco stands there for a moment, contemplating.

‘I forget that the two of them are different branches from the same tree – one bare and leafless, the other in full bloom.’ Marco focuses on the near distance as if seeing that tree, before he rallies himself. ‘Best drink it while it’s warm,’ he says, motioning to the tea before he leaves.

I’m just going over my translation of a section in Malvolus Maleficarum for the third time when I feel Nightly coming along the corridor. A smile dances on my lips as he gets nearer. Then he pauses at the door and I feel him watching me as I sit perfectly still for a moment before I look up and beckon him over.

He uncrosses his arms and pushes himself away from the doorframe.

‘Bring a chair, I have much to show you,’ I say.

He obliges, and when he sits, he asks, ‘Is one of those things how perfectly your lips fit on mine?’

I lean in a little closer to him and in a low voice I say, ‘Now you come to mention it… no.’

‘Oh, that is a shame.’

‘If I show you that, we will get distracted. And I just need to concentrate on this for a moment.’

‘Very well, Wycherley, let us get to work,’ he says, and I give him a half-smile, not sure if he is alluding to anything other than the work before me.

‘I think I may have found a way to get rid of the black-flame door,’ I say. ‘Here, in Malvolus Maleficarum, I found a passage that mentions a door to a world of smoke, and it caught my attention because I remembered seeing something in the Neoards Grimoire that we found in the henge about shutting out smoke. That page made no sense on its own, but when I looked at the two together I realized that Mathilde’s notes, when applied to this passage in Malvolus Maleficarum, well, they both complement one another. I think that the passage is speaking about opening a door to the world of smoke and shadows – Avalon. Something that I unfortunately did intuitively. If our logic is true and my magic made of a part of that world, when Russo and Platz had me forge that door, part of my magic called to it. That was a place it felt drawn to go, because it has a little bit of that world in it. But in Mathilde’s notes she is documenting how to close and banish such a door and she mentions a key but never explains what it was –Malvolus Maleficarum, however, does.’

‘That’s brilliant, Wycherley! What is this key?’ Jules asks.

I turn the page in the book and show Nightly the drawing of Excalibur.

Nightly looks at the picture. ‘I think you’re right,’ he says. ‘And now we know why the Untethered Coven want Excalibur too… to open that door.’
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The Royal Magical Covens, a Magical Scholar’s Guide

By Teara Newell and Abigail Tanner
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THE COVEN OF MYSTERY

Witches of the Coven of Mysteries are often thought to be aloof and superior: however, these authors have reason to believe that the magic that these witches deal with is a mystery even to themselves. So, to save face and not to appear as a witch who doesn’t know the end of their wandlet from the bush of their broom, they cultivate an air of indifference to put us all off.

Despite none of them knowing what on earth they are doing, these Mysterious witches have an uncanny ability to make magical objects, powerful spells and never-seen-before potions. If they ever do detail the methods of their magic, then this too must be a mysterious process because seldom has a witch outside of the Coven of Mysteries been privy to such documentation.

A witch in blue is loyal and trustworthy to the end and we will also let it be said that it is a very brave witch indeed that steps into the unknown and faces all that they find there.
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Forty

[image: N]ightly is not so much by my side as in my arms as we begin the first phase in what Constance has not so affectionately coined Operation Worm Farm. I’m not sure if she is most excited about being one step closer to thwarting Jonathan and the Untethered Coven or knowing that she is about to get one over Sebastian.

Nightly, usually so fluid and graceful on the dance floor, is stiff and unyielding. Fauxcalibur, sitting in the holder that Emilio and Martyn made, is running right down Nightly’s spine.

He winces as he turns me away from him, and when I return to him in the dance I say, ‘Maybe we should sit, or rather stand, the next one out?’

‘I’m fine,’ he says, then a few moments later, ‘What time is it?’ I glance over at the clock.

‘Almost,’ I reply. The fireworks are due to start at ten to midnight and to last for the full ten minutes. The ballroom is on the fourth floor of the Cloister, a large impressive seven-storey building – ensconced in a parkland, with views of the Thames, it reminds me a little of Kew Palace with its garden and water frontage. It gets me thinking about all of the coven headquarters and how they are all quite close to that flow of water, which then makes me think of the way old magic used to flow.

‘Aurelia,’ Nightly says. ‘Crenshaw is looking extra worm-like tonight.’ I glance over at where Sebastian and Bertram Downing are standing, by a door that I know from the architectural drawings that Selena provided us with, leads to a staircase up to the seventh floor where Excalibur is being kept.

He hasn’t danced all night and as he picks up another glass of champagne, Downing takes it from him and gives him a stern talking to. Sebastian looks pale and withdrawn; he reminds me of the troubled way that Kit Thorn had looked back on Imbolc.

‘I almost feel sorry for him,’ I say.

‘Don’t,’ Nightly says sternly. ‘He doesn’t deserve any feeling of any kind from you. He forfeited any of that in his actions last season, and then has further ostracized himself with this. No, Sebastian “the worm” Crenshaw will get about as much compassion from us as he would from a fish.’

I smile at Nightly. ‘What type of fish?’ I ask playfully.

‘Oh, a really big one,’ he says with a smile. ‘With teeth!’

And just as I am starting to feel comfortable, the dance comes to an end and a witch dressed in blue robes calls for our attention and invites us all to move outside.

This is it. My heart rate leaps. We all move onto the balcony, and I shoot a glance through the window that looks back to the ballroom where Crenshaw and Downing are still standing. The Mystery witch who made the announcement is walking over to them, then, after looking around the room, he ushers them towards the door, unlocking it for them.

‘Now,’ I say to Nightly and the two of us pull on the magic of our coven and begin the sequence for the time-stop spell. From their places in the crowd the others join us, and I can feel them weaving the spell along our magical connection – even Evelyn, who I know is spending the evening across town in Kestrel Lodge. Now that we are all tethered together we quickly and effectively slip through the motions of the spell that Nightly and I performed last Ostara. I see the spell take hold in a wave, radiating out from each of us and freezing the witches all around us, spreading until it engulfs the first firework mid-ascent.

‘We have a problem,’ I say to Nightly as I hitch up the skirt of my dress and hasten past the frozen witches around me, taking care not to hit them or move them in any way.

‘I can feel that the spell radiated around Evelyn too!’

‘We will deal with that later,’ Nightly says, moving fast behind me and encouraging me on.

Henry is already at the door, the announcement witch holding it open as Downing and Crenshaw ascend the stairs. Crenshaw may have had ten minutes to execute his heist, but we only have six and a bit before the spell ends. As I run up the first of the three flights of curving stairs, I look back to see Constance moving Downing’s swinging hand so that it is in a slightly different mid-air position.

‘Constance, what are you doing?’ I call back.

‘Revenge, I’m doing revenge,’ she shouts up gleefully, then speeds towards us as we reach the top of the stairs. This door should be locked, but whoever is working with the witch downstairs has unlocked it, creating a window for Crenshaw, just as the witches on the ice said that there would be.

The next locked door is also open, and the next, until we see the stronghold door. Emilio is first through and he pauses, wand out and aimed at the back of a blue-clad witch; it’s the older woman from the lake, I realize, and she is paused mid-spell. I can feel the wards on the stronghold door are still in place, she hasn’t had time to remove them.

‘An unlocking,’ I call. As one, the twelve of us move smoothly through the sequence, stripping back the first of the wards. I run our combined magic over the wards and can feel them moving smoothly into an unbinding, an undoing and a second unlocking.

As soon as the wards snap open, Theo opens the door and we all walk in to find an empty room.

‘Is it a trap?’ Martyn asks.

‘No, I can feel something,’ I say.

‘How are we for time, Selena?’ Bev asks, and Selena pulls a watch from her waistcoat pocket.

‘Three minutes,’ she calls.

I tune into the magic – I can feel the malevolent streak within Excalibur stark among the other magic radiating around the room.

‘A reveal,’ I say, and again as one we move, and there it is. The casket is sitting at the back of the room. I shift my magic over it and all of the wards holding it in place; there are more than there were last time I encountered it, the Royal Magical Coven have enforced it twice over.

‘We don’t have time to unlock them all,’ Jenna says.

‘Plan B?’ Constance says.

‘But will it work?’ Layla asks.

‘It will, we can do this,’ Nightly says, and I hold out the key to the henge, the key that Heston gave me and Nightly, and let it go, setting it adrift in the middle of the room where it hovers. We all form a circle around it and concentrate our magic on the key. I move our collective awareness through each of the spells on the casket and every time, the wards on the key alter – the tiny teeth moving, growing, shrinking. When we are done, I snatch the key from the air and place it into the lock on the chest, turning it widdershins. I feel resistance and then it clicks into place.

Nightly has already pulled his jacket off and Selena has liberated the counterfeit sword from the scabbard affixed there. I take the true Excalibur and hand it to Vaughn as Selena places the fake one in the casket and I close and lock it, the wards snapping back into place.

‘Time?’

‘Less than a minute,’ Selena says.

Bev and Martyn have already moved back into the previous room, unlocking the window that leads onto the roof. Theo and Henry are first through, offering a hand to the next witches. Nightly pulls his jacket back on, the real Excalibur now in the scabbard, and I perform a quick concealment charm on the casket, then, when through the stronghold door, I close it and release the hold we placed on the wards so the lake witch can complete her spell.

Nightly and I are the last through the windows, Bev and Martyn closing them as Selena says, ‘Time’s up. We’re in any extra bit now.’ Only the five of us are left on the roof – I nod to Selena and she takes a step off, a hover charm lowering her down to the balcony below. Nightly and I are a step behind Bev and Martyn. I reach out to him as we descend with the hover charm; aiming for the place we were standing in just minutes ago. When we are about a foot from the ground time starts again. The first firework explodes as I hear a yell from behind. Nightly and I hit the ground, a solid judder passing up from my feet.

I turn to look back through the window where the yell had come from. Before the door to the staircase closes I see Crenshaw clutching a bloody nose and Downing apologising, blood on his hand.

‘We did it,’ Nightly says to me. My heart is pounding, and I can hardly believe that he is right.
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HER MAJESTY THE PRINCESS REGENT, GEORGIANNA,

THE ROYAL MAGICAL COUNCIL

AND THE COVEN OF NURTURING

REQUEST THE PRESENCE OF

Ms Aurelia Wycherley
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AT THE BELTANE BALL,

MONDAY THE 1ST OF MAY 1815 AT THE GREENHOUSE.

ARRIVALS FROM 5 O’CLOCK, CARRIAGES AT MIDNIGHT.

YOUR FLOWER IS A ROSE,

DRESS ACCORDINGLY,

ALL GLAMOURS TO BE REMOVED AT MIDNIGHT.

FOR THE KINGDOM AND THE MAGIC.
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Forty-one

[image: O]ur return to Neoards sees green stitching on our clothes and a fresh invitation on our desks.

For the first few days, I was expecting us to be found out – we all were, a cloud of worry surrounding us. What if we were discovered? What will happen when Jonathan realizes he has Fauxcalibur? Would his focus shift back to me and my magic?

The true Excalibur is safe in the Lost Quarter and as no one besides us knows how to get in, I feel safe that Jonathan won’t know where to find it.

If they do know that they haven’t got the real sword, there is no sign of that. The Untethered Coven, outside of them being named as suspects in a report about the theft of Excalibur that Evelyn intercepted, have not been detected at all.

Unfortunately, there were quite a few detections from the households around Kestrel Lodge of a strange and unaccountable loss of time. Evelyn herself reported something happening, when she realized that reports were coming in, and the day before we left to come back to college, Mother mentioned the reports at dinner, giving me a marked look.

‘What do you suspect it could have been?’ I ask, keeping my face as deadpan as possible.

‘We are investigating, alongside the Coven of Mysteries,’ Mother says, and I am sure that if Nightly and I had not been at the Cloister she would definitely have thought we were responsible.

The weeks that have passed since Ostara feel like those first weeks of coven college. Nightly and I are inseparable. I find myself enjoying my studies and with spring laying claim to the world: we are spending more time in the gardens, greenhouses and herboritums.

I’m saddened by the thought that soon I won’t move through these halls, that I won’t be among my friends.

Naturally, talk has sometimes turned to the future – the future of our magic and our coven. It is not unusual for a witch to be part of different covens – Mother and Frances are part of four that I know of, and I suspect many more. As well as being part of the coven council they are also part of a closed coven made of trusted Justice witches, a mixed coven of friends that ebbs and flows over the years with different members and include Constance’s parents and, of course their main coven – the one that colours their magic, the Coven of Justice.

Each of the six covens of magic are not covens in the true sense of the word – twelve witches all tethered to one another – but they are covens in the First Age of Magic sense of the word, where a witch pledges their magic to the causes and ambitions of a coven and swears to serve it with truth, strength and passion until such a time as they feel called on to something new, another coven of magic, or another stage of their lives. Although most witches never retire from their covens, they just do a little less for them as they get older, like Constance’s parents, who are rarely seen at the Coven of Knowing but still wear the purple.

I have no idea which coven we will each choose to join and thinking about it makes me feel anxious, like my whole future, and the future of magic, relies on the choice that I make.

My private lessons with Russo and Platz are still as challenging as ever, and I am, in a strange way, glad for the way that they push me. The Untethered Coven are still at large, and any advanced magic that I can learn will only be helpful.

In our lessons we are now exclusively working with tertiary magic and the Wynne Hordes Coven are always placed together, our magic stronger and more advanced then all of the other student covens, which I am sure is due to us being a tethered coven and has not gone unnoticed by our fellow Neoards witches.

‘Just ignore them,’ Bev says to Emilio as the two of them join Constance, Selena and I at one of the long tables for a rare lunch in the Great Hall of Neoards. ‘Jealousy, if it has any magic in it, is full of malevolence. Let them be petty and ignorant and envious.’ She leans forward. ‘No doubt one day we will still save them and their magic in spite of their feelings.’

‘I usually take most of my meals with Marco, but it’s quite nice in here and I do like the change, now and again,’ Emilio says, looking around the Great Hall, dressed in its spring greenery, and then over his shoulder at a gaggle of witches who are throwing the five us shady looks. ‘Speaking of Marco,’ Emilio whispers. ‘He says that he doesn’t want to be here after we graduate; he wants to come home with me.’

‘That’s brilliant,’ Selena says.

‘Oh, I’m so happy for him, I knew he’d get there,’ Constance adds. ‘It’s going to be tough for him to adjust but we will all be there for him.’

‘I’m quite fond of Marco, I think of him as a favourite uncle that I never had,’ I say with a smile.

The clock chimes and I suddenly realize that I’m supposed to be somewhere else.

I snatch up the book I have with me, as well as a roll from my plate.

‘Don’t forget the meeting – six o’clock,’ Constance calls.

‘I’ll be there,’ I say as I walk down the corridor towards my lesson with Platz and Russo, but I don’t want to be at the meeting at all.

Today we are going to try and iron out the future, something that I have been putting off. As I walk the halls, my mind wanders. I think of a future where Nightly and I leave all of this behind, where we escape to Château Wycherley. There is an extensive library there, plenty of room, beautiful gardens and countryside around the humble estate. I know that Nightly and I would be happy there, but I also know that this daydream is just that… a dream. We would never shirk our responsibilities, nor would any of our friends for that matter.

A little before six I enter the Lost Quarter: my body aches from the gruelling spellwork Platz and Russo have put me through and I am not at all ready for this conversation.

‘You look as tired as I feel,’ I say to Nightly as I walk with him towards the parlour.

‘Too many late nights reading, I suspect,’ he says with a small smile.

‘You know, if you ever fancy a break from the books, I’m sure I can think of something for us to do,’ I say to him.

‘I bet you can, Wycherley.’ He squeezes my hand. ‘Do you have plans for tonight?’

I shake my head. ‘I am completely at your disposal,’ I say, placing a hand on his arm and halting him so that I can kiss him. Footsteps sound behind us and I pull away as Theo walks up to us, raising an eyebrow and shaking her head a little.

‘You two,’ she says as Jules and I follow her into the parlour, where a mixture of chairs have been placed in an auditorium style to face the windows on the far side. Theo sits next to Selena, then leans over and places a kiss on her cheek. Jules and I sit behind them and I whisper, ‘You two!’ playfully, as I sit next to him. Theo lets out a light laugh.

When we are all assembled, Constance stands at the front and clears her throat. She has a moveable blackboard before her and on it she has written the names of the six covens of magic – Accord, Mystery, Justice, Curiosity, Knowing and Nurturing. There is no time left for me to put off this moment, the wheel of the year is turning too fast. I wish I could perform a time-stop spell and live in this one college season with all of my friends for ever.

‘We have a few big decisions to make,’ Constance says. ‘And those decisions are going to have an effect on us and the primary task of our coven – to find a way to bring back the old magic.’

‘And to stop a potential witch war,’ Jenna says.

‘And be rid of Jonathan and his cronies,’ Emilio adds.

‘Right, all of that too,’ Constance says. ‘We know that the malevolent magic that the Untethered Coven have is strong and that they are looking to make it stronger by calling upon Malcifer. We have stopped him for now by stealing Excalibur but the best way to permanently stop Jonathan will be to tap into the old magic, and unite witches behind it.’

‘I agree,’ Martyn says.

‘Me too,’ Selena adds.

‘We have to choose where we are going to be magical apprentices; I guess the first thing we need to decide is are we going to stay together in one coven or not?’ Constance looks around the room at us all.

‘Together,’ Bev and Henry say.

There is a moment of silence before Selena says, ‘I think the best way for us to find out all that we can about the Old Magic and how to bring it back is by dividing and conquering.’

‘Do you mean for each of us to join different covens of magic?’ Constance says.

‘Yes, we need to know what each of the covens know about old magic and we can only do that if we each join one of them.’

‘You know,’ Martyn says, ‘I think this is the main reason the great problem of why magic is fading from the world, and why we need to tether, has never been solved. Each of the covens are looking into things on their own – but we can bring all of that information into one place, one coven… ours.’

We all start chatting about this, deciding that it is true, that there needs to be a pulling together of all of the separate knowledge.

‘Let’s have a vote,’ Constance says. ‘Those in favour of us all joining one single coven of magic?’ No one puts their hand up.

‘All in favour of dividing and conquering?’ We all raise our hands.

‘Although I am going to miss hanging out with all of you, this feels like it is the best way to achieve our objective,’ Constance says.

‘Oh, Constance, we will still hang out – often,’ I say.

‘Yes, we’ll need to pass on everything that we learn,’ Martyn adds. I feel a little bereft already at the thought of not being in the presence of my friends as often.

What follows is several hours of discussions about who wants to go where, but everyone is far too amenable and accommodating, no one minds going anywhere, and we are just talking ourselves in circles.

‘Why don’t we let magic decide?’ I suggest, when Constance rubs out the board for the third time. ‘Marco, do you know where there are some blank runestones?’ I ask and he leaps into action, returning shortly with a bag that clinks. I tip out all of the blank stones then place six of them in the palm of my hand. With a simple glamour spell, I change each stone to one of the colours of magic then drop them back in the bag.

Theo is closest to me and I extend the bag to her first, which she takes from me. ‘Theo, close your eyes,’ I say. ‘Now, Selena come and hold her hand and the two of you concentrate on each other, on your magic, on the things you value and hold dear, on the ambitions that you have for your magic together.’

Selena reaches in her hand and out she pulls a black rune stone. Theo smiles and nods. ‘Justice, perfect,’ she says.

‘We’ll go next,’ Bev says, and she takes hold of the bag with one hand and Martyn’s hand in her other. He reaches inside and pulls out the yellow of Curiosity.

Emilio and Henry are next. ‘Surely this is just a formality,’ Emilio says. ‘If we are leaving it up to magic, I already know it is going to choose Accord.’ And when Henry pulls out the red rune, Marco says, ‘Ah, we Torres are all destined to wear red.’ I look over at Emilio, worried that he is unhappy with his choice, but as Henry passes him the rune and he strokes a thumb over the surface he smiles. ‘Accord it is.’

Vaughn holds the bag, extending it to Constance. ‘Oh no you don’t, I want to hold the bag,’ she says.

‘Constance, we’re leaving it up to magic, remember?’ Vaughn reminds her as he shakes the bag in her direction.

She takes a deep breath and reaches in, then lets out a squeal when she pulls out the green rune for the Coven of Nurturing.

With two runes left, the purple of Knowing and the blue of Mysteries, Layla and Jenna go next. Layla reaches into the bag and lets out a big sigh of relief when she pulls out the blue rune.

Nightly and I don’t need to look in the bag to know that we are going to be apprentices of magic at the Coven of Knowing.

‘More books,’ I say to Nightly.

‘More libraries for us to get lost in,’ he replies with a smile.

It feels like a small weight has been lifted, but I can’t help feeling that all of us knowing which coven we will be in next season is a small victory.

And over the next few days, as we all make preparations for Beltane and the graduation that will soon follow, a few strange things start happening in the Lost Quarter. The creaking sounds that we have all experienced start to increase, and then one afternoon we look out of the window to see a small group of students standing in the courtyard and pointing directly at us.

Selena and Theo quickly leave the Lost Quarter to see what is happening. I see them outside with the others, Theo’s eyes wide as she gives a gesture with her hands that we should move away.

‘We couldn’t see you, but we could definitely see something, windows and a doorway almost superimposed over the walls of the college,’ she says as she returns to us.

‘Do you think that the Lost Quarter is ready, just like Marco, not to be lost any more?’ Selena asks.

‘That’s an interesting idea,’ Constance says, as Martyn says, ‘Yes, I think that is exactly it.’

With Marco finally ready to leave, we all agree on a few things. Firstly, that Marco will leave with us for Beltane; secondly that he will not tell anyone about the henge below the college or that he has known us since Yule. Instead, the story will be that Emilio and Henry found Marco through following the information in Emilio’s family research. Secondly, we all agree that whatever is happening with the Lost Quarter – the awakening that has been happening since we unlocked the last door – that we should aid it along.

Henry, Jenna and Theo create a revealing spell using the Golowhe runes, and on the evening before we are all to leave for Beltane we put a plan into action.

Firstly, we remove most of the books from the Lost Quarter, all of the rare books or the ones that are lost to time that is, and especially the malevolent ones. This is Nightly’s idea. ‘We might need the information that they have and it will be difficult for us to explain why we want to come back to college whenever we want to do a spot of research.’

We all agree and divide the books between us to take home and then deliver to Kestrel Lodge, where Nightly will add them to his family library. Vaughn and I will take home the true Excalibur, which is currently on the mantelpiece in the Great Hall of the Lost Quarter, and we will hide it away. Nightly also insists on taking one more item, the painting of Heston and Mathilde.

‘I can’t tell you why I need it,’ he says. ‘I… I just think that I do.’

Nightly has always trusted my magical inclinations and I am not about to call his into question now.

It’s almost midnight when Marco calls from the Great Hall. ‘He’s early!’

We all rush in and look out the window to see Omar Marsh taking his nightly walk about the grounds, his face turned up as he examines the spring stars.

‘You have to do it now,’ Marco says. This was one of a few stipulations that Marco had, one of the others being that he wanted to be an honorary member of our coven so that he could aid us in our work and we could all still be friends.

Marco wanted the revealing of the Lost Quarter to be as theatrical as possible, at night, close to midnight, when Omar Marsh is there to witness it. ‘I have dreamt of this moment in so many ways, but I feel that this is going to be very fitting – much more satisfying than the way that I met the lot of you,’ he adds.

We quickly stand in our places and as one we go over the spell that Henry, Jenna and Theo devised, we place the runes Daskor, Hardh and Orven into the spell. Since we have joined our magic, it is so much easier for us to combine the Golowhe runes and slip them into our spellwork.

I can feel the reveal taking hold, the spell working its way over the Lost Quarter, making it visible once again.

‘This is brilliant, the sides of the college are moving back to form a square so they can accommodate the Lost Quarter. Oh, you should see the look on Omar’s face! I hope he doesn’t faint from shock before I can exit,’ Marco says, then runs from the Great Hall and towards the door that leads out of the Lost Quarter and onto the lawn of the courtyard beyond.

The moment that the Lost Quarter locks into place I feel the spell snap over it, ending as it reveals the last of the place.

We all rush to the window and watch as Omar stumbles backward and I hear a voice shout, ‘It is I, Marco Torres! I have returned from the Lost Quarter.’ Omar turns to run back into the college, but as he does the door is thrown open and students and tutors, who no doubt felt the shifting of the college, rush out.

‘Quickly, before they see us,’ I say and we all hasten back from the window. Henry and Emilio join Marco as planned, but the rest of us exit via the henge, locking and sealing the door as we pass so no one can enter.

‘Come on,’ Constance calls as she hastens out of the nearest door to the courtyard. ‘I don’t want to miss this.’ The others follow her and I say, ‘We’ll be right behind you.’

Now it’s just Jules and I in the henge – as it was in the beginning.

‘What will become of this place, when we leave?’ I ask, looking around.

‘We’ll seal it up until we need it. We can come back and check on it every now and again,’ Jules says. ‘We’ll be wearing purple robes, after all; they’ll have to let us in.’

‘It will be strange leaving here, leaving it all,’ I say.

‘It will,’ Jules agrees. ‘Before we go, will you perform a little magic with me?’

‘Of course, what do you have in mind?’

‘Our roses – I think we should grow a bush here. I think I’d feel better knowing that they are looking after the place.’

I gladly slide my hand in his and together we move through the sequence of the first ever spell we made, the roses growing not just on one place but from the base of every one of the henge stones, up and over them, before they grow towards one another, making arches of bright red roses between the stones.

‘It’s beautiful,’ I say, feeling emotional as the realization that our time at Neoards is over hits me.

Nightly takes my hand and guides me not towards the open door the others took, but up the steps towards the entrance at Heston’s tomb. When we are near the top he stops.

‘Here, here is where you kissed me for the first time,’ he says, lifting me onto the step above him so that we are almost the same height.

‘Where I kissed you! Are you sure it wasn’t the other way around.’

‘Aurelia, that moment is etched into every single beat of my heart. Besides, I wanted to kiss you from the first moment we met so I knew that our first kiss had to come from you, otherwise it might not have been real, it might have been something that I made happen rather than something that you felt that you wanted.’

‘I did want your kisses. I wanted you, all of you. Still do, always will,’ I say, and, just like that fated evening, I close the distance between us and press my lips against his.

When I pull away, he says, ‘And that is why we will find a way to bring back the old magic – because love, Aurelia, truly is the greatest magic of all and with it we cannot lose.’

I kiss him again and through an unspoken agreement, we agree to skip the excitement of Marco’s return from the Lost Quarter and enjoy our own excitement in the henge.
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Forty-two

[image: I] open the front door, not expecting Mother or Frances to be there as I heave my trunk full of my attire for Beltane, as well as a good portion of the books from the Lost Quarter and Excalibur, through the door. But instead of silence and calm, I find the place bustling with black-clad witches. One of them stops in the hall, looks me up and down, and then continues on her way, papers in hand.

‘Mother, Frances,’ I call, leaving my trunk and Ankoth at the bottom of the stairs and making my way through the house. Our parlour is no longer a parlour, it is full of desks and witches – the same is true in the library, dining room and sitting room.

‘Mother, Frances,’ I call out again as I reach their spellorium that has been crammed with two extra desks. I am greeted by puzzled looks from witches that I don’t know.

‘Up here, Aurelia.’ I follow Frances’ voice up the stairs, grabbing my trunk as I go, Ankoth following me, excited by all the newcomers.

‘Ah, Aurelia, it’s good to have you home,’ Frances says, holding me close

‘Who are all of these witches?’ I ask, looking about. Before she can reply, Vaughn calls from downstairs.

‘What in the name of magic is going on here?’ he asks as he reaches us at the top of the stairs.

‘We’ve moved some of our more sensitive operations here for the time being. We had a breach at the Court, someone has been feeding the Untethered Coven information and last night… is Nightly with you?’

I shake my head. ‘Demelza has been taken,’ Frances continues. ‘We had her in a safe house but… there was evidence of a violent struggle. Nell’s out there now, with a coven of our best witches, doing all she can to find her.’

‘Oh, Nightly! I have to go,’ I say as I rush down the stairs, Ankoth in my hand. I fly through the skies of London with a fierceness that I have never experienced, and I am almost at Kestrel Lodge when the tether is flooded with disappointment and rage.

I pound on the door and it’s Nightly that opens it, eyes wide.

‘Aurelia.’ I pull him into a hug. ‘Are you all right?’ I say, trying to read his expressions.

‘Yes.’ He looks a little confused. ‘Kit has gone. He left a note saying that there were Justice witches at the door yesterday and that he didn’t feel safe.’

‘Kit? He left? Are you sure he wasn’t taken too?’ I ask.

‘Too? Who has been taken, Aurelia?’ Jules asks, as Evelyn joins him in the hallway and I realize that he and Evelyn have no idea about Demelza yet.

‘It’s only been a few hours, you two couldn’t stay away from one another for that long?’ Evelyn says with a smile and a shake of her head.

I stop holding Nightly and step away. ‘It’s not that, it’s… there was a breach at the Court, someone shared information with the Untethered Coven, information about… Ahh!’ That band of steel pulls tight around my chest and I double over in pain as I try to tell Nightly about Demelza no longer being under the protection of the Royal Magical Council. Nightly reaches out, holding me in place.

‘Mother? Mother was taken by the Untethered Coven?’

I try to nod, but instead I just whimper in pain.

‘They have her,’ Jules says, and Evelyn gasps. Jules moves to her, pulling her close.

‘They need her, and Kit,’ Nightly says, his voice steady and sure. ‘They’re planning something and need their coven.’

‘We should try and track Kit down, before his father finds him,’ Evelyn says.

‘We’ll need help,’ I reply.

‘Everyone has just got home to their families,’ Jules says. ‘Is this something we can handle on our own?’

‘I very much doubt this is something that we can even handle all together,’ I say. I think about all of the possible places that Kit could be hiding out.

‘Let’s try a few places and if we have no luck, we tell the others and give them the option to help,’ Nightly says.

The first place that I can think of looking is Kit’s old family home in Pimlico. Evelyn says that she knows a place that the two of them visited often when they were courting, and she goes there as Nightly and I head for Charm Crescent.

The place hasn’t changed since I last visited: it is still all locked up, the shutters closed, debris collecting on the steps, paint peeling from the door. It looks the same as it was the Yule before last when I had gone seeking Jonathan, thinking he was magicless and that if I was destined to be so too, that he may be able to help me. I am so glad that I never found him.

‘We should take a look inside,’ Nightly says.

‘Should we?’ I ask, feeling strange about breaking into Jonathan’s house.

‘You can stay here if you want,’ Nightly says and I scoop up his hand.

‘It has been a few weeks since we attempted any misdemeanours together,’ I say to him. ‘We are probably long overdue one.’

I swiftly move through the wards on the house, casting them aside and opening the lock on the back door. Inside, the house smells damp. I light my witch-flame, keeping my wandlet high as I lead our way.

Up the stairs, I find the drawing room and the family library. Nightly and I scour the shelves but there is nothing there that might be of interest. Jonathan’s spellorium is through the library and here I do see something different.

On the wall he used to have a painting of himself and my father, but the painting has been altered. I feel sick as I look at it – Jonathan is standing next to Malcifer, the creature of smoke and antlers.

‘Aurelia.’ Nightly reaches for me and I cling to him, sobbing. I had forgotten how truly terrifying the creature is and my mind is flooded with the memory of Avalon, the land behind the black-flame door.

‘Come on, this was a mistake,’ Nightly says as he leads me from the house. ‘No one has been here for years. Wherever Kit Thorn is, I doubt it would be anywhere that reminds him of his father.’

‘Do you think that truly is what Jonathan wants, the creature of smoke and antlers, by his side? I didn’t quite believe Kit when he told us that,’ I say as we walk back home.

‘I think that Jonathan wants power, and if Malcifer will give it to him then he will gladly take it.’

‘What do you think they are going to do?’

Nightly shakes his head. ‘Nothing without Kit, and he has eluded his father’s detection for long enough that I am sure he can continue to do so.’

‘He did that with your help,’ I say. ‘He’s alone now.’

‘He reached out to us once before, he’ll do so again.’

Nightly sounds so sure that it feels wrong for me to be contemplating Kit Thorn’s fate at the hands of his father.

It’s dark by the time Nightly and I arrive in Hemlock Square. The Crenshaws’ railings, bedecked in orange ribbon, have nothing to do with the Beltane celebrations tomorrow.

‘I saw two witches in orange today, a few streets from home, when I was in the carriage,’ Nightly says.

‘Do you think they will be allowed a seat on the council? To form a seventh coven of magic?’ I ask.

‘Yes, sadly I think they have enough members and enough influence,’ Nightly says flatly.

I feel like that calm sea I was living in since Ostara has truly broken, the wind has picked up and the waves are getting rough.

‘What do you think they are planning on doing next?’ I ask.

I watch as a thought flits across his mind. ‘Once they find Kit, along with my mother, they will be a full coven. If they still believe that they have the true Excalibur, then they will try to use it to open the black-flame door. But if they have realized that the sword is fake, then they will be looking for another way, maybe through you,’ he says, squeezing my hand.

‘We have the true sword; we could use Mathilde’s spell to get rid of the door for good,’ I say. ‘We should. Tomorrow. Everyone will be busy with Beltane celebrations in the evening, no one will be at the arcade, we should all go there and get rid of the black-flame door once and for all.’

Nightly smiles. ‘Some light misdemeanours while wearing evening attire has always been a favourite of mine.’ He holds up my hand and kisses it. ‘Besides, I need to be busy. I need to be feeling that I am doing something to aid my mother, and if we can be rid of the door, that feels like a win for us.’ He lets go of my hand and walks away

‘I’ll see you at the Green House,’ he calls over his shoulder. ‘I’ll be the dashing witch, covered in festive blooms, with an air of mystery about him that makes your knees feel weak, Wycherley.’

I smile, but I can’t help feeling sad at the brave face he is putting on. As I enter the house, I am thankful that it is quiet.
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The Royal Magical Covens, a Magical Scholar’s Guide

By Teara Newell and Abigail Tanner
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THE COVEN OF NURTURING

A green witch is always growing things — be it plants, magic or people, they never stop spreading their knowledge into the world.

It is a truth universally acknowledged that a nurturer gives the best hugs you will ever receive! Caring is second nature to these witches; they embrace all they find with an open mind and heart. And once they have taken a shine to you, you’ll find yourself with a friend for life. However, the opposite is also true; the scorn of a Nurturer cuts to the quick!

Selfless and giving are synonymous with these witches, as is hard work and skill. Not enough praise is given to the witches who set about fixing our frail bodies, who spend years developing the skills to cure and heal, who blend potions in a way that would make other witches weep for such a talent. And all this is done with the care and reverence it deserves.

It is often said that the witches of Nurture are closest to the magic of the world, using it in a way that is harmonious and sustaining, just as the old magic intended.

That being said, those who find that a homely existence is not for them would do well to avoid the green. But if family, friends, animals, baking, growing, brewing and a fascination with how a body works is your thing, then a life of nurturing is for you.
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Forty-three

[image: T]he Greenhouse was named both for the colour of the large sprawling building behind us and for the glass greenhouses that festoon the gardens of the headquarters of the Coven of Nurturing.

The largest of those greenhouses is lit up with witch-flames that dance around exotic plants, which Vaughn has been pointing out to everyone and naming, along with all of their magical and medicinal properties.

It feels more like summer in the Greenhouse, and walking in from the chill mid-spring evening is a bit of a shock. I quickly acclimatize and realize how much I have missed the summer.

The air hangs heavy with floral scents, some of which belong to the plants and some to my fellow witches, their glamours producing the fragrance. No need for anonymity in this year’s glamours, which extend to decoration only.

Constance’s sweet pea dress smells delicious and looks just as good, if not better, than the real thing. Vaughn is smiling ear to ear and even if his suit, inspired by russet-coloured dahlias, does clash slightly with his tether’s outfit, they both smell sweet together.

The Greenhouse reminds me of a much larger version of Merriweather and Penrose’s office – there are small seating areas tucked amongst massive trees and plants, and tables are set out for dining later. And in the centre of the Greenhouse, with the glass of the roof reaching up in a peak several lofty floors above it, is a large dance floor.

The orchestra has already struck up a tune and there are a few witches dancing. I see Bev and Martyn taking a turn. Martyn head-to-toe in a deep fern-green suit and Bev in a peony-inspired gown with so many delicate, petalled pleats to her dress skirts that every time Martyn spins her they run out twice as far as the space he has allowed.

I spy Emilio dressed in white, with small daisy chains all over his coat and down his trouser legs, dancing with Layla Mistry, who is in a stunning iris blue, her dress mimicking the iconic shape of the flower.

Nightly is dancing with Anderson, and I smile as I watch them, Nightly moving gracefully as he spins his way through the steps of the dance. Henry is wearing the deep maroon of a four-petal pawpaw, while Nightly is wearing midnight blue, embellished with small forget-me-nots.

He sees me as he is dancing, and I watch as his eyes rake over me. My dress is the exact same red as our roses which adorn it, ranging from large blooms at the bottom of my hem to smaller buds up and over my bust and capped sleeves. I have a matching crown of roses in my hair.

The last note of the dance has barely been played before Nightly is making his excuses to Henry and rushing to my side.

‘You look breathtaking,’ he says, scooping up my hand and spinning me around.

‘Thank you, and you look very handsome indeed.’ He leads me to the dance floor, smiling in a way that makes my stomach twist and my skin tingle.

‘Are… are these our roses?’ he asks.

‘They are. Kettle and Moore very kindly went to the arcade and picked them, suffering many a thorn-related injury in the process.’ We both smile at the thought of our roses.

He looks me over again. ‘Where exactly is the sword?’ he asks quietly.

‘Concealed in the folds of my dress – it is much more convenient than having it strapped to the back of your coat,’ I say.

‘A shame we did not think of that at Ostara.’ He gives a roll of his shoulders and a little shudder at the memory. ‘Are the others ready?’ he asks, and I nod. While he was with Evelyn looking for his mother and Kit today, I visited the rest of our coven and told them of our extracurricular activity this evening. Evelyn is to meet us outside the arcade at midnight and we will clear the roses from the black-flame door and use Excalibur to banish it once and for all. I feel good about this evening; being rid of the door feels like a step in the right direction.

‘Do you remember our first dance?’ Jules asks.

‘I am not likely to ever forget that,’ I reply. ‘You wore blue then, and I red, if I recall.’

‘Indeed,’ he says.

‘And you told me that you had led your mother to believe that we were courting.’

He smiles down at me, then raises an eyebrow as he says, ‘I did. It was the best lie I have ever told and the best truth I have ever owned.’

I think of Demelza missing… taken. I know that Jules is feeling it keenly but putting on a brave show.

‘Still no news?’ I ask.

He shakes his head. ‘Father is back and he has a battalion of witches out looking for her. He met with your mother last night and they have agreed to join forces – if anyone can find her, it is him, I am sure of it.’

We circle in the dance, moving away from one another and passing our neighbouring witches before joining together again.

‘But for the next few hours, Wycherley, I want to think of nothing but you.’

I smile up at him. ‘And I you, and how you extorted me into loving you,’ I say with mock indignation. ‘Of course, if I had known then what I know now, I would have never kept you waiting till the end of the dance to receive my reply. I would have given it to you straight away.’

‘Really, and what would your reply have been?’ he asks, as the dance calls for us to part again, swapping partners with Selena and Theo, before coming back to one another. I turn Nightly smoothly and dip him backwards before whispering in his ear, ‘I would have said yes, a thousand times, yes.’

I lift him upright and he spins me, lifting me from the ground, then he leans in close, his breath on my neck, his lips brushing my ear and my cheeks blushing almost the same colour as the roses.

‘Jules!’ I say. ‘Now is not the time or place for having you make me feel like that.’

‘Like what?’ he asks as I face him once more. ‘Like we are alone, completely and utterly alone, just the two of us and that we have all the time in the world to be together?’ he continues, and a little trill of weakness runs though me.

‘Yes, a thousand times, yes,’ I say again, and he smiles. ‘I promise you we will have all the time we want together, we will have forever, I will make sure of that. And as for us being alone; it will come soon enough,’ I add, before we spin away from one another once more. As I return to him and stretch out my hand to take his, I stop dead.

My eyes go wide as I feel a pulling on my magic, on our magic, as if someone is using it without our consent.

I know that Nightly can feel it too, as he reaches a hand to his chest and breathes in deeply.

‘Oh,’ Theo says from beside me, she too is clutching her chest. She points her free hand to my dress and I follow her gaze down to see that the red roses are wilting, dying, the colour draining from them as the rose petals drop and land on the dance floor, grey and dry.

‘The roses!’ Nightly says as the pull on the magic suddenly stops.

‘The arcade!’ I say, running off the dance floor and towards the exit, leaving a trail of dead rose petals in my wake.

Jules is beside me, a spike of white-hot fear running through our tether.

‘Aurelia, what was that? What’s happened to your dress?’ Constance calls as we run past her and Henry. ‘What’s going on?’

‘The arcade!’ I call. ‘We have to get to the arcade, now!’ I shout back, and I summon Ankoth as I run.

‘I’ll rally the others,’ Henry says, hastening back towards the dance floor.

‘I’ll come with you!’ Constance calls after us.

I make my way to where we left the carriages, then follow the road round to the stables.

‘Quickly,’ I say, then I stop dead. I can feel something echoing along my magic, like someone knocking.

‘Jules, they’re trying to open the black-flame door,’ I say, tears flooding down my face. ‘They can’t! They can’t let him out!’ I sob.

‘Aurelia, they don’t have the right sword,’ Nightly says.

‘But what if they already know that. Remember how I used our magic last year, how I pulled it from the roses to transform the key to open my father’s spellorium? What if they used our roses on Fauxcalibur!’ I say.

‘They can’t do that… can they?’ Constance says, as I look from her back to Nightly.

‘Aurelia, we need to leave – now. No time for coaches,’ he says.

‘Broomsticks!’ Constance shouts at the footmen coming out of the stables. ‘We need broomsticks!’

The footman takes one look at me and nods, before pulling two from the back of a nearby carriage.

Constance doesn’t wait; she takes the brooms from an adjacent carriage. ‘It’s an emergency,’ she says. ‘We’ll be sure to get them back. But we’re going to need more.’ She calls the footmen to help her to gather more brooms just as the rest of our coven enter the stable yard.

Layla hops on a broom and, living up to her Midnight Flight win, she is airborne before the rest of us have even got on. I sense Ankoth is in the air but not heading for me, so I snap up a broom that is offered to me.

We speed towards the nearest arcade entrance. With every moment that passes, I feel more frantic as the pounding I can feel vibrating through the door, through my magic, fills me.

I’m happy to find that my broom skills are not just limited to riding Ankoth, as Layla, Emilio and I pull ahead of the others. Reaching into the pocket of my dress, I curl my fingers around the disc that Jackson gave me at the beginning of term; since the attack before Yule I have carried it with me every day. I activate the summoning charm upon it. I remember how Emilio had said that he would only join us if we knew when to ask for help – and that time is now.

We land as almost all the roses have fallen from my dress, exposing the red fabric underneath and the hilt of the true Excalibur concealed there. My hair is loose and I am cold to the bone, not just from the spring night air whipping around me but from the fear of what we might find inside.

We run to the entrance. Evelyn is there, dressed in the black of Justice, her wand out, Ankoth floating beside her. I hardly have time to register the actions of my uncanny broom.

‘I saw them go in. I’ve alerted the Justice witches,’ she says.

The others land and I turn to face them, not entering the arcade just yet, arms outstretched till we are all together, and then I say, ‘If the door is open, we don’t stay, we run. We run and we try to seal the entrances to the arcade.’ They all nod in agreement.

With my wand in my hand and the broom still clenched in my other, I hold Jules’ eye for a moment and together we walk into the arcade.
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Forty-four

[image: I]t’s eerily quiet inside the arcade with its vaulted ceilings, the stained-glass windows dark and clear. I’ve never seen them like that before, empty. We all walk in slowly – I cast a hover charm over everyone’s feet and our footsteps are instantly silenced.

I think about substituting the broom for Excalibur but I don’t want Jonathan to know that I have it. I hope that Emery and Jackson, as well as the witches Evelyn called upon, will be here soon. I start running through footwork and defensive spells in my head. When I take a look out over the arcade from the entrance alcove, I see that the roses that had once protected the black-flame door are dead, and the flames of the door are burning bigger and brighter than I have ever seen them.

We keep to the shadows of the alcove, Nightly by my side.

‘There,’ Constance whispers from behind. ‘Someone on the floor.’

And right there is a witch that I recognize as the young man who was speaking to Crenshaw on the lake; the witch from the Coven of Accord.

I run my magic over him. ‘He’s dead,’ I whisper, and my fear increases.

‘We need to get closer,’ Martyn says, and slowly, stealthily, we begin to fan around the room in an arc. My magic has elevated into a level of hyperawareness that I did not know it was capable of – I can feel each of my coven members through our magical connection. I instinctively know where they are and that we are all terrified; all determined, too.

I cast my eyes over the black-flame door, trying to figure out if what I am seeing are scorches or gouges. There are eight massive lines crossing the door in two groups of four, as if long claws have attacked it from the inside. The booms that I feel, ring through my magic.

A deep chanting fills the arcade, full of dominance, control and power. I press forward, my legs shaking a little, there they are, the Untethered Coven, all gathered around the black-flame door in an arc. I see Payton-Smith holding Demelza – she is bound, gagged and bleeding from a wound on her head. It reminds me of when her tether had taken her last Ostara.

In the middle of the arc, lying on the floor in front of the door, is Kit. He is held in place by ropes of witch-flame as he writhes about, and above him, hovering in a beam of light, I see the fragment of smoke. My skin starts to prickle as it begins to move ever closer to Kit, as Jonathan and the others chant more quickly. They are calling to the fragment of the creature, enticing it towards Kit. Just as he had feared, his father is using him as a vessel for Malcifer.

The chanting becomes louder and louder, and I watch in horror as the fragment dissipates into a fine cloud of grey swirling smoke. Kit screams as the smoke enters into him. His body writhes and thrashes and then falls still and silent.

It reminds me of when my curse claimed me, the smoke-like tendrils burrowing painfully into me, coating my magic, combining with me.

I hold my breath as Jonathan moves closer to Kit, slicing his bonds with the counterfeit Excalibur before taking a step back. All is silent, all is still.

The seconds tick by, and just when I am beginning to wonder if Kit is dead he takes a large gasping breath; he reaches out a hand as he sits up, as if reaching for the light above.

He lets out a sound that is both guttural and primal, and it shakes me to my core. I know that he is no longer Kit – he is the creature of shadow and antlers.

‘Ahhh,’ he breathes, and I dash the tears that have involuntarily gathered. ‘It hath been many centuries since I had a host in this realm, since I moveth in flesh, since I tasteth thy moonlight, and feasteth on thy magic.’ He turns Kit’s face up to the glass ceiling and the moon beyond the arcade and smiles in a way that makes my flesh crawl.

‘Let them knoweth that I shall soon be among them, not just in this form, but in my true state of shadows,’ he says.

‘Yes, Lord Malcifer,’ Jonathan says, and the Untethered Coven begin to move as one through a spell, a spell whose strands I can see reaching out towards Malcifer in Kit’s form. He pushes himself from the stone floor and I can feel him pulling on the old magic in the ley line that the arcade is built on, taking it through him and altering it, tainting it as he reaches Kit’s hands up.

‘Now, we open the gate once more – my children are hungry and eager to reward ye all. When I step into thy realm and inhabit this form fully, they shall feast on your magicless hoards and we shall reclaim this world anew.’ The creature inside Kit lies, I can feel his intention – he plans to claim our world, ruling over us all, witches and non-magicals alike.

Jonathan kneels as he offers Fauxcalibur to Malcifer.

He moves Kit’s hand to take it from Jonathan, sweeping the sword slowly into the air, lifting it in the twilight. He sniffs it, then he sticks out Kit’s tongue and runs the blade along it.

He pauses for a moment before he brings the hilt of the blade down on Jonathan’s shoulder.

‘Dost thou try to tricketh me, Malcifer, shadow-weaver and lord of the night, son of the darkness, prince of shades, destroyer of light?’

‘No… No, my lord,’ says Jonathan.

‘This be not the blade forged by the guardian le Fay, this be not the sword of starlight and song, this… this is something else,’ he says as he flings Fauxcalibur into the shadows.

I sense someone approaching from the opposite side of the arcade and although I know that now is not the time to act, my mother and Frances do not. They enter the arcade leading a mixed band of coven witches including the tutors of Neoards, Oliver Hallow’s battalion of red Accord witches, and Marco.

Malcifer turns to face them and I leap up running towards the fray, my friends following.

I can feel the malevolence in the spells of the Untethered Coven: each flick of their wands fuels a spell whose intention is to kill. I drop the broom and reach for my skirts; with Excalibur in one hand and my wandlet in the other, I head straight for Malcifer. I send out a binding spell as he lazily raises one of Kit’s hands and sweeps it through the air, knocking down Selena and Henry in one direction and Frances and Omar Marsh in another.

I redouble my efforts, drawing on the ley beneath me as I move swiftly through the sequence of lassoing a rope of magic around him. I place all the feeling of summer days and sunlight that I can into that rope, hoping that the son of darkness is as unfond of the light as I am of him.

The ropes hold, snaking over the tops of Kit’s arms and pinning them to his sides. For a moment he looks at me, surprised, then he cocks his head to one side and smiles.

‘Thou hasn’t returned to me, little witch of stolen magic,’ he says, and I hold tight to the light rope as beside me Bev casts out a second strand.

‘And I see thou has’t stolen once again,’ he says, his eyes resting on Excalibur.

Theo casts a third bond around Malcifer, who smiles before he twists one of Kit’s hands and I feel him take a hold of the glowing ropes, grasping them with a magic stronger than anything I have ever felt. Theo, Bev and I lunge to one side as we try to keep a hold of our own magic.

Malficer lowers Kit’s eyes to us as he smiles and flicks his arms, reaching them out and snapping free of the magical bonds. He still has a hold of the ropes and he pulls them, sending the three of us flying across the room. I hit one of the pillars of the arcade and land beside Bev. ‘Theo?’ I call out as I look around for her, thrown into the shadows of the arcade.

Malcifer is stalking towards us through the carnage as he turns his palms, raising Kit’s witch-flame, which is now more smoke than fire. He sweeps his arms left and right, sending witches flying through the air, blazes of smoking flame following them. I search the battle around me and see Mother crouched over Frances as Malcifer flicks Kit’s hand in their direction. Instinctively, I cast out a shielding charm towards them, catching the flame and sending it straight back. I lock eyes with Constance for a moment and we exchange a nod as she heads towards my mother and Frances, firing off spells as she rushes to their aid.

Malcifer is writhing in agony as Kit’s body, scalded from the rebounded flame, pinks and then reddens.

I try to rouse Bev, pulling her up to her feet as blood pours from her head. I run a hand over her wound, calling on Kosoleth and using the rune to stop the flow.

‘Giveth me the key,’ Malcifer says in that strange voice that is not quite Kit’s and not quite his.

I hold Bev with one arm as she sways, and I hold Excalibur up to protect us both as I see Nightly running along behind Malcifer. He has Fauxcalibur in his hand as he leaps into the air, swiftened by a witch wind, and comes down hard, plunging the sword into Kit’s back.

Malcifer screams and turns as Kit’s blood runs down his back. He reaches out a hand and lifts it in the air, fist clenched. Nightly is instantly hoisted upwards, his hands clawing at his throat at the invisible hold there, as he kicks his legs and his face turns red.

I let go of Bev and see her sway but stand as I run towards Malcifer, Excalibur low and poised, and as I reach him, I slice hard across the backs of Kit’s legs. Malcifer, falls forward with a cry as he lets go of Nightly. Jules falls to the ground in a crumpled heap.

‘Jules!’ I call, and rush towards him. In that moment of distraction, Malcifer twists, stretching out Kit’s strong arms around my knees as he slams me to the floor, knocking the wind and Excalibur from me.

All I can see is Jules’ lifeless form on the ground in front of me. ‘Nightly!’ I scream at him as I try to feel him along the tether, and am met with silence.

I twist on to my back to find Malcifer bearing down upon me.

‘Ah, little witch, thou art brave but thou art foolish too. I see the love that thou have for thy kin.’ He waves his unburdened arm and Vaughn and Emilio are raised into the air and dropped with screams and sickening crunches.

‘Thou shall watcheth them suffer before thou watcheth them die,’ he says with a sneer. ‘For I am coming.’ I can hear the pounding on the black-flame door start up once more.

Theo runs towards me and I see her jump for Kit, reaching for Fauxcalibur that is still protruding from his back, ready to drive it into him, but before she can reach it she screams, her legs pulled from under her at a strange angle as Malcifer shoots out Kit’s wand hand. I scuttle backwards and curl my fingers around the hilt of Excalibur.

Malcifer smiles at me with Kit’s lips, as he uses Kit’s wand to perform a spell that pulls some of the shadows forth, to form a sword blade where Kit’s arm should be. He raises it above his head and slices it down at me. Constance casts a shield charm, covering my body. A resounding clash fills my ears as the sword of shadow strikes my friend’s magic.

I know I have a moment, a clear chance. I signal to Constance and she removes the shield, as I lunge up thrusting Excalibur into Malcifer. A primal cry fills the air. His face is a picture of surprise as the shadows begin to writhe and shift within Kit, a frenzy of claws and antlers forming in the smoke then sinking back before Kit’s body hits the ground hard. The arcade grows quiet, then a roar from beyond the door shakes the space.

I scramble to my feet, Jules agonizingly close to me as I turn away from him towards the black-flame door. The gouge lines are splintering out, into our world. I have to get rid of the door, I can’t risk Malcifer getting through.

I plunge Excalibur deep into the flames around the door, and I draw a line along the threshold. Where the sword cuts, the flames die. I recite Mathilde’s spell from the grimoire, the one that will close this breach between our world and the realm of Malcifer, as I continue up around the casing of the door, cutting it from this world. When all the flames are gone and just a solid black door remains, I plunge Excalibur into the lock below the handle. As I turn the sword deosil, I spellcast with everything that I can pull on, all the magic that I can reach for in the arcade, drawing it all into me and out – out into the spell, into the door, and, as if it never were, the black-flame door is no more.

‘Foolish little witch, there is more than one door to my realm,’ Malcifer says his voice barely louder than a whisper.

I walk over to him, Excalibur in my hand and standing over him I say, ‘Maybe, but there is only one way to kill the darkness.’ I pull on the magic of the ley, bringing it through me, and I call on the magic of my coven witches, and the other witches in the arcade too. I call on the Golowhe runes and cast them in front of me. They glow with my black flame, before settling on the blade of Excalibur, merging into the metal.

I look down and falter, and for a moment I see Kit, just Kit and with his own voice he says ‘Kill him, Aurelia, do it.’ I keep Kit’s eye as I plunge Excalibur down. I take a half step back as the shadows writhe and push out, Malcifer’s true face taking shape in the shadows for one final scream before he is pulled out into the world where he coalesces into the shadow fragment once more. Pulling Excalibur from Kit I slice through the shadow of Malcifer, Excalibur glowing with my black-flame runes, and the shadow disappears entirely.

I send out my magic and can no longer feel Malcifer’s malevolent presence.

Kit let’s out a loud ragged breath and I crouch down. He locks eyes with me and whispers, ‘I really did love her.’ Then he closes his eyes and lies dead on the floor, the locket around his neck open and Evelyn’s portrait inside.

I rush to Jules, still and lifeless on the floor. Around me the battle is ending, the Untethered Coven losing something in the strength of their magic the moment that Kit died.

‘Nightly! Jules!’ I shout as I reach him. I place an ear to his chest and listen for my name on it, but my ears are ringing from the frantic beating of my own heart.

I shake him. ‘Healer! I need a healer!’ I call. As I place my hands on his chest then lean forward and kiss him, I search my mind for our tether, for that thread that connects us, and when I get there, I find that his mind is wide open. It is just like the times I have walked into his mother’s mind.

I run through it, calling to him, till I see a door with light peeking through its frame. I break it down and reach in. He is standing at the end of a long tunnel, looking towards a bright white light tinged with purple that reminds me of his witch-flame He turns to face me, and I reach out my hand to him. ‘Please Jules, don’t go too far from me, don’t leave me for so long,’ I say, as I feel the tears run down my face.

‘Aurelia?’ he says, and his voice sounds like it’s coming from very far away.

‘Take my hand, Jules,’ I tell him, and he hesitates and turns his face back towards the light. ‘Nightly, if you please!’ I insist, and he turns back to me, reaching out his fingers, and I close my hand around his and pull as hard as I can.

He takes a massive breath, then coughs and coughs. I sit him up and hold him to me and he wraps his arms around me.

‘I almost went too far from you,’ he says.

‘I know,’ I whisper as tears flow freely, and I hold him so tightly I don’t think that I will ever be able to let go.
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[image: N]one of the coven of Wynne Hordes have suffered lasting injuries, but the same cannot be said of some of the Justice witches, or those from Oliver Hallow’s battalion and the faculty coven of Neoards. Penrose is treating Gideon Moon, who is unconscious after being thrown across the arcade, and Merriweather is treating Nita Jackson, one side of her face badly burnt. ‘She may lose her eye,’ I hear Meriwether tell Mother as Nita is led away.

I feel as if everything is moving quickly around me and all I can do is hold Nightly’s hand as Penrose looks over him.

‘Mr Nightly, we’re going to move you to the Greenhouse with some of the others. Ms Wycherley and your family will join you shortly. Be careful as you move him, I think his ribs may be broken.’ Penrose is firm as she directs the green-clad nurturers who have arrived to assist.

‘Mr Wycherley, this way,’ Penrose calls out as Vaughn approaches me. I give him a small smile and he nods his head at me. He has a bruise on his chin and his hair is a mess but apart from that he is unhurt, thankfully. He and Constance have entered into their apprenticeships early and a little while later I see them both leaving with the rest of the nurturers, who are taking the wounded back to the Greenhouse.

I find Mother with her arm in a sling, directing witches around in the main arcade, while Frances, her head heavily bandaged, oversees the removal of Jonathan and the rest of the Untethered Coven.

They are each wearing magical shackles, designed to suppress their magic, stopping them from casting any spells.

‘We will place them in the tower until the council can meet,’ says Mother.

‘Can you trust the council?’ I ask, and she lets out a low sigh.

‘Aurelia, I have to – if I don’t, then all is forsaken. I know that we have traitors in our midst, but I also know that the system must be adhered too. Change can only come through the right channels, otherwise we are no better than Jonathan.’

‘Is that Excalibur?’ Mother asks, gesturing to the sword in my hand. ‘It is, Jonathan had it.’ I lie to her twice as I hand her Fauxcalibur, the true Excalibur safely hidden in the skirts of my dress.

She takes the sword and we walk towards the doors of the arcade. Ankoth has found me and floats by my side, broom twigs a little scorched but otherwise fine. Henry, Emilio and Selena are left from our coven, the rest, along with Marco, who insisted on travelling with them, are already on their way to the Greenhouse.

‘Carmen,’ Mother says, as Emilio’s grandmother walks towards us, ‘I appreciate the Accords presence and support with this.’ She motions to the Untethered Coven, each of the ten remaining are being escorted by one red- and one black-clad witch.

‘Not at all, security in this matter is of the utmost importance. Speaking of which, did you arrange the other precaution?’

‘I did,’ Mother says, her voice low.

‘What happened to Kit… I mean, his body?’ I ask.

‘Don’t worry, Aurelia. We will take good care of him,’ Frances says.

‘And Demelza?’ I ask.

‘She’s at the Greenhouse, being treated. She was only ever a part of this coven by magic, not choice – she won’t be tried under the tree like the others.’ There is an edge in Frances’ voice when she speaks of the Justice Tree that makes my magic quiver a little.

Selena and Henry join Emilio and I as we walk out of the arcade with our brooms in hand, behind the escorted Untethered Coven, and into the early spring morning.

I wasn’t expecting it to be light and wonder how much time has passed. I also wasn’t expecting there to be so many people outside.

‘Are… are they members of the press?’ I ask, pointing to a small gaggle of people with notebooks.

‘Yes,’ Mother replies as she holds her head high. ‘There will be no covering up this capture of the Untethered Coven, no secreting them away, everyone will know what has happened here tonight.’

Together, Mother and Carmen Torres walk towards the group of reporters as Frances and Carmen’s tether oversee the transfer of the prisoners. As the carriages pull away, there is a guard of red and black witches on broomstick – I guess they are parading their prisoners through London.

Emilio, Henry, Selena and I take to the air once the carriages are out of view and head straight to the Greenhouse.

The headquarters of the Nurturers looks peaceful in the early morning light. We are directed to the main building where Russo and Platz give us an update on everyone who was injured. Selena rushes off to find Theo and see how her broken legs are healing, and I dash to find Nightly.

He is in a small room on his own, the covers pulled up to his collarbone, his eyes closed. I run a hand over his forehead. He looks peaceful.

‘Ahh, Ms Wycherley.’ Margaret Merriweather comes into the room. ‘We gave him something to help him sleep, along with a strong restorative draught. He sustained a broken ankle in the attack, and a few broken ribs too, as well as the bruising to his neck. But we are sure he will make a fast recovery. His other condition… that, well that is as best as we can make it for now.’

‘His… his other condition?’ I ask.

‘Yes, my dear. Mr Nightly confided in us and we have been treating him since Imbolc – but don’t worry, Penrose and I are protected by our Hippocratic oath, we won’t be passing on details of Mr Nightly’s plight to anyone.’

My heart is pounding as I try to make sense of what plight Merriweather is speaking of. The fatigue Nightly has been experiencing? Could that be due to something other than worry and overstudying?

‘And do you have any new insight into his… condition?’ I ask, fishing for answers.

‘As I said, we have given him a strong restorative draught, greater than the one that he had been brewing himself – although the trick with the aniseed is genius, it’s a shame the two of you are not to wear the green. Anyhow, we have agreed that he will come to us in the future, even after you have joined the Coven of Knowing. But I will tell you what we told him; we cannot stop this from happening, the brews will only hold back the inevitable.’

‘Hold it back?’ I repeat, my chest feeling tighter than when I had bent my oath.

‘Yes, my dear. Unfortunately, Penrose and I agree with Mr Nightly’s self-diagnosis. In most cases this is never true; the patient is usually catastrophizing, but in this case…’

‘In this case… it is the worst,’ I say, wiping a tear from my cheek as I stare at Nightly asleep, his hair flopping over his forehead.

‘We have impressed upon him, as I suspect that you have, that he should break his tether with you – that no magic is worth his life,’ Merriweather says, and my magic runs icy in my marrow.

‘My magic?’ I ask slowly.

‘Yes, we are in agreement with that too, unfortunately. And obviously we know that you, that your magic, is important, Platz and Russo drill us all on that constantly, but when Mr Nightly dies, your magic will be no more anyway, thanks to your tether. That curse of yours really is a nasty one.’

I sit on the edge of Nightly’s bed as the full weight of what Merriweather has just disclosed hits me. Jules is dying; he is going to die and it is because of me, because of my magic, and he kept it from me.

‘I’ll leave you, dear, but if you have any questions, or if we can help in any way at all, do call on Sophia and I. And Ms Wycherley, I would really urge you and Mr Nightly to break your bonds sooner, rather than later.’

‘Thank you,’ I say, my voice hollow, tears flowing. ‘Could, could you not mention that you have spoken to me? Nightly is a very practical and proud witch, he likes to do things in his own way, on his own terms. He will update me on this development in his condition when he is ready,’ I say as she leaves the room.

And I don’t doubt that he would have told me – he would have – but he also would have waited until we had done all we were supposed to have done, till we had saved magic, saved the world, and he had found a way to save me. He would have driven me on, not letting his suffering show, just as he has been.

‘You should have told me,’ I say to him, holding his face in my hands, my tears splashing his cheeks.

I know why he didn’t, because I would have insisted on breaking our tether now – I’d break it this instant if I could do it on my own. I would rather live a life of no magic then a life without him.

And then it hits me. When he found Great Aunt Antoinette’s letter, when he found out that he did not need to tether to me for me to keep my magic, that I would have kept it anyway, some of the anger that he felt towards me must have been because of this, because my magic is killing him.

There is a knock on the door and I dash my tears as Evelyn comes in and takes one look at me before pulling me into a hug.

‘Oh, Aurelia, please don’t worry. I met with Margaret Merriweather and she said that he has a few broken bones, and they have given him a draught to sleep off the worst while the magic heals him. But he’s going to be fine,’ she says, her voice bright and cheery. I can’t tell her that is not true.

I nod and stand, saying, ‘I know, I know. He is going to be fine.’ And I feel my magic become solid as steel within me.

I turn and kiss the top of Nightly’s head before making to leave. Demelza Nightly catches my arm as she stands by the door. ‘It seems that I am thrice in your debt, Ms Wycherley,’ she says, and I turn to her and say, ‘There is no debt for anything that I do where Jules or Evelyn are concerned.’ Demelza mulls that over for a moment before she says, ‘Well in that case, thank you.’ It is the first time that I believe she has been genuinely hospitable to me – I am sure that will all change when she finds out that my magic, the magic that she thinks has saved her daughter, is killing her son.

I close the door behind me and walk down the green corridor, and I do two things – first, I imagine the worst-case scenario: my magic will kill Jules. Then I wonder if the same is true of the coven, my friends too, and I feel devastatingly hollow at the thought.

But if we can undo the coven, and break mine and Jules’ tether, we will all live. Jules will have no magic; I am sure of that – I can see it when I examine the magic of our tether. And when I follow the magic back to me, it is complicated. Not only because when we break the tether and my magic leaves me, the curse will go on and seek out one of my relatives, but also because I can see that mine and Jules’ magic, through the forging of the diamond in Fauxcalibur, is linked so intrinsically to the magic of every member of our coven that if any of us should break our tethers in any way, through death or conscious choice, all the tethers would be broken, all the magic gone.

And if I do that, if I break us all to save Jules, what would then happen? The fragment of Malcifer is free, and I know that the creature of shadow and antlers is not done with me or the magic of this world.

I exit the Greenhouse and reach for Ankoth. I know what I need to do – I need to find a way to save Jules Nightly, just as he once found a way to save me.





The End of an Age: A Treaty and Examination of Events that Closed the Third Age of Magic, cont.

By Chloe Barnes, first published in 2025, revised edition 2026

The second battle of the Untethered took place on Tuesday 21st March 1815, in the London Arcade, which is now a monument to the magic of the Third Age. Walking through that once magically imbued space it is easy to imagine the arcade in its heyday, just as it is easy for us to imagine the black-flame door. Its location in the arcade is marked by the scorches on the floor left by the mighty sword Excalibur when it cut the doorway from our world. And close by lies the blackened, withered and petrified remains of the rosebush that Aurelia Wycherley and Jules Nightly conjured, whose thorns once protected the kingdom and the magic from what lies beyond. If only such a bush had been planted close to the black-flame door’s twin. A door that we now know can only be opened by a host of Malcifer.

Kit Thorn was one such host of the magical entity known as Malcifer, also referred to in this paper as the creature of shadows and antlers. Although he was not the host that many now think of when they study the destruction and devastation that was caused in Malcifer’s name.

However, the host that is overlooked, the one that is never credited with owning that sliver of malevolence that swam within their magic, or with overcoming it to shape magic as we know it now, is Aurelia Wycherley.
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THE COVEN OF ACCORD

Witches of the Coven of Accord are the first and last line of magical defence for the magical world. Well-trained in magical combat, with excellent broom skills and unrivalled ward casting charms, these red-clad witches protect and serve Crown and country.
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THE COVEN OF CURIOSITY

Witches of the Coven of Curiosity are explorers and adventurers of the magical world. Whether they are travelling the globe or performing magic in their coven arcade, these yellow-clad witches are always at the boundaries of what magic can do and looking for new ways to cast spells, brew potions and perform magic
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THE COVEN OF JUSTICE

Witches of the Coven of Justice are the peacekeepers and protectors of magic. Ensuring the rights of witches and their safety is the priority for these black-clad witches, highly skilled in advanced magic and the laws that govern the world.
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THE COVEN OF MYSTERY

Witches of the Coven of Mystery are the teachers and scholars, librarians and record-keepers of the magical world. These purple-clad witches specialize in educating witches in the fundamentals of primary and secondary magic, as well as keeping records of the history of magic for all.
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THE COVEN OF KNOWING

Witches of the Coven of Knowing are the teachers and scholars, librarians and record-keepers of the magical world. These purple-clad witches specialize in educating witches in the fundamentals of primary and secondary magic, as well as keeping records of the history of magic for all.
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THE COVEN OF NURTURING

Witches of the Coven of Nurturers are the healers and the growers, the herbologists and the biologists of the magical world. Potions are the expertise of these green-clad witches; they tend to nature, encouraging it and learning about its innate magic while helping it and every witch around to grow.
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PROTECT AMMOK
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UNKNOWN ANKOTH
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OPEN ANTER
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BEGINNING DALLETH
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RETURN DASKOR
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RELEASE DELIVRA
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CREATION GWRAINS
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BOLD HARDH
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EVERYTHING KENIVER TRA
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STILLNESS KOSOLETH
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EXPAND OMLESA
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BOUNDARY ORVEN
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Image Descriptions

Description 1: An illustration titled “The Wheel of the Year.” It features a circular design divided into eight segments. Starting from the top and moving clockwise, are Yule: Winter Solstice – 22 December 1813, Imbolc: Brigid – 1 February 1814, Ostara: Spring Equinox – 21 March 1814, Beltane : Walpurgis – 30 April 1814, Litha: Summer Solstice – 22 June 1814, Lughnasadh: Lammas – 1 August 1814, Mabon: Autumn Equinox – 23 September 1813, and Samhain: Hallow’s Eve – 31 October 1813. The center of the wheel contains a crest-like design with crossed arrows, a crown, and a banner reading “The Royal Magical Council.”  Around this emblem set every 45 degrees are progessive phases of the moon, and various illustrations of items, animals, and other images, including a peacock, antlers, an anatomically accurate human heart, an ornate key, a rose, and assorted other elements. BACK.
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