
        
            
                
            
        

    
		
			
				Praise for

				Uncharmed

			
			“A delicious treat of a novel! Full of found family, baked goods, and characters you’ll cheer for, Uncharmed is absolutely charming! I loved it!”

			—Sarah Beth Durst, New York Times bestselling author of The Faraway Inn

			“Forget the title, this has charm by the bucketful! It’s a cosy witchy read to sprinkle you with autumn magic.”

			—Peterborough Telegraph

			“Uncharmed is a book to be savored while curled up with a hot beverage and a sweet treat on a cold autumn night. Lucy Jane Wood has written another wonderful story—one of self-discovery, acceptance, and found family. I adored every lovely word!”

			— Jenna Levine, USA Today bestselling author of Road Trip with a Vampire

			“Anyone looking for a lighthearted autumnal romp to snuggle up with will be delighted.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“Magical hijinks ensue in this page-turner.”

			—Booklist

		

	
		
			
				Praise for

				Rewitched

			
			“Rewitched is a mug of hot chocolate in book form. Cozy, comforting, and just the right amount of sweet. I loved sinking into Belle’s story, and the message about stepping into your magic.”

			—Libby Page, author of This Book Made Me Think of You

			“A warm and witchy autumnal delight.”

			—Julie Leong, author of The Teller of Small Fortunes

			“The novel equivalent of Gilmore Girls…. Just add a spiced latte.”

			—Stylist

			“A dazzling, enchanting read that soothes as much as it entertains.”

			—Auralee Wallace, national bestselling author of In the Company of Witches

			“With a ’90s-nostalgic London setting, a serene bookshop, and an autumnal ambience, this novel is perfect for readers looking for self-discovery and slightly higher stakes in their cozy fantasies…. As the weather turns cooler, readers can count on being warmly led through this gentle witchy journey of self-worth.”

			—Library Journal

			“A charming blend of romance, self-discovery, witchcraft, and coziness that will leave you utterly bewitched.”

			—Beth Reekles, author of The Kissing Booth

			“Rewitched had me under its charming spell from beginning to end. This nostalgic, heartfelt story is perfect for anyone looking for a cozy, magical read mixed with beautiful messages of self-rediscovery.”

			—Simone Soltani, author of Cross the Line
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			For the ones who trust that whimsy should lead the way sometimes and who know that to still choose to believe in magic, despite it all, is brave.

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			The events of Disenchanted take place after Annie’s story in Uncharmed and Belle’s adventures in Rewitched, but all three are standalone stories set in the Selcouth world.

		

	
		
			
				1

				Once upon a Time

			
			When the heavy leather-bound cover of a fairy-tale book falls open, a reader unfamiliar with true magic may think they know precisely what is to be found inside.

			To those who read no deeper than the familiar words inked on the page, the ones you have revisited time and time again, it is simply a gilded world of riches. One of jewel-coloured tapestries and golden crowns. One of roaring beasts and fleeing damsels, romantic rescue waiting proudly at the end of it all. It is a shiny place of temptation and beauty, towering and glittered, where good is always good and wicked is always wicked.

			But only the most magical of heart know that, crucially, aside from all the shining swords and gnarled villains, so many of the best and beloved fairy tales begin simply with a girl.

			Often, she finds herself alone, facing danger. Shoved from the warmth and safety of home, our heroine bravely sets out and soon sees her deepest fears proven real. She is forced to take the winding path that leads to the dark forest ahead, and all she knows is that she must find her way through. There is hurt and loss woven through the words of a fairy tale, but what begins with nightmares and loneliness soon becomes the forging of a fire.

			Because a fairy-tale heroine holds something precious inside her: a glimmer of the strongest gold that pushes her onwards as though she has no other choice. It is a determination, despite it all, to exist in joy and to love with abandon—a rare sort of power that few possess, but one that will always outwit the worst of monsters. She will bravely craft her own happy ending, whether peasant, princess, mother or wild selkie.

			Sometimes, the girl may even be a witch.

			
				[image: ]
			

			“Have I got the Williams family here?” Sage called impatiently, craning her neck to peer over the small crowd that had gathered at the entrance to the dell. A couple of whispers passed between groups, each guest looking more and more like they regretted every decision that had led them to this moment. Sage couldn’t help but relate as she shoved the enormous brim of her hat up and out of the way, blew a stubborn ringlet out of her eyeline and juggled her broomstick in one hand with the clipboard in the other.

			“Williams family?” she shouted, louder this time and accompanied by an eye-roll, which she should perhaps have kept under wraps. It was not entirely professional—as professional as one could be, anyway, while wearing a head microphone that was running out of batteries, clipped to a supermarket cloak containing so much plastic that she was fairly likely to burst into flames at any given moment. As if that wasn’t something a witch had to worry about at the best of times.

			A man and woman came power-walking around the corner, followed at a distance by two teenage daughters, who had clearly been victims of bribery for their participation in something as mortifying as a historical walking tour.

			“Williams, I take it?” Sage asked. “Very good of you to join us.” She meant for the last part to come out quieter than it did.

			“So sorry we’re late. We kept getting distracted along the way,” the jolly woman replied, tinkling an apologetic wave to the rest of the tour group. “It really is such a pretty place, isn’t it? Did anyone see the dahlia pots round the corner? Remarkable blooms…”

			Sage did not look up from her clipboard as she ticked off the final names on her register. “I doubt the others have managed to find those yet. Unfortunately, we’ve all spent rather a long time waiting on this corner for a gaggle of latecomers.”

			The little postcards of tour feedback often mentioned that the host was somewhat “brusque,” “snippy,” “sarcastic”…even “terrifying” once. She kept that last one under a magnet on the fridge for general life inspiration. But Sage defied anyone to work directly with the general public and not lose their politeness, if not also some portion of their will to live.

			She slipped the lid back onto her pen and the clipboard into her satchel before giving her head microphone a tap. The speaker gave a piercing electrical whine, and she scowled at the winces that it earned.

			“Blasted thing,” she muttered.

			“Gonna give us a tune, are you, love?” Mr. Williams asked with a grin, gesturing to her head mic in an attempt to lighten spirits, which Sage deemed somewhat unnecessary. Spirits seemed perfectly adequate as they were. All guests were quiet, polite, ready to learn. This was a historical walking tour; it wasn’t meant to be fun. She simply shot him a look so withering that he blushed and took a clear step backwards.

			“Since we are finally all assembled, let’s begin. My name is Sage Hemlock. And you”—she steeled herself for the next part, as she had to do every time—“are officially my academy witches in training.”

			As always, the line earned a half-hearted cheer from the more willing participants in the group and an uncomfortable grimace from anyone under the age of thirty.

			Sage carried on regardless. “My coven, so to speak. Eager students, all waiting with bated breath to embark on a journey of discovery through the compelling histories of this famous—or perhaps infamous—town of Port Sylvan.”

			She had been conducting the witchy walking tour around her town for a long time. Over the years, she had attempted other more serious scholarly scripts, but she had been forced to accept—at the insistence of her colleague—that an (insufferably) perky approach was the only one that actually attracted any customers and brought in much-needed funds for the town museum. Her delivery had withered into a sort of dubious deadpan dialogue that felt as though it was making her tongue stick to the roof of her mouth. The irony caught unnaturally in her throat as her own magic stayed strangled in its constant itchy fight against her fingertips.

			“Now, come. Let us gather our broomsticks.” Sage brandished her own broom, a Halloween prop that had seen better days, “and stalk out into the night.” It had just gone twelve p.m. “Prepare for new realms of mysticism and wonder, to discover your fate and confront which witch may be waiting for us around the corner.”

			A faint cough came from someone at the back.

			The scripted frivolity would give her a hernia one day. Somewhere between straight-faced and scowling, Sage threw out the corner of her cape so that the plastic sheet billowed around her ankles, earning a lacklustre round of applause as she stalked off, and the group obediently followed. At least the introductions were over. Now only fifty minutes remained before she could stalk back to the museum, return to their cluttered yet cosy archive and continue poring over her precious research in peace. Until tomorrow’s tour, anyway. Not to mention the school group that was booked in at two o’clock on Friday. But that was a whole different kettle of hell for Sage to ward off later down the line.

			She cleared her head of longing thoughts, mostly revolving around a cup of tea and a few squares of chocolate enjoyed in dark, dusty silence, and marched onwards.

			“Our historic one hundred and thirty acres of Port Sylvan is home to more than nine hundred Grade II–listed Arts and Crafts buildings, as well as beautiful parkland and gardens that any hedge witch would be proud to say she cast her magic over.” Sage swallowed down her dignity and glanced up at the overcast October sky for strength. The mid-month was proving pretty, at least. Velvety clouds hung heavily, like dollops of thick clotted cream coated with tea-stained, cold autumn sunlight.

			“Centuries ago, the village went from the founders’ daydream to a reality that housed the workers of the local soap factory in its earliest days. Sounds rather pragmatic, doesn’t it? But—” Sage stopped abruptly, halting on one of the most picturesque, flower-filled corners that always brought out the cameras. The crowd collided like dominoes and fumbled to take photos. “Mrs. Williams, perhaps you’d be so kind as to indulge us in your thoughts. Again. What was the first thing you noticed about Port Sylvan on your visit today?”

			Sage peered at the culprit with a withering look that—she reflected when an alarmed squeak came from Mrs. Williams—was perhaps a fraction too harsh for lunchtime. Reluctantly, Sage changed her expression to what she hoped was a more reassuring smile. By the look on the lady’s face, it was more frightening than encouraging. She often had that effect on people.

			“Oh, well, it’s all just rather pretty, isn’t it?” Mrs. Williams stuttered, tucking her silver-streaked bob behind her ear. “All the black-and-white buildings, the railway around the bend, the stream, the white gazebo and the flowers…It looks like an illustration from a storybook.”

			“Quite,” Sage said, with a pleased snap of her fingers. A correct answer always cheered her up. “The village is a stellar example of the Aesthetic Movement. An emphasis on the importance of visual beauty and quality of traditional craftsmanship, rather than practicality alone. If you’ll look—”

			“Is this a spot where Cloak and Dagger was filmed?” a male voice shouted from somewhere near the back of the group. He sniffed loudly. “It’s the chimney sweep’s house from episode seventeen, isn’t it?”

			Sage sighed. There was always one. “Can’t say I’ve ever watched it, sir.” She thumbed her brow impatiently and leaned against her broomstick. “I’m not much one for television. I prefer the company of a good book.”

			“And what about the first performance of Levi Jenkins with the Skidoos?” said his friend, who was dressed in an alarming amount of light denim. “When do we go and see inside the social club? I’ve dreamed about it since I was a boy.”

			“Any time you like, sir. Although I certainly won’t be joining you, so off you pop. Far be it from me to stand in the way of boyhood dreams.”

			“But…”

			“For any of the aforementioned points of interest, you should have booked on to the Port Sylvan Magical Media Walking Tour, sir. As you may have begun to suspect,” she said, pushing up her wire-framed glasses, “I am no oracle of knowledge when it comes to popular culture, whether from this decade or that of half a century ago.”

			He looked confused. “But this is the magical tour, isn’t it?”

			Sage gave an exhale so emphatic that she could practically see the cloud of smoke plume in front of her own face. Every. Single. Time.

			“This is the Magical Heritage of Port Sylvan Walking Tour, sir. I have told my…tenacious colleague time and time again that his insistence on naming his tour so closely to my own was one of his worst ideas to date. And trust me, that is really saying something. But he refuses to take any notice, so here I am, explaining his slapdash error once again.”

			Casimir managed to strike a balance as the most brilliantly intelligent idiot she had ever come across, and, worse still, he seemed to absolutely revel in that title whenever she reminded him of the fact. It always earned her one of his infuriating lopsided grins that reminded her of a golden retriever rolling over and getting a tummy rub. At least this was further evidence of his idiocy to present when she returned to the museum later.

			The man’s shoulders sagged with disappointment, as did a few others among the crowd. “Oh…Gotcha. I did wonder why you were dressed like that to talk about the Skidoos…” He trailed off, scratching his head. “What with your little black pot and stuff.”

			Sage cast a look down at her attire. “I simply consider this look to be en vogue, sir.” The plastic cape gave a dramatic ripple in the breeze, catching static around her cream blouse and long purple skirt, while the novelty container of tips hanging from her satchel clinked a few coins together. “And I believe the word you are looking for is ‘cauldron.’ ”

			She huffed the same annoying red ringlet out of her face once again, then spun on the spot to continue shepherding her group, the majority of whom had clearly intended to be elsewhere. She refused to be disheartened, but her already meagre cash tips withered in her mind’s eye. Casimir would be placed on hot-drink duty for the foreseeable as revenge.

			“Not to worry,” one of the men offered as the group followed behind. “My wife likes all that witchy stuff, don’t you, love?”

			Their lack of enthusiasm was nothing new. Most of Sage’s job involved fighting a losing battle with the British public, who were generally rather terrible at showing outward enthusiasm for anything.

			But the success of each tour hung on this next moment. If she couldn’t snare them with this part, then they were officially a lost cause. Gathering the group at the steps of the Founders’ Memorial Fountain, she summoned them closer. Water tumbling from the fountain slipped onwards into the stream that wound through the town, flowing towards the rose gardens with a gentle, soothing sound. Everything was softened by the autumn sunshine: a smattering of birdsong above against pockets of blue sky and the rustle of crisp leaves crunching underfoot. Port Sylvan was peaceful enough for even Sage to acknowledge those sorts of things. The sleepy town certainly had a colourful history, but nothing particularly of note ever happened there anymore. It was one of the reasons that Sage rarely left it.

			“History will always twist and change depending on the eye it’s viewed from, but at least the base events usually remain indisputable—things proven in black and white, attached to numbers and dates and timelines. But here in Port Sylvan, even so-called fact oftentimes goes hand in hand with something altogether more…intangible.” Sage slowed her tone, holding unflinching eye contact for longer than was perhaps necessary. She enjoyed the awkward shuffling it earned. “Today it is those moments that we shall delve into—moments in this town’s past where there is a certain haze that blurs the proven. One that makes our brows furrow and our minds ask, ‘Surely not?’ Can anyone tell me what phenomenon I might be referring to?”

			Sage was surprised that it was one of the mortified teenage girls, of all people, who answered.

			“Magic,” the girl said quietly.

			“Quite,” Sage replied. Her fingertips tingled in camaraderie to the call. She determinedly ignored it.

			There was often just one guest on each tour who truly seemed to click with the subject, but that alone was enough to steel Sage’s resolve. It was why she persevered with the tour, week in and week out. Sharing knowledge with an eager recipient was what had always sparked Sage’s soul; she loved to ignite academic curiosity.

			“Our journey today will reveal just how steeped in magic Port Sylvan has always been. Of course, there are plenty of plainer historical gems to explore, if you’d prefer. The blacksmith, the old fire station, the church…All are notable. But the revelations that stay with us the longest are the stranger ones—often fascinating, sometimes chilling, always uncanny.”

			Any lingering chit-chat had paused. Silence had fallen over the group. Even the birds seemed to have stopped singing to listen to her. Finally, the guests’ attention was held in the palm of her hand, a feeling that never failed to startle her and prove unexpectedly addictive.

			“This town’s magical reputation is most commonly attributed to one Miss Lilara Mournfell. I wonder whether any of you have heard of her before?” Sage glanced at the teenager, who gave an almost imperceptible nod of recognition. Predictably, everyone else looked clueless. “Lilara is a well-known character of fascination to those of us who have an interest in strangeness. A woman who, legend has it, was a real-life witch.”

			A few gratifying gasps came in response.

			“So, it’s for real?” the girl breathed, awestruck.

			“Quite.” Sage nodded at her. “Port Sylvan records declare that Miss Mournfell was not only a figure of the supernatural, but one who did the unthinkable and banished her own magic. Forever. Turning her back on the sacred powers that had been celestially bestowed on her.”

			A few brows furrowed and Mrs. Williams raised her hand before asking timidly, “Why on earth would she do that?”

			“Lilara was the sort of figure rarely remembered by history,” Sage said. “She was a woman, for one, but a woman of selflessness above all else, known for her integrity, quiet bravery and careful consideration. Refusing to be taken in by her magic’s allure, she recognized the danger that strange, supernatural powers could pose in a world where uniqueness is not always welcome.”

			Mrs. Williams laughed. “Oh, I don’t know about all of that. I should think magical powers would be rather good. Think how quickly I could get the ironing done!”

			Sage shrugged theatrically. Although, in truth, she knew the answer better than anyone. “Perhaps real magic, while it may sound like a dream, is in reality something that can never quite be trusted.”

			A flash of inky blue-black tore across her vision. The sound of a squeaking door hinge. The scrape of heavy wood on floorboards. Quiet laughter from her siblings somewhere downstairs. A silence when there should have been more.

			Her magic strained underneath her fingernails and Sage pulled herself back to the present.

			“While there is much dispute and many unknowns around the exact circumstances of her decision, old tales of townsfolk insist that Lilara stripped the magic from her soul to ensure the safety of Port Sylvan, above all else. An unfathomable, selfless sacrifice for a witch facing the darkest of days.” Sage slowed her tone once again and leaned in closer. “Census records, deeds and journals of the time tell us that Lilara fled the town soon after her sacrifice. The noble daughter of the founding family quickly discovered that she was no longer welcome by the community that she had tried to protect, once her true identity as a sorceress was revealed and news spread.” Sage brandished her broomstick in a way that felt suitably dramatic, maybe even menacing, with any luck.

			“But, as legend has it, the presence of a once-real witch was enough to entrap this town forever. Rather ironically, the story goes that Lilara’s magic remained behind long after her. Haunting us here, holding Port Sylvan in its thrall, determined that it would not forsake the witch that it rightfully belonged to. Noted theories claim that a web of her sequestered magic remains below our feet, eternally loyal and true in case of her return. Port Sylvan, the very meaning of spellbound.”

			In a very satisfying turn of fate, which gave Sage great, macabre pleasure, a jet-black crow swooped down at that moment and landed on the ridge of the fountain to her left. The bird gave an enthusiastic caw, which sounded suitably sinister against the peaceful surroundings.

			“Quite,” she replied to him with a nod, before turning back to her audience. “Whether you believe magic to be true or not, there have been endless tales of strange, inexplicable goings-on—not to mention equally strange, inexplicable women—throughout local history ever since.”

			She gave the group a rare smile. “All in the past, of course.”

		

	
		
			
				2

				Witch Way?

			
			Port Sylvan was a town with many weird and wonderful connections to the supernatural. Despite its gentle beauty, the place held a poised, arcane feel that Sage had always found irresistibly sharpening to her senses. It was her hometown, the place she had grown up in. She had abandoned it during her teenage years when she needed to discover the sensation of starting again, only to return to its familiarity when it graciously called her back years later. To her, the place was bricked with memories—both precious and painful.

			That the local history entwined with her studies and research helped too, of course. Port Sylvan boasted endless ties to interesting figures: gatherings of women, underage mothers, unwed spinsters, nurses, sisters, divorcees…all of whom raised sparks of suspicion in their communities in one way or another.

			Not least was the one very real witch of the modern age who walked among the locals, but that revelation remained firmly off Sage’s script.

			“Lilara was the daughter of Lord and Lady Mournfell, important figures in local history as descendants of the town’s original founders. The family lived an elegant life at Pridian Manor, which you may have spotted among the more rural outskirts if you took the train here today. While little is known of Lilara’s private life, the lack of public information is evidence in itself to suggest that her parents were not proud of their only daughter, nor her unusual choices. Lilara is recorded to have mingled with lowly townsfolk, for example. She made unaccompanied visits to the bookshop and sent fresh bread deliveries to local tenant cottages. One thing we do know for certain of Lilara’s personal life is that she was a keen letter writer, as were many women of her time. In the handful that remain within the ledgers of Port Sylvan, Lilara writes to a friend that she was ‘uneasy with the power’ resting upon her shoulders and how ‘the town could fall.’ Of course, more strait-laced, mainstream historians assume that she was referring to her future as lady of the manor—wielding local authority, control over common lands, the vast wealth that came with it—an almost impossible role for an unmarried woman to fulfil back then. They believe that her main concern must have been finding a husband to take over her responsibilities. But, after years of studying Lilara closely, my colleague and I interpret the confession…differently.”

			“You think she meant power like…magic,” the teenage girl said breathlessly. “She was really scared of it?”

			Sage gave a slow nod in response. “Not necessarily scared, but certain. Lilara understood the true weight of witchery as being far more than just a handful of sparkles and knew what could befall those she cherished at the hands of it. She disappears from all records after she fled. Her sacrifice was a smart and selfless one to protect her neighbours, her friends, her parents…”

			The crow cawed again, echoing in the silence.

			One man scoffed, breaking the trance that Lilara’s story often created among tourists. He seemed momentarily baffled by his own fascination. “Bloody fairy stories,” he laughed.

			Sage stared back boldly, one eyebrow cocked. “Before fairy tales were fiction, they were formed from folk’s strangest truths, sir. Full of teachings, all of them.”

			That shut him up. He looked suitably chastised and Sage gave a knowing wink to the teenage girl, then spun to continue her walk.

			Sage’s well-trodden route around Port Sylvan, walked come rain or shine every Monday, Wednesday and Thursday at twelve p.m. precisely, began at the dell and headed through the village to the beautiful rose gardens in the middle of town, surrounding the renowned Equinox Gallery and its art. The flowers were slowing with the season, the first breath of cold creeping in and turning them all gradually from crimson to coffee-brown, brittle at the edges of their curling petals.

			It was a trail Sage could normally walk with her eyes closed. But in recent weeks she had been doing her level best to deny the way things had become a fraction more…unpredictable. It would appear that today would be one of those exasperating, impossible days.

			She had suspected as much when the foam on top of her morning cappuccino had tipped over like a tidal wave all down her front, although she’d crossly insisted that it was just her own inane clumsiness. But then there’d been the heavy archive door slamming shut—all by itself—when she got cross with her colleague Casimir and didn’t want to hear another word of his nonsense. The lights had flickered on and off all morning, shadows stretching into crooked shapes between the exhibits. She’d suggested to Casimir that it was probably just your standard haunting. Nothing wrong with that in a historic town—good for business if anything, and absolutely nothing to do with her.

			But there’d been many other small and faintly sinister-feeling signs of late too. All the way through October so far, almost every day—small indications, just enough to make the collar of her shirt itch. Items kept tumbling from shelves. Every cat she encountered seemed to stare at her, even more intensely than usual. Her bookmarks had been regularly jumping from the right page to a random one. And, worst of all, when she had found herself alone in the candlelit archive the night before, with only her research and ink pen for company, Sage could have sworn she’d sensed an unfamiliar twitch in the most deeply forged, dormant roots of her own magic.

			The final straw had come earlier, when she realized that the croutons in her soup had inadvertently transformed into mini marshmallows. She’d been in a foul mood ever since.

			Sage felt frustration and fury bubble at the pit of her stomach as an entire rosebush came out in full, fresh bloom the moment she passed by. She could only glance from the corner of her eye in mild horror and pray that no one else noticed how each new bud unfurled and blossomed unseasonably. As if by magic.

			The stuff was utterly incorrigible.

			Sage hastily distracted the tour group with some overzealous excitement for a pair of ducks landing with a splash in the now distant fountain. Thankfully, they all reached for their cameras. She breathed a sigh of relief, hitting out angrily at a red rose to send a rain of petals to the ground.

			The month of October was known for being thoroughly unpredictable when it came to all things magical; a witch never knew what might be lying in wait on the approach to Halloween. And it was clear from all the weeks of mishaps that her magic was putting up a fight as her most dreaded season rolled in.

			Her witchery had to remain a closely guarded, shameful secret, but parading around Port Sylvan in an enormous crooked hat with a plastic purple spider clinging to the brim and a shabby broom in her grasp had ironically come to be the perfect disguise for a real-life witch. As her own tour speech confessed, Sage was hiding in plain sight from anyone who may have been watching a little too closely. Paying non-wicche customers almost expected to see something peculiar, so a casual laugh, a wave of the hand and a gasp of mock surprise were all part of the act. I bet you’re wondering how we did that, aren’t you? I can’t tell you that, I’m afraid. Tricks of the tour, you understand.

			As long as she remained within the confines of the role that everyone expected of her, then Sage didn’t have to worry quite as much. She did anyway, obviously. She was a perpetual worrier, a human knot of determined, prepared thoughts at any given time. But maddening, unpredictable magic was harder to conceal when people weren’t expecting it to show itself, so this was the boldly logical solution that she had settled on long ago.

			They marched on towards the community green, which was playing host to the annual autumn festival and farmers’ market for the week. Port Sylvan residents tended to err on the side of overly welcoming to all seasons, and above all else they enjoyed any excuse for an elaborate celebration. The town had been celebrating October with gusto—and a ludicrous amount of home-crafted décor. Bunting fluttered on the breeze in a criss-cross of oranges and earth tones. Piles of pumpkins sat plump and pretty on every surface, while stacks of hay bales were wedged between busy stalls selling painted crockery, sweet jams, savoury pastries…

			The pastries, Sage had to admit, made the incessant merriment just about bearable.

			Bustling her group through the festival, with endless jolly greetings from the locals, she made sure to secure a few extra sales for Bridgey and her home-stitched kitchen witches along the way. She knew the effort would go down well and maybe even earn her a free coffee tomorrow at the Hedgehog House.

			Sage felt rather smug about that little win—until they passed by Ayana’s jam stall, decorated top to bottom with an abundance of crepe paper ghosts and golden sunflowers. There was no mistaking it. Each chunky stem and paper face turned plainly towards Sage with intrigue and an open mouth. Sage tugged down the ends of her sleeves, shoved up her glasses and strode past with renewed speed and purpose. She stared determinedly at anything but the glowing yellow blooms or the treacherous little ghosty faces and waved on her group with a grumble.

			“I charge double for dawdling,” she called.

			The entire route on her Magical Heritage of Port Sylvan Walking Tour was lined with the signature charming cottages of the town, which earned various oohs and ahhs along the way, but the typical tourist spots were not the purpose of Sage’s endeavours—more of a necessary footnote than anything else. She briefly waved them past the Equinox Gallery, the jewel of the town with its impressive gilded and domed roof. Then the towering Lyceum, blushing red brick smiling prettily against the blue sky, and the Dapple Grey, one of the oldest pubs in Northern England. It was the more alternative locations that Sage always focused on.

			“Here we find the place that marked the final sighting of curious Lucille Pottinglee,” Sage explained when they reached the cobbled alleyway behind the pub. Per her research, she went on to reveal how the poor woman vanished shortly after the last of her seven children had flown the nest. “Lucille declared that she had had enough. Worked too hard. She longed for nothing but a peaceful life of contentment and sleep. A cat with bushy eyebrows that looked alarmingly like Lucille’s own moved into her home a week later, the feline quite content to enjoy a quiet life all by itself.”

			They crossed the street to Ada and Cliff’s Apricot Cottage B&B, where an old-fashioned brick well stood between flower beds of orange pansies. “Covered now for health-and-safety purposes, of course, after young Harriet Moss tumbled down while singing into the echo. But on foggy nights under a full moon, recent photographs still show the silhouette of a girl perched on the edge, asking for someone to join her song.”

			The group laughed awkwardly, unsure whether they were supposed to be taking the whole thing seriously or not.

			A career of magical academia within one of England’s most notoriously magical locations was admittedly an odd choice for a witch who was intent on having nothing to do with her own magic. And Sage, a distinctly determined person in all ways, had never been so determined about anything in her life. But to her, it made perfect, logical sense.

			This way, she could keep control over something that often felt completely and utterly out of her control. This way, magic was formulaic and factual. She could lock it between the pages of the books she pored over, hold it between the loops of her lettering and afterwards tidy it away into neat boxes as fact. Sage understood magic via concepts and methods and laws, reasonings and theories and examples. She could expertly handle her knowledge on the subject and had devoted her life to doing so with a specialist, most invested interest in the lore of magical banishment.

			When it came to putting her own powers into practice, however, Sage would have absolutely nothing to do with the infernal stuff. Magic had brought her nothing but sadness—so much sadness—along with the deepest regret and a feeling of isolation that had shaped her into who she was today. Which, in truth, was someone she didn’t always like very much.

			Once, in that woman’s place, there had been a girl who loved magic with her whole heart. She had gazed up at the moon and watched in awe as it changed its skirts from full to sweeping crescent. She had stumbled through the garden barefoot, stuck her tongue out in the snow, collected feathers and snail shells like gemstones to be placed in neat lines on her bedroom shelf. She had loved ribbons in her hair and all things fluffy. She had lost herself to stories and imagination and dreamlike possibility. There had been a time in her life when wonder had led the way.

			But then it had all gone horribly, horribly wrong and Sage’s guard had remained firmly up, in all ways, ever since.

			So far, it had worked rather well. As a lone, weird witch, Sage had slipped by entirely unnoticed for almost fifteen years—half of her life and every day since her magic had materialized. The coven (for her studies had led her to conclude long ago that there was indeed somewhere, some form of a coven) had never come knocking. So far, she had been spared from that, at least.

			Now it hopefully wouldn’t be long until Sage could finally stop listening out for the footsteps she had dreaded following her for so many years.

			Thirty minutes into the tour and Sage’s frequented route had led them in a loop back down through the dell. The path beneath the red sandstone bridge, covered in a confetti scatter of toffee-coloured leaves, painted the perfect backdrop to her case study of Agatha Pinch.

			“Agatha’s husband, a notorious town drunk—which certainly didn’t help his argument—insisted that his wife had been able to transfer to any time or place when she walked beneath the arch of this very bridge. A fascinating prospect, defying the very fabric of time and its supposed continuum,” Sage told the group.

			“You’re telling us that all these mad stories are…real? You’re serious?” Mr. Williams asked with a bewildered expression.

			“Quite serious,” Sage said curtly. “I am a scholar, Mr. Williams. An almost unrivalled expert in the study of magic, both theoretical and evidential, with a focus on Port Sylvan as a historically supernatural location.”

			“Right, right…” He nodded. “But still, you are joking, aren’t you?”

			“I rarely joke, Mr. Williams.” Sage sniffed. “However, if you are a man who requires cold, hard proof over the mere word of a female academic who has devoted the past twelve years of her life to the subject, you might check Agatha’s exhibition cabinet at the museum. You’ll find a bunch of dried wildflowers, tied with a blue ribbon, that sat on Agatha’s mantelpiece for decades—wildflowers known to grow natively only in Salem, Massachusetts. Strange, don’t you think? One day, Agatha was spotted—”

			It was then that Sage was, regrettably, interrupted.

			“I’m not sure I remember seeing such a good-looking group as this one today. Sage Hemlock, are you boring our poor, unsuspecting visitors again?”

			A scowl immediately slapped itself across her face. What in all the transcendental realms did he want now?

		

	
		
			
				3

				Casimir Everald

			
			The owner of the velvety voice peered over the top of the sandstone bridge and slapped the ledge with vigour.

			“How are we, folks? I hope Sage here is giving you a good show. I know better than anyone that she can be rather frightening, but don’t be too scared of her. She saves the worst of her spells for me.”

			Sage’s scowl curdled and she stared determinedly at the group in front of her, refusing to look up and give him the attention he thrived on. But it was too late; they had all turned their gazes upwards to meet his and were evidently enamoured by the romantic balcony interruption. He always had that maddening effect on people.

			“Is this part of the performance?” a woman asked excitedly.

			“Performance?” Sage glared. “Madam, I’ve studied these matters for the majority of my life to bring you acutely researched—”

			“Dreadfully sorry to interrupt, folks,” the perpetual interruption of her life went on. He took a few strides along the length of the bridge before swinging gracefully around the end pillar to descend onto the top step. “It’s only that I need to borrow your dazzling host for just a tick.” He sauntered down the wide sandstone steps, hands casually sunk into his pockets.

			There were few things in this world that could be guaranteed, especially for a witch. But Casimir Everald appearing at the most inconvenient moment possible was one of those rare certainties.

			“For all the bloody stars…” Sage muttered to the sky, willing herself to find one final crumb of patience for the man who constantly stole away each and every one of them. He was her best friend and her biggest headache, usually at the very same time.

			Casimir addressed the enthralled group like a showman, with a sincere hand on heart and a small bow. “I promise to return her to you as soon as I can.”

			Sage sighed flatly in defeat. “One moment, please,” she said to the group. She clicked off her microphone before scooping up her long skirt and her cape to traipse down the pathway and meet him halfway up the stairs of the bridge. She stopped on the step below him and peered up, furious.

			“My favourite thing about our relationship is that you’re always so pleased to see me, Specs.”

			“Oh, shut up,” she said crossly.

			“See! Your natural, personable warmth is exactly what I’m talking about. Lovely hat, that one,” Cas said. He lifted the edge of the brim and bent slightly at the knees, lowering himself to meet her eyes with his own. “I always forget how much it suits you.”

			She batted his hand away. “Stop it. I’ve got sixteen paying guests waiting down there. Either tell me what’s wrong or bugger off, will you? I’m sure there’s nothing so important or urgent that you need to interrupt a tour.”

			“Well, that’s just it, you see. There’s a bit of an emergency back at HQ. The place really does fall apart as soon as you set foot outside of it.”

			Sage felt her heart stutter and stall. An emergency? The archive. Her research.

			“What is it? What did you do?”

			“Me? Always the accusations,” Casimir replied in mock offence.

			“Cas! Is the work okay?” Her mind raced with possibilities. Her magic running amok, leaving a trail of flame and fury behind it. It had been feeling more and more out of control in recent days. Something terrible must have happened after she left. She had let something slip. She would never forgive herself if—

			“Oh, it’s nothing like that,” Casimir said, nonchalant as ever. “Everything’s fine in that department.”

			Sage clutched her chest. The back room of the museum was where every single book, scroll, page and scrap of a lifetime of research was stored away. Two lifetimes, if Casimir’s contributions were to be included. Hundreds of boxes of files and notes and papers, essays and articles, sources and antiquities. There was far too much riding on it for her ever to lose a single word, each scribbling carefully catalogued and cross-referenced just in case it should ever be required. “What is it, then?” she asked, her heart rate still heightened.

			“I just wondered if you knew where all the biscuits had gone? I think we may be all out, but I swear we only bought some the other day. You know, the posh jammy ones?”

			Sage thundered, so cross that she actually stamped a foot against the sandstone steps. She gave Casimir a quick shove. “You interrupted my tour to ask me where the bloody biscuits are? Of all the brazen…”

			Casimir threw his hands up in innocent protest. “Oi, watch the costume, will you? More of these white shirts come out of my pay cheque than I care to admit. I can’t afford another one this month.”

			The costume in question was a flouncy white shirt, always with the sleeves pushed up, and dark close-fitting trousers tucked into riding boots. It was entirely self-prescribed. Casimir insisted it was necessary for his own tour to be in an authentic 1800s costume for Cloak and Dagger fans, but Sage was convinced that it was just because he knew he looked, well, dashing in it. She had overheard enough guests tell him as much, and she could barely prevent her eyes rolling somewhere far north each time they did.

			Casimir shrugged the billowing fabric back onto his shoulders and dusted down the front where she’d pushed him. He sighed pitifully. “Sorry, didn’t mean to cause alarm. I suppose I’ll just pop to the shop on the way back, then.”

			“No, you won’t. Because your version of ‘pop to the shop’ involves disappearing completely for hours on end, bumping into some friend or other, and leaving me to run the place without so much as a moment’s notice. And we’ve got the school trip to prepare for. Why aren’t you checking the gift shop stock? Do we have enough bendy rulers? You know how many bloody bendy rulers we get through on a school trip, especially…”

			She promptly stopped unravelling when Casimir’s hands moved to hold her firmly by the shoulders. It was his go-to technique to calm her down, and, frustratingly, it always worked. Sage had given up trying to pretend it didn’t.

			“Oh, Specs, come on. Why the bad mood?” Cas said, unhurried and peering under her hat again. “I know you’re a bit frazzled at the moment, but look around. It’s October, can’t you feel the magic of it all? It’s our speciality.”

			At that, he took her hand and spun her around on the spot, making her cloak parachute in a way that felt utterly mortifying in front of their captive audience, and her plastic cauldron of coins jangled loudly against her microphone box. Sage shook out of his grasp and put her hands on her hips, determined to remain cross with him. It was a battle that she regularly fought and lost.

			“You are a moron,” she said, unable to stifle a small, incredulous snort. “Go. And I’m not telling you where my biscuit stash is. You’ll only raid it.”

			“Have I ever told you how charming you are when you’re sulking?” He smirked. “Fine, fine…I’ll stop by the Hedgehog House and see if there are any blackcurrant doughnuts left. Unlikely at this time, but…”

			“Casimir,” Sage said. “Go. Back. To. Work.”

			Feeling unfairly outstripped by height alone, she took an extra step to land on the same one as her colleague. Then another for good measure, giving her a rare height advantage. He seemed to appreciate the effort, as his tongue popped into his cheek to stop himself from laughing.

			“You are the single most bothersome human that has ever walked this planet,” Sage said, determined to remain unaffected.

			“And I know just how bothersome you consider every human being ever to exist, so coming from you, I take that as an enormous accolade. I’d better do my very best to maintain it.” He grinned, and the flash of bright white was almost enough to send Sage stumbling back down a couple of stairs.

			“Anything else to say before I throw you off this bridge?” she asked with a glower.

			“Oh! Actually, yes,” he said with new sincerity, the arrival of a singular thought almost visible behind his dark brown eyes. It was a look of last-minute realization that plagued every single one of Sage’s working days and had done so for over a decade. “There’s been a delivery for you. It’s your favourite sort—disgustingly dusty and mothball-scented. Quite possibly haunted or damned.”

			“On a Wednesday? That’s unusual. What is it?”

			“Haven’t the foggiest. There was nothing on the incoming calendar, which is very unlike you. Any guesses?”

			Sage frowned. “I wasn’t expecting anything else, but…”

			She had placed so many requests over the past few months, in the run-up to their new exhibition opening, that even Sage had to admit she had somewhat lost track of what still needed to be catalogued.

			Casimir shrugged. “Popped it in the back room. But on my usual shake inspection, it feels like—would you believe?—more books! And there I was thinking that we had completed our excessive and entirely unnecessary collection of every single thing ever written about this place.”

			She could put up with most of Casimir’s jibes, but an insult to her book collection was a step too far. “Go!” She pointed, throwing an arm out in the direction of the museum. “I’ll be back within the hour, so don’t do anything stupid until then, if at all possible.”

			Reluctantly and with a bored tut, Casimir sauntered back up the steps to cross the bridge and walk towards the museum. One hand remained in his pocket and the other waved down to the crowd below, as though they were his royal subjects.

			“As you were, folks. Next time, I’d recommend my Magical Media Tour—it’s a little more current than these offerings. Oh, and don’t forget to stop by the heritage museum before you head home to complete your treasure map. Lord knows you deserve a prize for enduring the company of Sage Hemlock for an hour. If it were up to me, we’d hand out solid gold medals for your troubles, but alas, budget cuts…”

			Sage took a final calming breath. Having long ago found herself with Casimir—her exact opposite in every way—as an unlikely colleague and even more unlikely best friend since their teenage years, she was well rehearsed in this practice. She returned to the group and took a quick glance at her notes to remind herself where she was in her script.

			In her periphery, Sage sensed a young woman in a cream cardigan approaching shyly.

			“Yes?” Sage snarled. She was behind schedule now, thanks to Cas.

			“Your colleague…Is he running any more tours today? Or are we able to swap onto…?”

			“No.” Sage scowled so emphatically that she was fairly sure the next time she looked in the mirror, she’d find a stone gargoyle looking back.
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			With aching feet and more spine-tingling, supernatural information about one small town than anyone could or probably should hope for, the tour was finally completed.

			“I hope that our time together may serve as a reminder to if not believe entirely, then be open to the possibility that the most extraordinary of explanations may be hiding in plain sight. And often, magic may be the only possible answer.”

			Sage gave a satisfied sigh with her final line as she received a timid smattering of applause. They had warmed up eventually, with only a handful of inane questions about the films, TV shows and famous bands that Port Sylvan had played host to. Despite Casimir’s best efforts and a conspiracy by the local seasonal displays to expose her secret, Sage would chalk the tour up as a success.

			“Very enjoyable. Thanks for your time,” Mr. Williams said, slipping a folded five-pound note into the mini cauldron on her satchel. “Although, I do think it’s a bit much to call this ghost tour ‘historical.’ You’d be better to go for ‘fantastical.’ Or ‘weird and wondrous.’ Something fun like that.”

			Sage glanced up at the man from underneath the wide brim of her hat. “I beg your pardon?”

			“Come on, you’re off duty now. It’s all nonsense, isn’t it?” He winked, as though in on some joke. “Witches and magic, I mean.”

			Sage swallowed against the ferocious flutter locked behind her ribs, roaring to escape. “Quite.”
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				Salt in the Sugar

			
			As Sage passed beneath the street lamp at the corner of her lane, the orange bulb burst with a loud pop, and a shower of sparks toppled down onto the shoulders of her coat with a scorch and a sizzle. Smoke puffed from the ends of her damp red curls and she batted at them furiously. With a groan and a strained, patient breath, she carried on through the rain with a scowl etched deeply across her face. Misbehaving magic was getting on her last nerve today.

			Small mercies—at least this time it was dark. After an evening of making the most finely detailed changes to the information plaques and artefact curation for the new exhibition (while mildly bullying Casimir into helping), Sage had packed up to head home. The evening had turned rainy, her favourite dreary sort of weather, which called for books and soft clothing, but was distinctly less pleasant to be outside in. Night folded over the village as though tucking it in to keep warm, eager for sleep and dreams.

			Once she’d turned the key in the door, Sage’s arrival into her cluttered hallway was soundtracked by the soggy drip-drip of rainwater from the hem of her anorak. Pointed leather boots flew in opposite directions, one slapping against the wall with a wet spray of mud.

			An orange cat perched on top of a precarious accumulation of yellowing paperbacks stacked against the staircase reluctantly stirred at the interruption.

			“Oh, don’t you worry, Mal. You stay toasty warm and dry. Your food will miraculously appear in front of you, and I, your humble servant, will battle the elements to make sure of it. Don’t concern yourself with us mere mortals.”

			Mal peeked open one green eye and gave a soft mrow in agreement. He stretched out his front paws, each ginger leg wearing a little white boot, before settling back into his perfect circle of fur on top of the books.

			“Blasted autumn weather and the way it changes on the flip of a coin,” Sage muttered to him. “No good ever comes from October.”

			She didn’t want to—she really, really didn’t want to—but every so often, when the occasion absolutely called for it, Sage did permit herself the odd small-scale domestic spell, to quell the incessant itch at her fingertips more than anything. Soggy socks surely called for the most desperate of measures. Without a magical mentor on hand, Sage had never had anyone to encourage a more flourishing magical gesture from her. So, following her impatient, inelegant, jabbing finger point, a spiral of burgundy sparks wound its way around Sage like a ribbon, and with it went the damp remnants of the outside world. Sage shook her head to chase away the very last of the droplets that her untrained magic had missed, and the motion immediately tripled the dimensions of her fiery red hair into a large frizzy triangle.

			The sensation of instant cosiness after traipsing through the wet and cold was almost worth the guilt that she’d feel for the rest of the evening for using her magic. She had to admit, it always felt toe-curlingly wonderful to drain it from her system, even for a moment, before the regret took over and something chaotic inevitably occurred in returned karma.

			Magic was constantly pent up inside her, unexpressed and unspoken, like a dam that was forever fit to burst. She lived with the never-ending tension, keeping herself rigid and unbending to ensure that her powers remained hidden and controlled, forever in fear of what the single straw to break the witch’s back might be.

			The extremely rare, private moments of magical indulgence—one insignificant spell a week, if that—gave her the same sensation as the first sip of a perfectly brewed cup of hot chocolate on a freezing day. It felt like stroking the softest cat under the chin and receiving a pleased purr in return. Or the crispest, most delicious bite of a red apple that was perfectly sweetened.

			Yet it was poisoned in just the way that same apple might be: endlessly inviting, welcoming, addictive…And that was the problem. There was always the possibility that she might go for more. Then more again. Magic was dangerous and it was never to be trusted. She knew that all too well.

			“I’m certain that is not how witches are supposed to feel about the most magical month of the year,” called a voice from the kitchen at the rear.

			“Give over, Maggie. Who told you that? October brings nothing but trouble for anyone with so much as a teaspoon of magic running through their veins,” Sage replied, shrugging off her coat and slipping it onto the row of brass hooks by the door. “If it were up to me, I’d hibernate until Christmas, emerge for the roast dinner and then return to bed until February, just to be safe.”

			“And a good evening to you too,” laughed the voice, wispy as it travelled through the small end-of-terrace house. “Pray tell, where have you been?”

			“A rock concert. Followed by a neon rave. And then the debutante ball.” Puffing a wodge of hair out of her face, Sage bent down to give Mal a scruff on the top of his ginger head. She scooped up a couple of letters that had landed on the doormat and shuffled through them as she walked to the kitchen.

			“Oh, I see, Miss Contrary.” Maggie shook her head in good-natured disapproval.

			At least, she seemed to be shaking her head. It wasn’t until one was within a few feet of her that she came properly into view, a watery film of pale grey rippling around her silhouette and changing into focus. Once she was noticeable against the kitchen cabinets, it was clear that Maggie’s narrow forearms were making light telekinetic work of the bread dough she was beating into submission.

			Sage leaned against the doorframe and watched Maggie’s handiwork. “You know full well that I wasn’t anywhere other than the museum. I meant to catalogue an unexpected delivery we had today but got distracted by a new train of thought. I think I may be on the verge of something fairly indisputable regarding cereal milk possessing magical qualities. Once I’d noticed, I couldn’t tear myself away.”

			“Cereal milk?” Maggie replied absently, evidently much more interested in her bread. With a final, phantasmic slap of the dough, she turned back to Sage. “Now then, if you’d be so kind as to do the honours?”

			“Absolutely not.”

			“Oh, go on, Treasure.”

			The fond nickname earned her a fraction of softness. “I don’t know why you insist on doing the hard part like a schmuck and then turning to magic to finish the easy bit for you. But fine, seeing as I’ve only just conjured anyway. There’s a drop still lingering in my left hand. No more this week, mind.”

			It was reasonably rare that the housekeeper ever asked for Sage’s magical assistance with anything, and she worked so hard around the place that Sage could hardly turn her down when she did. A brume of glittering magic breathed its way across the top of the tin that Maggie had thrown her dough inside, and, within seconds, it had changed into a fresh brown loaf, flooding the small kitchen with a delicious malty scent that made Sage’s stomach rumble.

			“Much obliged,” Maggie said, wiping her hands on the apron tied at her waist over her black smock. It left behind an oily smear on the frilly fabric, as translucent a shade of grey as the rest of her. “Here now, let me put the kettle on.”

			Sage yelped as the contents of the letter she was opening suddenly burst into a mischievous puff of smoke. That would be the karma. She sighed a defeated thank-you to Maggie as she slumped down into one of the spindly chairs at the small round table by the back door. She lifted one thick-socked foot onto her knee, darned at the heel and with a small amount of visible toe stubbornly poking out of a hole, and began to massage it crossly. Almost everything Sage Hemlock ever did was done crossly.

			“I’m dreading the rest of this week, Maggs. Why, on the universe’s greenest plane, does anyone ever decide that a small-town museum would make for a good school-trip destination? I’ll never understand it.”

			“I should think they’ll enjoy themselves a great deal, bless ’em,” Maggie said cheerily, busying herself with the old-fashioned copper kettle on the stove that she insisted on using. Her century-long ghostly affliction meant that Maggie was bound to look after the cottage, as well as whoever resided within it, and was permitted to interact with the physical world only from within the house’s confines. The unexplained curse that she had found herself under, another quirk of Port Sylvan’s history, included a concentrated amount of spiritual, clairvoyant magic condensed just for Maggie, allowing her translucent form to become slightly corporeal for important tasks like making pies or shuffling Sage’s notes into neat piles when they’d specifically been left in a very particular type of organized chaos.

			Sage had tried on several occasions to treat Maggie to the more modern versions of her equipment, feeling it was the very least she could do in return, but Maggie was always too wary of them. She was largely against electricity in general. “The young’uns must delight in all of them fine little trinkets you’ve shown me pictures of.”

			“If by ‘delight’ you mean ‘slobber against the glass,’ then sure.”

			“A little vinegar and a buffing with newspaper will polish that up a treat.”

			Sage mumbled another thanks as she accepted the tea. “Has anyone ever told you you’re old-fashioned, Maggs?”

			“I’m afraid that rather comes with the nature of the undead,” Maggie said, managing a soft smile between old friends. Some older than others. While she had the pretty, fresh-faced appearance of being in her mid-twenties, modest and tidy with her pale blonde hair always pinned simply at her nape, Maggie had stopped counting her own years now that the Victorian era was creeping close to having ended a century ago. Time really did fly when one was a ghost confined to haunting the four walls of an antiquated house.

			Sage had done all the research she could around Maggie’s circumstances and had come to the unsatisfactory conclusion that it was simply down to an unfortunate, complicated error of fate, double-sealed in wayward town magic. When Maggie had tried to pass over, following her untimely death at the hands of tuberculosis, as so many nineteenth-century folks before her, she had stumbled at the veil, found it solid and unwelcoming to her passing through. She was left with no choice but to turn back, now altogether more spectral and see-through, and return to her previous home at the cottage.

			“And with the nature of a somewhat more alive museum curator comes instructing the youth about the olden days. To ignite passion and pride in a new generation!” Maggie continued excitedly, giving Sage a shake on the shoulder, which was probably meant to be stirring and motivational but was mainly a little cold and slippery.

			Sage, unaffected by the familiar touch, gave her a sardonic look. “And that’s just the gift shop.”

			“Aye and thrilling it sounds too,” Maggie marvelled, swooning against the countertop. “A valiant cause, I’d say. How many of those peculiar little bouncy articles do you think you’ll sell?”

			“Erasers? A lot. Boys like throwing them at one another on the coach home.”

			Maggie had shyly revealed herself to Sage for the first time just three days after the witch moved into the humble house that lay close to the centre of Port Sylvan. The housekeeper’s bravery was rewarded when Sage barely batted an eyelid at the sight of a nervous, indistinct figure waiting in the kitchen to present her with a pan of honey-drizzled porridge for breakfast. She simply dove straight into the accompanying homemade berry compote while asking any and every question about the supernatural theorem involved in her haunting. She and Maggie had instantly become firm friends, and Sage had penned several well-received papers on poltergeist mechanisms since.

			Fortunately, Sage Hemlock was far and away the most easy-going mistress of the house that Maggie had faced in all her 126 years of ghostdom (there or thereabouts). There’d first been Amos, the railway telegraph operator, who’d then died in a train accident and left the house to his wife, Eliza. She was a milliner of a nervous disposition, so those had been lonely years for Maggie, mostly spent picking up the hatpins that were dropped everywhere. Another widow followed, named Beatrice, whom Maggie was rather fond of and enjoyed conversing with nightly over knitting. Mr. Douglas, the clockmaker, wasn’t much of a talker, followed by a nurse called Joan who was hardly ever home, then a pair of unbearable artists called the Lyles. The smell of linseed oil still haunted Maggie in return, but at least there’d been a lot of cleaning to pass the time. A couple, Sandra and Ted, with a newborn named Gracie, had followed. It had broken Maggie’s heart, the way they fled from the house when she finally felt brave enough to reveal herself to congratulate them and offer her nannying services. Her own mother had been a nanny to a girl, and she had been excited to perform the role herself. Sage was her very first witch, and the fateful pairing had worked out rather well.

			“Any food going?” Sage asked, managing to avert her cup of tea from the incoming cat, who had spotted an available lap.

			“What manner of household would I be running if there were naught to eat?” Maggie tutted. “There’s sausage plait pastry waiting in the larder.” The ghost moved in a floaty sort of way towards the pale-yellow door at the back of the kitchen. “And might there be a soul or two inclined to partake in your plans this coming weekend, madam?”

			“Maggs, how many times?” Sage interrupted her enquiry. “It makes me feel nine thousand years old every time you say ‘madam.’ ”

			Maggie cleared her throat meaningfully.

			“Not that there’d be anything wrong with being supernaturally aged, you understand,” Sage said, hurrying to correct herself. “No offence.”

			“None taken,” Maggie replied, brightening quickly as her form passed back through the larder door without opening it. “Although I may take some, if it encourages you to answer my question. I was wondering how many to prepare supper for, is all.”

			Sage gave a bad-tempered tut.

			“Not even Mr. Everald?”

			“Oh, well, yes,” Sage said, batting a hand dismissively. “Seeing as I distinctly told him that tomorrow was a crucial day in our careers and we’d have plenty of last-minute work to get through, he’s obviously made plans for us to be…sociable.” Sage gave a shudder at the word, but her eyes lit up at the sight of the golden-brown flaky pastry that Maggie placed on the table. The buttery scent, combined with rosemary and black pepper, made her mouth water. “Anyway, he’s always around. He doesn’t really count. We’ll be meeting Robin and Laurel at the pub in the evening.”

			“Of course, your brother and sister! How lovely that you’ll be seeing them too. Again…” Maggie said blithely. Sage could sense the tone. Maggie was always encouraging her to try to widen her social circle, given she couldn’t leave the house herself. Seeing as Sage generally despised meeting new people and tried to avoid such a thing at all costs, the ghost had picked the wrong witch to try to live vicariously through.

			Determinedly sunny and bright in all ways, there were only ever very rare moments when Maggie let her fate get her down, and Sage admired her for that. They were both strong-willed in their own ways, wrapped up in the unpredictable natures of fate and magic, and appreciated that about each other.

			“Thank you for the gentle reminder that my social life is about as fruitful as a broomstick with vertigo. As you well know, I tend to repel anyone who comes within a mile radius of me,” she said through an unmannered mouthful of sausage plait.

			Ever since she was a teen, Sage had tended to ruin things in one way or another: Forever killing conversations with facts that no one else found interesting. Regretting every joke she ever told, most of them sailing over the other person’s head anyway. Constantly misreading the appropriate reaction or tuning out of conversations while she was too busy wondering how to hold her hands like a normal human. Sage had learned she was best at keeping herself to herself. Rather than socializing, she spent most of her days contemplating, studying or hypothesizing how best she might understand the restraints around her magic, release them and, eventually, successfully banish it forever.

			When it came to her banishment experiments, there’d been some significant highbrow attempts over the years. Bonfires, rituals, séances, sacrifice—nothing cruel or gory; she’d just vowed to give up chocolate in offering. Thankfully, that one hadn’t worked. There’d also been some lower-brow attempts, which she tried her best to forget. Hoovering her own belly button (stressful), dancing naked in a thunderstorm (mortifying) and cutting her hair short (sad). Mercifully, her red curls had grown back to their full length in a matter of hours.

			“You’re too hard on yourself, Treasure,” Maggie sighed. She nodded at the cat. “This gentleman likes you, so you must be doing something right. Caught him red-pawed at the sausage meat while I was preparing it this very afternoon. Didn’t I, Malachite?”

			“Well, yes,” Sage said, a sheepish smile tugging at her face as she scratched Mal under the chin. “I can’t get rid of this one, as hard as I try.” The cat, dopey in his devotion, gave her such an enthusiastic headbutt in return that his white boots lost their balance slightly. She had named him after her favourite copper carbonate hydroxide mineral, otherwise considered a crystal by the more magically attuned. The stone was known for its emotionally healing properties, which she considered a rather apt combination of magic, science and sentimentality for the furry little creature.

			“I promise it’s not just me being a hermit. For once,” Sage said. “It’s my magic. It’s been ferocious since October began, but I can barely keep it under control this week. Just this evening on my way home, I almost blew the village electrics and my book bag decided to levitate of its own accord. I looked like a lunatic stumbling to catch it as Mrs. Delaney turned the corner. She thought I was having some kind of fit.” Sage grimaced at the memory.

			As though giggling at the recollection of its own mischief, a few sparks of magic spluttered from Sage’s left hand and made a beeline for the herbs and spices rack. Within seconds, each of the jars was hopping to and fro, swapping lids and labels in a chaotic jumble.

			Sage groaned. “See? That’ll be the kickback for the warm and dry incantation. Good-for-nothing stuff.”

			Even her most minor spells always led to something chaotic and destructive in exchange. She gave it an inch and it stole a mile. What might seem like only garam masala in the cinnamon jar or sugar in the salt-shaker was in fact much, much more than that. It was yet further confirmation of Sage’s worst fear: that her magic was perilously unpredictable. Dangerously so.

			They rose to their feet with matching familiar sighs (well, one rose a few inches above the floor) and each reached for a mystery jar to sniff and solve the contents of.

			“Trust me, Maggs. It’s best I keep to myself,” Sage said wistfully. “Anyway, I have Casimir, Robin and Laurel. There’s no one else I need.”

			Maggie coughed pointedly.

			“Apart from you. I wouldn’t get very far without you around, Maggs,” Sage said gently. There weren’t many people in the universe who earned such a soft tone of affection from her voice. In fact, it was solely Maggie and Mal who managed to. Occasionally her siblings too. Casimir certainly wasn’t lucky enough to make the list. “Although, as we have long established, if I knew how, I would break my own rules to free you before you even had a moment to change your socks.”

			“You are most kind for it, madam—Sage,” the maid corrected herself. “Now, what shall it be this eve?” she said cheerfully as she opened the junk drawer below to pull out a pack of cards. “Whist or bridge?”

			Only when she safely judged that the spice rack was not about to perform any more malevolent tricks did Sage accept Maggie’s offer, grateful for the distraction. Still, it was difficult to concentrate on the game, thoughts running wild of devious, exploding kettles or wayward oven timers catching fire—not to mention when the Queen of Hearts shot an unexpected wink from her hand. It had all become so untrustworthy. Sage would need to be more disciplined to protect those around her. She could not afford to relax for the rest of the month, not for a single moment.

			Long ago, it had become clear that magic was not meant for Sage. Hers was a dark, malignant force that was not to be tampered with. A complicated, tangled kind of trouble. An inexplicable impetus that even a lifetime of study and devotion had still provided no real answers for. She repeated the same mantra over and over: All she had to do was control it and, eventually, it would be gone.

			Although, as any witch knows, if she was honest with her heart, even the most dormant magic, buried deep in the darkest corridors beneath, is impossible to ignore forever.
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				Impractical Magic

			
			Sage threw out an arm, trying to silence the shout of her alarm clock. She squinted through sleep-stuck eyes to see the shadows of her bedroom, starting her day, as usual, before the birds began theirs. She couldn’t exactly call herself a natural morning person, but it was worth it for that precious hour of solitude at her desk, with nothing but the sunrise and the first stirrings of the world to disturb her. She felt around for the button, half expecting to hear the glass of water topple into the tower of books on her bedside table. But her hand kept hitting against…nothing? Her eyes flew open.

			“Oh, for the love of…Not again,” she half grumbled, half roared, an arm flying over her eyes. “Rotten, confounded stuff!”

			Sage had awoken five feet above her bed, levitating in mid-air.

			The edges of her duvet trailed over her body and still weren’t even touching the fitted sheet. Mal watched from the armchair next to the wardrobe with an amused look that made his whiskers twitch. Sage bicycle-kicked the blankets furiously off her body and did her best to push back down against the cushiony air below, but nothing budged. She threw her head against the pillow, also hovering neatly below her, and huffed. It was the third time this week that she had levitated in her sleep. And, okay, perhaps nothing too dangerous had occurred as a result, and it did seem to be her magic merely having a laugh at her expense, but she was waiting for the morning that it dropped her suddenly and broke a bone, or she at least developed a nosebleed from the altitude.

			It wasn’t until she properly woke up, shedding the last few stubborn cobwebs of her dreams, that she could feel herself start to drift back down. After a few minutes of muttering to herself about inconvenient, petulant incantation, tapping her fingers while thinking of everything else that she could be doing instead, the ceiling finally began to fall away and her back grazed the mattress again at last.

			Once out of bed, she threw open the curtains and squinted at the bright trace of gold that frilled the edges of the lilac dawn clouds. The trees of Port Sylvan had turned a marmalade orange recently, and shadows as dark as ripe blackberries were inked across the lawns, where traces of night still clung.

			“Another glorious morning,” she grumbled and yanked the curtains closed again.

			Thoroughly unimpressed with the day thus far, Sage bundled up her blankets and lobbed them in an angry ball at the headboard before shuffling her way to the shower. She reached out to turn it on, but she startled through a lazy yawn. The sound wasn’t right. A jolt of magic snapped around the shower head and a steady flow of purple berry-scented bubbles was raining down where the water should have been.

			“You have got to be…” Sage mumbled to herself. With no choice, she slid inside and stood cross-armed and scowling under the lavender froth. Utterly ridiculous. She did not have time for this nonsense.

			At the bathroom mirror, she managed to gather her uncontrollable hair into some kind of slightly less uncontrollable half-up braid. But a few rogue tendrils began to quiver, a couple of them bending into sharp angles that resembled angry lightning bolts. They had a tendency to curl themselves into shapes that reflected her mood and she flattened them angrily. Another crackle of crimson magic and a selection of spotted red toadstools sprouted from nowhere between the braid. These were soon followed by a smattering of white baby’s breath flowers and a handful of dark red berries. Sage grimaced as she swiftly removed them. Far too whimsical.

			Her toothbrush tapped itself impatiently against her shoulder.

			“Yes, yes, I’m getting to you. Give me a bloody moment,” she told it crossly, snatching it and shoving it under the tap. She had never brushed her teeth so furiously.

			Her grip tightened on the edge of the sink when the reflection looking back at her suddenly rippled like water. Between blinks, toothbrush hanging out of her mouth, her face in the mirror transformed for a flash, the reflection turning dark and stormy, if only for a fraction of a second. But before she could rub her sleepy eyes to confirm the vision, any sign of a ripple had smoothed to glass again.

			Waking up in mid-air apparently did strange things to your mind.

			“Well,” Sage warned, loudly and sternly, “if that’s how you’re going to play it today, then let the games begin. You meet me in an absolutely foul mood, no thanks to you and your twisted sense of humour. I will make sure that you don’t see so much as a coffee-reheating spell for the rest of the week. And let that be a lesson to you.”

			It wasn’t often that Sage acknowledged her magic so directly, and whenever she did, it was usually to chastise it back to where it was supposed to go. Into the dark, silent and still, where it belonged. When she pictured the thought, it felt as though she were telling a younger version of herself to be quiet, to sit quietly in the corner and to behave. Which, in turn, made her feel a terrible combination of guilt and sadness and only made the magic kick up even more of a fuss in return. But it was how it had to be. She knew no other way.

			She chucked her toothbrush back into its pot and huffed.

			There was a knock at the bathroom door.

			“Sage? Pray tell, are you quite all right in there?” Maggie called from outside. It was enough for Sage to catch herself and wonder whether she had in fact crossed the bridge over to insanity as she looked back into the mirror. Moving reflections, visions of her younger self, bubble showers—all of it was harebrained.

			“Fine, Maggie,” she sighed.

			It had to be said that, as a strict introvert, living in a cottage constantly inhabited by a literally housebound ghost was not always appreciated. Often, Sage found herself longing to be alone—really alone—in her own home. They had long ago established boundaries as a priority, and most of the time, Maggie was very considerate of Sage’s privacy, and Sage of hers. But Maggie’s endlessly caring nature and her perpetual loneliness also meant that she could be something of a busybody. Such was roommate life.

			“I’m glad of it. Only, I thought I heard you talking to someone. Pardon me, madam.”

			Sage slipped on her dressing gown and opened the door to find Maggie leaning her ear against the wood as she held a tea tray stacked high with glistening buttered crumpets, a cup of tea the perfect shade of fawn brown and a generous bowl full of autumn fruit that gleamed like rubies and garnets. Sage reached for a crumpet and took a bite. Immediately, the melted butter soothed her sharpest edges.

			“Not someone, Maggs. Something. I was just telling my magic that it needs to wind its neck in today. Otherwise, we’re going to have a problem,” she said sternly.

			Maggie’s brows shot up. “Causing you grief through the night again? You should have woken me.”

			“There’s nothing for you to worry about,” Sage said, flapping the mere idea away. “Leave it with me; I have it under control.”

			The answer was a reflex, given whenever she showed the slightest crack that a rare someone was astute enough to notice. But as she whirled like a tempest back to her room, a thick twist of dark burgundy roses and emerald vines appearing from nowhere to weave their way around the banister as she passed, Sage wasn’t so sure she believed it herself.

			Her magic was answering something. Or calling out. Whether it could be blamed on the October air or whether it was something more, one thing was indisputable: It was desperate to escape.
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			Twenty minutes later, steam billowed from the brass spout behind the counter at the Hedgehog House. The coffee machine whistled loudly, whipping up warm milk to pour over treacly espresso. Sage, through bleary eyes and a mop of hair that was already fighting back against her attempts to control it, swore she’d never seen such a beautiful sight as the café owner, Bridgey Potts, secured the lid and handed over the cup with a knowing smile.

			“Hazelnut, of course. It’s on me—for bringing the outsiders past the stall yesterday and making me a few sales. Always appreciate it, Flower.”

			Sage mumbled something that she hoped conveyed thanks to the Hedgehog House barista. It would be at least three hot sips until words started to form properly. Bridgey’s accent was so thick that even the other locals struggled to understand her sometimes, but Sage had just about mastered it, thanks to daily (often multiple) stops for caffeine.

			“Late night, was it, ey love?”

			“Something like that. Our new exhibition is finally opening this week, so there’s a lot to finalize. Before I knew it, the night had run away with me while I was reading.”

			“Not like you,” Bridgey replied with mock surprise, then chuckled, her ruddy round face shining. Motherly and gentle, but with an absolutely filthy laugh, she had been the town’s official supplier of cups of tea and coffee for as long as Sage could remember. Her wispy cropped curls were somehow reminiscent of an actual hedgehog, and she always wore a knitted shawl around her shoulders. “Can’t wait to see it all come together. Got my ticket, haven’t I? I’d offer you a croissant to perk you up, but Cas came in ten minutes ago and took the lot.”

			Sage’s face dropped. “Of course he did.”

			No croissants and aching shoulders…Unscheduled levitation was no good for her back. She glanced around the bustling coffee shop and contemplated whether she could get away with stealing ten minutes for herself. First on her agenda was to unpack that final delivery for the exhibition, but such a terrible morning called for burrowing herself into her chunky scarf and getting lost in her own thoughts for a while on one of the comfy gingham seats nestled in the corner. The Hedgehog House felt foggy and soothing, with its warm lighting and cloudy condensation covering lattice windows. Overgrown ivy climbed the walls outside and a bizarre collection of trinkets climbed them within. The busy shelves were a jumble of Bridgey’s teapots, postcards, candlesticks, knick-knacks, treasures, ceramic ornaments…Mostly, they were hedgehogs. A lot of hedgehogs.

			“Make yourself at home, Flower. You look done in. I’ll bring you a flapjack instead,” Bridgey said, seeming to read her mind. In her sleepy stupor, Sage made her way to a table that was hidden nicely behind a coat rack and did not invite conversation. She sipped through a sigh, and as her eyes closed, she swore she could feel the caffeine connecting neurons and pathways as it slipped through her bloodstream. It promptly got to work, lacing her nerves back together one by one, and soon a sense of life began to spark at her fingertips. Everything would be fine. Maybe she could handle whatever else the day threw at her after all. Pinpricks of warmth at her fingers tingled so contentedly she had to flex her hands around the hot cup.

			Sage bolted upright, suddenly awake. That wasn’t caffeine.

			That was magic.

			The sensations of the two were often interchangeable. She’d made journal entries on the topic, interested in the connections between witchery and non-wicche comparatives. But her concentration had slipped as she’d dozed. The control was gone. And this was not just a pesky, unspecific pop of magic either. This was an incoming incantation.

			“No…No, no, no…”

			Without warning, a shock of crimson magic jolted from her left palm like a sneeze, so sudden and static that the hot cup slipped from her hand and spilled over the table. Sage flew back in her chair, and the sparks of the spell rebounded straight off the windowpane to her right, travelled in a frantic zigzag and headed straight back towards her. Sage ducked just in time but immediately wished that she’d taken the brunt herself. She watched in horror as the escaped spell shot directly into a life-size ornament of a hedgehog leaning against a tree stump, wearing a very twee flat cap and smoking a pipe.

			Seconds later, the once-ceramic-now-very-much-alive hedgehog shook off the cap, spat out the pipe and gave itself a thorough shakedown.

			Sage gasped and lurched up from her chair. She recognized the accidental spell. “Vividus Animo…Of all the…Why must you…? Blasted, blasted, blasted magic.”

			The hedgehog began to shuffle along the shelf, delighted with its new lease of life, and proceeded to bump into every precious ornament along the way. A trail of china rattled noisily and dangerously close to the edge. A couple of heads turned towards the racket. Sage bolted to catch the trinkets, one after another, then froze as she spotted Bridgey finishing her conversation and picking up a flapjack. Sage rushed to replace everything that had tumbled, then carefully scooped up the hedgehog to avoid any further damage. She glanced around the coat rack with wide eyes. What did one do with an accidentally enchanted spiny mammal of the subfamily Erinaceinae? She certainly didn’t have the practical experience to just fire off an “undo” spell, and it was too unreliable, too risky, and the karma would almost certainly make matters ten times worse…

			Without much of a choice, Sage placed the creature gently but hastily into her coat pocket. She tried to see reason through blind panic. The place was a hubbub of chatter, takeaway orders now bustling in the morning rush, and the coat rack had been a fortunate shield. But still, had anyone seen the overt display of magic? She had to get outside. She had to catch her breath.

			“Excuse me. Pardon me. If I could just…” Sage said as she began to shuffle her way out towards the door.

			“On your way already, Flower?” Bridgey called, waving the flapjack at her.

			“Can’t stop, Bridge!” she shouted back from the doorway. A very tiny wet nose gave a snuffle against her palm, followed by a sharp nip. Sage tried not to shriek. “Yeeeoow…you know how new exhibition weeks are.”

			“Ey, you’re sure? Thought I saw something back there. Is that lamp on the blink again?”

			“No trouble here, no trouble at all! Thank you for the coffee. I’ll be seeing you!”

			Sage bolted outside while trying her level best to keep a comforting hand wrapped around the hedgehog and simultaneously not impale herself on its prickly armour. She heard Bridgey call after her. Sage picked up the pace. Magic crackled across her palms and sent a threatening shiver down her spine. There was more to come. She needed to get away from everyone before it happened again.

			Sage couldn’t recall when the bright morning had seen the clouds come in, but the sky had darkened to moody grey. A misty storm rolled in over the town, thick rain beginning to pepper the ground in heavy droplets, and then, without warning, a crack of lightning struck the boat-shaped weather vane atop the Lyceum spire. The arrow spun frantically on its axis.

			Sage swallowed down a stressed sob. It was getting angrier.

			“Blasted, blasted, blasted magic…”

			If it was firing out unexpectedly after a mere caffeine boost, who knew what else it was capable of today? She cursed the conspiratorial clouds and kept her chin pressed to her chest, determined not to make eye contact with any passers-by. She yanked her coat over her head to hide from the downpour, shuffling through the mist and rain, hunching and walking awkwardly to make sure the hedgehog wasn’t bumping around too much. She must have looked like the town’s old crone, giving the typical silhouette of a wicked witch against a crackling, thundery sky. Her magic had a twisted sense of humour.

			Her heart was racing, adrenaline beating at her bones. “Come on, come on…” Sage muttered to herself, willing her legs to move faster. After hotfooting it across the cobblestones, past the train station, the Founders’ Fountain and the dell, she finally saw the museum. The hanging dark green sign, foiled in gold and mounted above the door, was spotted with fat droplets of rain and was swinging against the wild weather. Beneath another crack of lightning, Sage shoved her key into the lock and jiggled the door handle in the precise way that it required, before stumbling over the threshold and slamming it firmly behind her. She rested against the door and took a deep rattling breath of relief within the confines of the place she felt safest.

			Immediately, her crazed magic calmed.

			Even against the quaint backdrop of Port Sylvan, the heritage museum was a strange little place, which no one could quite believe still existed. Somehow, it just about managed to remain open, against all odds. Sage and Casimir did what they could to keep it going, endlessly overworked, but extra ideas like the walking tours were necessary for much-needed additional revenue. At least the steady stream of tourists could be trusted to pay a visit, tempted in by the building’s beauty. The pointed overhanging gables, tall chimneys and leafy pattern beneath the slate roof found themselves framed in pink blossom during the spring or gorgeous golden foliage when autumn began to glow like a lantern in Port Sylvan. Like the rest of the town, the museum was something straight out of a storybook.

			Sage scooped the hedgehog out of her pocket and examined it more closely, nose to snout. The treacherous creature may have threatened to expose her to a town full of non-wicchefolk, but it really was rather cute.

			“There you are,” Casimir said. “I bought you the last croissant, before you accuse me of— What on earth is that?”

			He stumbled out of the archive and into the foyer and froze in his tracks at the sight of Sage with her new friend. He removed his reading glasses and folded them over his pocket, as though he couldn’t quite get an accurate focus on the matter.

			“A hedgehog,” Sage said.

			“I see. And what exactly are you doing with a hedgehog, Specs?”

			“Thought I’d take it for a walk.”

			“Wouldn’t think he’s too thrilled about that. You should probably have left it alone.”

			“Do you think?” Sage asked innocently, her voice an octave higher than usual.

			“I’d say so. Unless, of course, you’re lying,” Casimir said, stepping closer, “and have in fact gone and transformed one of our dear neighbours into a woodland creature. But you’d never do such a thing, would you?”

			Besides her siblings, the one person in Port Sylvan (of this physical, non-spectral plane, at least) who knew Sage’s well-guarded witch-shaped secret was, unfortunately, Casimir Everald.

			“Incorrect,” Sage said, giving a grumpy sniff before adding, “It is in fact a transfiguration, not a transformation. And it’s not a neighbour.”

			“Oh, but this is a result of your magic,” Casimir said smugly.

			Sage noticed in her periphery that as her frustration at being called out rose, so did her hair. Her ginger spiral ringlets were getting tighter and tighter, curlier and curlier. She could always rely on Casimir’s lack of tact to make her curls spring.

			“Funnily enough, I did not purposefully plan to begin my day with a hedgehog residing in my coat pocket, Casimir. It’s almost like a damn spell went awry for the fifty millionth time of late. Could have hit and hurt any number of unsuspecting folks in the café, but mercifully, I only find myself with a ceramic hedgehog brought to life, albeit also potentially a coffee shop full of witnesses to him removing his flat cap before he went on his merry way.”

			Casimir’s eyes widened. “You’re kidding. Vividus Animo, hey?” He sounded impressed. “I thought it was just the occasional candle flickering, your socks changing colour, the local rats following you from the sewers like some kind of haunted Pied Piper?”

			“That was one time, and you’ll never let me forget it, will you? Anyway, things may have…escalated of late,” she said reluctantly. She dared to make a moment of eye contact, but his affectionate eye-roll fired her up again. “I can’t help it!”

			Casimir stroked the hedgehog on the nose. “Bridgey is going to be furious when she notices he’s gone. She loves those things.”

			Sage addressed the hedgehog directly. “There go my perfect hazelnut lattes, all thanks to you.”

			It gave a little grunt back.

			“Now, you’ll transform back to your previous state come midnight, as far as our Vividus Animo evidence extends, so I suppose you can just sort of…explore the place. I think I have some of Mal’s cat food in the back, should you get peckish. Do ceramic ornaments get peckish?”

			Sage had a habit of attracting animals wherever she went at the best of times. On the rare occasions she was forced to attend a social event against her will, she could almost always locate the nearest cat within seconds of arriving. She would then spend the majority of the evening enjoying their company alone until it was time to leave.

			She placed the hedgehog down onto the carpet and watched with intrigue as he began to explore the new terrain of the museum. It really was an extraordinary spell, she had to admit. But her mind raced with the possibilities of what else could have happened. Someone could have been seriously hurt by the bolt; it could have exploded the whole place. Her entire life could have come to a standstill again.

			She exhaled deeply and leaned her head back against the door’s cold glass. It was only a few moments before Casimir’s hands landed reassuringly on her shoulders. Having arrived at her safe space and found his company waiting, the current of her magic began to slow, the feeling of a whipped-up, raging tidal wave ebbing away.

			“I must look on the bright side, I suppose. He’ll actually be a very interesting case study. We can monitor him throughout the day to see how the magic fades.” She dusted her hands off onto her coat.

			Casimir gave her an amused, slightly baffled look. “You’re acting rather calmly, Specs, all things considered. It’s about this time that you normally bite my head off and somehow conclude that it’s all my fault.”

			“I’m sure it is somehow. I think I might be in shock,” Sage said matter-of-factly. “Better put the kettle on. I need to see to that delivery before we get into anything else.” She walked off to find it, but Casimir tugged her back by her sleeve.

			He returned his glasses to his nose and gave a more serious sigh before he finally dared himself to say it. “It’s getting worse, isn’t it?”

			Casimir had discovered the secret of Sage’s witchery for himself a long time ago, during their university days, when she was younger and less adept at hiding the truth. Fiery, reactive magic was combining with ignored grief and rampant hormones to ruin things on a regular basis, her powers even more unpredictable than she currently found them to be.

			It wasn’t solely her misfiring magic to blame for the revelation. Casimir was, although he often didn’t act like one, an extremely intelligent man, with whip-smart instincts and, crucially, a penchant for sticking his nose into other people’s business, to analyse them while they were distracted by his charm and good looks. He always liked to tell her how she had beguiled him from the very first moment they met.

			The fact that he had cracked her code was just one of the many, many inconveniences that he had caused Sage over the years. But ultimately, this was one inconvenience that she was very, very glad of.

			To Casimir’s credit, he had barely batted an eyelid the night that he returned to their student house to find Sage struggling alone, all those years ago. On her twenty-first birthday, Sage’s magic had made a whole new quantum leap into the realms of out of control. She missed her parents terribly and wished they could have been there for her graduation, and she had never felt more alone. Reaching a sixth year of being pushed down, spurned and unused, her powers were flooding her veins, fired up and screaming for attention. Fed up of being dismissed, her magic had taken to bursting out of her fingertips in painful shocks each time a boom of thunder crashed in the matching, self-made storm outside. The room around her was destroyed: a smouldering armchair, the contents of her wardrobe thrown from its hangers, the blankets on her bed ripped to shreds. She had locked herself away to protect her housemates, but, noticing her absence from the end-of-year celebrations, Casimir had broken down the bedroom door, scooped her up and placed her in the shower fully clothed—to either snap her out of it or soothe her senses.

			Only someone who had studied strangeness and sorcery as intently as she and he would ever have known how to piece it all together. The sudden disappearances for days on end. The unlikely occurrences that somehow seemed to unfold around her. The coin flip of either damage or quiet wonder that was left in her wake while he followed alongside her, determined to make her smile.

			“It’s magic, isn’t it?” he had said quietly, leaning back against the sink with his chin pressed to his chest to stare at his own feet.

			She’d only nodded, then rested her forehead on her knees and let the water soak her through to the bone. Seconds later, he had slid inside the cubicle and sat with her beneath the warm stream. That moment of unspoken care and closeness between them, for once not a barb to be found, might have been enough to bond them for life all by itself, but the years since had made sure of it.

			Their matched intelligence had resulted in many project pairings through their degree, and, quickly, an academic rivalry had formed. Eventually, however, in third year, something like a truce was declared, and a reluctant friendship blossomed from their shared fascination with the occult. A joint dissertation followed, one that honed in on the notorious supernatural reputation of Port Sylvan. Having him nearby to say, “Wow, really?” ignited a spark in Sage that she rarely felt at any other time. It was a youthful feeling, a bubbling excitement. They had become unexpectedly inseparable, and when Sage had landed herself the curator role at her hometown’s museum, she had joked that Casimir was the only choice as her accomplice. Their list of discoveries, acclaimed research papers and peer-reviewed publishing was impressive. They had become some of the finest minds in their field, an almost incomparable wealth of knowledge on the topic of magic and sorcery through British local history.

			For all of his infuriating qualities (and there were a lot of them), Cas was the impossibly patient anchor that firmly held Sage down when storms cracked open the sky and threatened a tidal wave of disaster. It made sense that he had found her that night, when her own thunder and lightning came crashing cruelly and mercilessly around her. It was the first time of many that he had saved her from herself.

			And, very fortunately, Casimir had proven himself over the years to be a worthy secret keeper. Sage often considered how very differently her life could have played out had it been a less trustworthy friend she’d made by accident.

			Looking at him now, a few more smile lines ghosting around his brown eyes and slightly more accomplished facial hair to speak of, her heart gave a kick with the same glow of frustration, familiarity and fondness. He saw through her every time.

			“Don’t, Cas.” Sage threw a hand up to silence him.

			He tutted in protest. “Didn’t say a word. All the realms know there’s no point.”
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				Lilara Mournfell

			
			“There,” Sage said decisively, locking the glass door on the final display with a turn of the key. The spotlights positioned above it flickered in unison at the excited current of magic that passed through her fingertips. She shook it off like a static shock.

			“Looks wonderful, Specs. Truly.”

			Sage couldn’t help but let a small smile creep in at the compliment from Casimir. As much as he drove her half mad, his opinion had always carried the most weight with her. And it was something like “wonderful,” even she had to admit. It was…impressive.

			Years and years of her most dedicated work condensed into an exhibition that had started last year as an idea for one side room. A small-scale but detailed examination of Port Sylvan’s most famous legends, rather than its factual history.

			But those findings were in fact two lifetimes’ worth of study, and with more to share than they’d realized, their curation had taken over the full expanse of the museum in the end. Just for the season, it had become a museum of the magical.

			While Sage and Casimir did their best to curate the small, understated space, something about its homey, cosy atmosphere always left it feeling more like an overgrown memory box than anything highly professional or scholarly.

			The main exhibition hall wasn’t much bigger than a large living room, and three even more snug spaces ran on from there—plus the archive in the back, the gift shop and a small staff kitchen. Every wall was lined with wooden display cases that shared stories from the town’s past, changing once or twice a year to fit a new theme. The air always smelled like beeswax, the floorboards invariably creaked no matter what tradesman tried to stop it, and little pools of water formed daily in the corners of the windowsills, thanks to endless condensation in the listed building. But despite all of that, Sage was incredibly proud of the place. She had loved visiting as a child, spending her pocket money in the gift shop, and hadn’t thought twice about applying for the job seven years ago. As head curator, it was where she spent almost every waking moment and where Deputy Curator and Research Assistant Casimir spent the bare minimum that he could possibly get away with before she shouted at him.

			Sage observed the dust motes hovering between the beams of sunlight that shone in from the outside world. Took in the nostalgic scent of ink and polish and musty pages and…yet more dust. Maybe Casimir was right, for once. Maybe it was wonderful.

			“It’s nothing, really.”

			“Ah yes, absolutely nothing. Only a comprehensive, curated exploration of Port Sylvan’s unique connection to magical folklore that invites you to”—Casimir turned his attention to the gold text on the entrance wall and cleared his throat—“to step through the veil that hangs between history and imagination, where enchanted forests, sleeping curses and shadow-bound spellwork may have once been more than mere metaphor,” he recited from their carefully considered words on the introductory poster.

			Sage kept her lips firmly pressed in a line, but another smile pushed at the edges. “Actually, you’re right. It is quite good.”

			For Sage, it was never just research. It was and always had been the only way she knew to keep going. And this was a celebration of it all. Fairy tales had always been one specific subject in their work that she had found herself consistently pulled back to for their twisted stems of magic and truth. Fairy tales made surprising sense of magic; there was always a purpose to it, an important lesson to be learned and a moral code to follow. They helped her understand the complexities and origins of her powers from a safely guarded fictional distance.

			“You’re good, Specs. Not that you need me to tell you that,” Casimir said sincerely, unmoving apart from his right hand, which reached up for a reassuring squeeze on her shoulder.

			“And the route works, doesn’t it? It was the right call to start with the scrolls of old town mapping,” Sage said as she began to walk the path they’d curated. She glanced over each description to reassure herself for the thousandth time that everything was as it should be. “From its earliest conception, Port Sylvan has proudly boasted ties to the supernatural. What began as ‘strangeness’ noted in the early town records—unusual weather patterns, peculiar flora growth, mysteriously long-lived residents—soon gained momentum and reputation,” she read aloud.

			She wasn’t much one for emotional displays. She rarely felt proud—nothing ever quite managed to reach that impossible, ever-moving bar that she set for herself—but this must have been at least close to the feeling.

			“Much of what you see today walks the line between myth and memory, and this exhibition does not claim definitive truth. Rather, the evidence of possibility. Fairy tales remind us that transformation and change are inevitable. We invite you to wander slowly, question generously and imagine freely. Between magic and truth is an invisible string.”

			“Through annotated texts, reconstructed oral histories and enchanted artefacts,” Casimir read, “this showcase explores the theory that a fairy-tale kind of life exists within this very town. Welcome to Port Sylvan. Magic lives here.” He whistled, before slinging an arm across Sage’s shoulders and planting a resounding, noisy kiss on the top of her head. “Specs, you’re a marvel.”

			“Well,” she mumbled, shoving him away and tucking her hair behind her ear, “I suppose I can’t take all the credit.”

			“Actually, that is true. I made at least two phone calls. And photocopied several documents. Even hoovered, which is most unlike me.”

			“Quite,” Sage said with a smirk. It was actually a grand total of twenty-one per cent of the exhibition that could be attributed to Casimir. He had somehow successfully bribed the British Library into loaning them a significant text entitled The Chronicle of Small Miracles, a record kept for centuries by the local parish of various strange happenstances. The unlikely loan was despite the conservator vowing that Sage Hemlock would never get her hands on it after a scholarly disagreement in which she threw a pencil at his head and stormed out in a huff last March. It was a perfect example of how she and Casimir worked well together.

			His daily role at the museum was, largely, to keep Sage sane (although he often did the opposite). But she had to admit, if it weren’t for him, she would probably have crossed into the realms of “obsessive, lunatic hag who haunts the attic” several years ago. Alongside lengthy biscuit breaks, napping and general skiving off, his schedule mostly revolved around forcing her to take walks, occasionally swapping out a cup of coffee for a glass of water, dragging her along to the pub and reminding her to keep in touch with humans that still existed, rather than only within the pages of their work. All reasonably important things that, Sage reflected, were worthwhile. Probably.

			“I still can’t believe we found her actual cloak, can you?” Casimir said, wandering back to the start of the exhibition with his hands laced behind his cream-coloured cable-knit and brown slacks. He stopped in front of the cabinet and gave a satisfied, triumphant nod at the moth-eaten cloak inside, lit with its hood shadowed in darkness, like an invisible figure was beneath it. “To think, Lilara Mournfell herself wore this very thing.” The tone of wonder in his voice evaporated. “Rotten old frock, isn’t it? Very drab.”

			“Casimir!”

			“Even I couldn’t make that look good.”

			“Do not tell me that you’ve been trying on the priceless historical heirlooms. Again.”

			“Me? Never.” She noticed his tongue poke into his cheek and a dimple pop from nowhere. “Don’t worry, it didn’t suit me. But my contacts really did come through on this one.”

			He was right. In typical Casimir style, it was one more measly contribution, but another annoyingly invaluable one.

			“By ‘contacts,’ you mean yet more women who you’ve relentlessly flirted with,” Sage said.

			“I’d argue that I’m simply flirted at and am polite enough to receive the attention,” he replied. In his defence, he was right. Most people Casimir encountered developed at least a crush on first meeting, but it wasn’t something he ever seemed to take much advantage of. He and Sage rarely discussed their love lives and awkwardly shuffled around the subject whenever it was raised, but as far as she could tell, he seemed to go on a lot of first dates and rarely any second ones.

			“People will be champing at the bit to see this,” he said. “We’ve already sold more than a hundred tickets—our best ever pre-sale. The Louvre will be on the phone any day if they know what’s good for them.”

			Sage sniffed at his confidence. She couldn’t quite believe it either. There were several artefacts in the exhibition that she felt a little giddy about. And it was most unlike her to feel giddy.

			She glanced to her right at one of the first cabinets in the exhibition. The little bronze acorn had been a particular win, turning up in a car-boot sale of all places and immediately making itself known to be magical when Sage held it in her palm and felt a breeze appear from nowhere. It had, as she’d predicted, brought them considerable enchanted luck the following week, when they’d located an intricate pair of mirrors from an old curiosity shop in London. Sage had eventually managed to reveal their secrets, although the ancient charm embedded to reflect the maker’s kindred spirit or soulmate had only flickered and briefly shown an image of a gravestone back to them. There was also a large black pot which, yes, to the untrained eye may have looked rather mouldy and probably was best used as an emergency sick bucket, but she and Casimir had taken scrapings of the bottom to find a perfectly brewed, extremely crusty infatuation potion from around 150 years ago.

			Then there were various Port Sylvan maps, registers and resident diaries: An impressive eighteenth-century collection of herbal remedies that Sage had pored over obsessively. Clippings of strange occurrences from newspapers. Adverts from pet shops that boasted talking toads or tortoiseshell cats with unusual talents. An abundance of handwritten postcards, where you’d swear the images moved in a certain light. It was a treasure trove of trails through history, and all led towards local magic.

			But the cloak undoubtedly took first prize. Lilara Mournfell’s cloak. The legendary historical figure in Port Sylvan’s folklore whom Sage had revered since she first became infatuated with magical studies.

			Casimir was right in one respect: The cloak itself was not much to be looked at. A plain dark velvet, probably once something quite grand, but now threadbare and patched, stitches hanging loose like fragile cobwebs. The pile of the velvet had thinned, the rich shade of black faded. There were even a few stains; damp had worked its curse before the cloak was discovered by a cleaner in a house clearance. But despite all of that, the artefact held such great meaning to Sage that it still felt like a thing of true beauty.

			There was even something that looked like lipstick on the cloak’s trim, which had made Sage clutch her heart and Casimir swipe away his glasses at this exhilarating discovery. A careless dash of dark red, which they had swabbed and sent off to the lab to confirm a simply made berry balm. Proof of the real, living woman who had once worn it. It had somehow made Lilara seem so much more human—this magnanimous, admirable figure that Sage held in such high esteem. The thought of her reaching for the same tube every morning to feel pretty before throwing on a cloak and wandering to the market or a friend’s house.

			The pattern that had once trailed over the fabric—a depiction of a night sky, as far as they had been able to decipher—had long since faded to almost nothing, as though the loss of Lilara’s magic had taken the sparkle from it too. It felt apt to imagine her wearing this constellation-covered cloak as some sort of guiding North Star through dark years. Lilara had been the one to show Sage, aged fifteen and utterly bereft, that there really was a way for magic to be gone. To start again. Lilara’s case had been the one hopeful dot of stardust against an endless dark sky, one that she had felt and followed ever since the night everything changed. The night that Sage lost her parents. The night that was all her fault.

			There it was again. The same cruel memory of magic that always drifted in uninvited. The one that made her bones ache and her heart sink with guilt and grief that she had never managed to process through an essay or solve with a formula.

			Sage drew her lips together into a firm line and bit down sharply until the memory passed. Or until she could successfully and firmly shove it backwards and shut the door on it once more. There wasn’t time for it. She dragged her focus back to the present, to something useful, to something deliberate and purposeful.

			A delicate but tarnished silver chain held each side of the cloak together, pinned like a brooch across the neckline and decorated with the tiniest of charms. The chain had been almost detached when they discovered the cloak, but Sage had meticulously repaired and restrung it herself. She had immediately been fascinated by the miniature talismans, a string of celestial stars and moons hanging from the chain, which would have sat across Lilara’s chest each time she wore the cloak.

			Sage had once or twice found herself unpacking the chain from its protective wrapping in storage simply to admire the craftsmanship. If she’d been the sentimental type, she would have said that—in a fluffy, ridiculous sort of way—it almost spoke to her.
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				In the Archive

			
			The archive was the most organized version of chaos that it was possible for one witch and one show-off to function within.

			Like the rest of the museum, it was not exactly roomy and quite dim thanks to one singular window, but the low light was necessary to protect the huge volume of books and old documents that lived inside. Three of the four walls were lined with towering library shelves, packed with either research books or conspicuous cardboard boxes that required further inspection to identify the contents. Those that had been catalogued and shelved by Sage were well organized—alphabetized or dated at the very least. Those that had been catalogued by Casimir…Well, they’d been re-catalogued by Sage anyway, so that was irrelevant.

			A rolling brass ladder ran on wheels between the shelves, and in the centre of the room were two oak desks positioned opposite each other, with matching brown leather chairs; matching green banker lamps; and matching scattered notebooks, opened envelopes and miscellaneous papers. It was a fairly safe bet to assume that there’d be at least two mugs half full of forgotten coffee at any given time and a plate of stray biscuit crumbs left behind. That very particular warm and sweet scent of aging paper and old glue mixed with the leather of book bindings and the occasionally overpowering addition of Casimir’s cologne was the finishing touch that made it feel like home.

			On that particular evening, with some sort of woody, sea-salty combination in the air that Sage didn’t entirely loathe, Casimir lolled almost fully horizontal in his desk chair, his head tipped backwards to stare at the ceiling as he spun in lazy circles behind the desk.

			“What shall we have for Friday tea? It’s been a long week; we should celebrate accordingly,” he said, pondering mid-spin.

			“I haven’t the foggiest idea what you’re having,” Sage answered without glancing up from the journal entry she was currently putting together. Her findings from the hedgehog, currently asleep on her scarf, had been fascinating. The spell was beginning to wear off, and he was slipping back peacefully into his ceramic form with a well-earned snooze. “I’m having fish and chips, and Mal will have the same. Except cat-sized.”

			Cas gawped. “Don’t tell me the bloody cat is getting my dinner?”

			Sage felt half a biscuit hit her forearm and turned to see him grinning at her across the desks. “When I last checked, you lived in your own house and were a grown man who’s supposed to fend for himself.”

			“Says the woman cursed with the nurturing, attentive, live-in chef. Honestly, what does a man have to do to earn his own helpful haunt? Maybe a ghost butler? I’m well aware you’re sworn to a dramatic, lifelong abstinence from magic, but if you were ever tempted to fall from the moral high ground for a truly noble cause, I’d appreciate a spell that could decide for me what to eat for lunch and dinner every day. It’s truly the most tedious…” He rubbed his hands together impatiently. “Anyway, are you ready to go? Laurel and Robin will be wondering where we are.”

			“Ah, yes, we have plenty of time for pub visits at a moment like this, don’t we? You’ve still got last week’s accounts to finish, for starters, and—crumbs—was the piece for the Literary Supplement due today? Did you send it?” Sage shot to her feet and stumbled over to the wall calendar pinned to the back of the door. “I swear, Cas, if you embarrass us in front of the board, I’ll…”

			“Keep that pretty hair of yours on, Specs.”

			Sage’s foolish nickname was not simply founded in her terrible eyesight. It was in fact the result of her lurking (as Cas liked to recall) in their shared kitchen of university halls. In all fairness, “lurking” probably was the appropriate word. Maybe even “skulking.” Or “scuttling.” Having failed spectacularly at socially integrating herself during freshers’ week, she had waited for the flat to be empty of all other students before nervously tiptoeing out to the kitchen for a drink of water, not even bothering to turn the light on. A nineteen-year-old Casimir had then jumped many feet in the air when he stumbled in after one too many only to discover a moonlight-pale, fiery-haired and extremely awkward gremlin in Sage’s library-card-print pyjamas, haunting the sink like some kind of night-dwelling ghost. Almost like a phantom…His very own spectre.

			All things considered, “Specs” was actually a very kind nickname. It could have been a lot worse. To this day, people still assumed it was simply a juvenile reference to her glasses, but she didn’t like to correct them. It was none of their business. “Better than ‘Four Eyes’ ” was her usual shrugging response, while the pair of them preserved the nickname’s true origins as a private, precious shared memory between only them.

			“Finished it hours ago and did a good job of it, if I do say so myself. Harvard referencing and all. It’s faxed and gone,” he said, batting away her worries.

			Sage startled. “Oh.”

			“Oh, indeed. Still so sceptical, even after all these years. Does that mean we’re free to make our escape?”

			“Well,” Sage said in consideration while returning to her desk, “what else did you manage to get done? Are we in good shape for the school visit tomorrow?”

			Casimir swung one leg over the other with his feet up on his own stack of papers. “I restocked the gift shop and reordered those plaid notebooks we’re low on, just as you asked. Spent some time adjusting the environmental controls within each room to make sure that the climate hadn’t swung too wildly, thanks to these strange weather-related incidents that you have absolutely nothing to do with…Packed up the last of the shipping exhibits and sketched out a potential layout change for the left cabinet of popular potion ingredients—which I’m sure you’ll absolutely hate, but I think is rather fun. Oh, and I highlighted some anomalies in the 1912 records which struck me as a little peculiar. Strange, potentially supernatural occurrences around an enchanted watering can—seemed right up our street.”

			Sage paused, then gave him a reluctant smile to show her approval. “Is that all?” Another biscuit landed somewhere in her hair. She batted it away and tried her best to stifle a yawn. “What time is it?”

			“I haven’t a clue. I didn’t want to worry you, but the clock went haywire when you left for your tour earlier. The hands started spinning at a million miles an hour; I think your magic knew you were running late. Somewhere around eight, judging by the blind darkness?” He gestured out of the small casement window to the dark draped over the dell outside.

			Sage’s brows shot up. She had been poring over a new set of slides, which had been donated by a local, that seemed to indicate a wedding dress unearthed in his loft may have been hexed for heartbreak. Was it worth including in the exhibition? Perhaps more “haunted house” than “fairy tale,” but…

			“Earth to Specs. I could make myself considerably more useful if you’d actually ask for help once in a while,” Cas said, trying to reason with her. “Two heads are better than one.”

			“Yours only counts for a third of a head, so it doesn’t make much difference.”

			Casimir gave her a disapproving sigh. “You’re working too hard, Sage.”

			He only ever called her that when he was being particularly sincere, so she recognized the moment for what it was and glanced back up. She took the opportunity to shake out her wrist, a few dollops of navy-blue fountain-pen ink splashing across the desk and staining her perpetually polka-dotted hands even more.

			“We’ve done it,” Cas said. “Everything’s ready. All that’s left to do is revel in glory and success. Take a break, will you?”

			She sighed back at him, removing her reading glasses and squeezing her eyes shut. “I will, I promise. But now is not the time to ease up. You know better than anyone, it’s not just the exhibition, it’s…When my magic’s this fraught, I have to be extra vigilant.”

			“Of course. Very different from your usual flexibility and devil-may-care ways.”

			“Cas, I have to be—”

			“In control, I know. I know.” She was surprised to hear the jolt of sadness in his voice. He dropped his legs back to the floor and picked up his leather gloves from the desk. Wonderful. Now she felt guilty as well as stressed and overworked.

			Reluctantly, Sage folded up her glasses and hung them over her knitted navy sweater vest. She couldn’t leave yet; there was still so much to do. “At least wait until we’ve inventoried that final delivery, will you?”

			He rolled his eyes and headed out. She got up to follow him to the foyer, where he was lifting her witch’s tour hat from the coat rack to gather his belongings from underneath. He wrapped a tartan scarf that she’d gifted him several birthdays ago around his neck, and she instinctively moved to straighten it so that the two ends were even and proper.

			“I just worry about you,” he said softly. “It’s written into my job description as your friend, I believe.”

			“Well, you shouldn’t,” Sage replied stubbornly. “I’ve dealt with my magic for long enough, and the coven is still none the wiser, wherever they are. But October is the month that they’re most likely to find me: Magical surveillance is heightened, supernatural intuition is voracious, as we know…”

			“From endless, literally endless research,” Cas drawled.

			Sage ignored him. “If I can make it to the end of October with no more…incidents,” she grimaced, “my magic will calm down again. I can go back to focusing on banishing my powers, and I might even finally get a decent night’s sleep for the first time in fifteen years, free from the worry of what this blasted stuff is capable of. I’ll finally rest easy knowing that no one else got hurt by it, nor will they ever be. I could finally be normal.”

			Theirs was the kind of friendship where silence felt as comfortable as conversation, but Sage could tell that this pause was a loaded one.

			Finally, Casimir shrugged. “You couldn’t be normal if you tried, Specs. And you shouldn’t want it for yourself anyway. You’re far, far too good for anything as wretched and unbecoming as normal.”

			He finished buttoning up his coat and reached out to her neck to brush away the rogue red ringlet that had slipped out of its clip.

			Sage decided to pocket the strange Cas-shaped compliment and examine it in extraneous detail later, when she was alone and staring at the ceiling in the middle of the night. She often found herself thinking of his passing comments in those moments. It was extremely inconvenient when, frankly, she had better, far more useful things to be thinking about.

			“But this is the part that always snags me…” Cas added with a wagging finger, as he lifted his satchel across his body. He followed her back through to the archive. “What sort of good-for-nothing, missing-the-point coven isn’t aware of the presence of bloody magic? Surely they should be monitoring that sort of thing closely. Haven’t they got security or a watchman or something? What if it falls into the wrong hands? Or some poor, unsuspecting teenage witch blows up half of her school canteen? That sort of thing must happen all the time.”

			With a huff, Sage scooped up the remaining stack of books on her desk. She took a few steps up the rolling ladder and began to slide them back where they belonged on the bookshelves. The coven’s inability to find her was a question that regularly kept her up at night, but as long as it remained true, then that was enough for her. “I suppose they’ve just never noticed me. And thank the stars for it.”

			Casimir scoffed as he gripped the ladder and peered up at her, handing over a final book. “Come on, now, Specs. How could anyone not notice you?”

			He said things like that as though they were the most obvious thoughts in the world. She knew that if she turned around to face him, her annoyingly flushed cheeks would embarrass her, so she kept her focus determinedly on crucial shelving placement.

			“Because I’ve worked damn hard to make sure they don’t. Ever since I made the…mistake.” She swallowed hard. “It’s been the only job that truly matters.”

			Casimir gave another sigh behind her, but it wasn’t a cross one. It was one he’d given her a hundred times or more whenever this subject came up. She braved turning back to him.

			“Sage, I know you rarely deign to take any notice of me, and I’ll confess, most of the time there’s good reason for that. But when it comes to this, I wish you’d see sense.” He gazed up at her with such unbearable, intimate recognition that she had to look away again. Everyone else thought she was so strange and unknowable. Cas knew everything about her. And still, he stayed.

			He spoke uncharacteristically softly. “It wasn’t your fault. It really, really wasn’t your fault.”

			The idea landed like a spinning penny, swaying to and fro to see which side it would land on. As always, Sage slammed it flat instinctively. She didn’t even bother to try to explain anymore. They always reached a stalemate. Of course it was her fault. There was no possible way that it could be proved otherwise.

			She shrugged and descended the ladder. “The sooner it’s gone, the better. Then I can move on and leave the darkest part of my life behind forever.”

			Cas gave her an unreadable look, then shook his head. He plucked away a couple of Mal’s cat hairs from his coat. “If you ask me, magic feels like something one never truly escapes. Not if it’s meant for you. It has a way of finding you, whether you invite it in or not.”

			“Thank you for that encouraging sentiment,” Sage grumbled.

			“I didn’t mean for that to sound quite as menacing as it did. What I mean is, evidently the universe has picked you from the stars as something very special. Don’t they say in almost every fairy tale ever written that you can’t run away from your destiny, Specs?”

			“I haven’t run from it. I’ve fought it for fifteen years. And now it’s finally time for me to let it die.”

			“Happy Halloween, indeed,” Cas said grimly, heading to unlock the front door. “But if you say so.”

			“I don’t say so.” Sage tilted her head towards the cloak within the glass cabinet. “She does. We know it’s possible. Lilara proved it’s possible. And I’m almost there, I know I am.”

			He gave a shake of his head that made her bristle as he turned to leave. For all their fundamental differences, it was rare that they ever failed to agree on something in the end or at least to find a compromise. But her magic was the one major point on which they could not understand each other.

			“Oh.” He swung back on the doorframe and waved an unhelpful hand towards the towering stack of half-squashed unorganized cardboard boxes that remained in the doorway of the archive. “That delivery. It’s probably nothing important, but it’s over there. Somewhere.”

			“Has anyone ever told you that you should consider running for prime minister? You’re fantastically organized and so wonderfully reliable,” Sage said, entirely deadpan. She approached the stack of boxes and lifted the top one away, revealing the delivery that was still, as of yet, unaccounted for. She shuffled it around slightly, looking for a note or a label.

			“Last call for the pub?” Casimir said with a backwards salute.

			Sage glanced at the notes that covered her desk. The need for just a fraction more time tugged at her: indexing that mystery delivery, a quick check of her last scribbles, maybe a few more cross-references towards her hypothesis on bad tempers and impulsive bursts of magic. There’d been an incident not far away in Wales mentioned in passing in a local newspaper: One Fearne Awbrey had borne witness to her neighbour shattering both his and his wife’s teacups without touching them following an England loss in a penalty shoot-out…Fascinating and a reminder that Sage would have to make sure to control her fiery temper through October.

			But it had been such a very, very long day…She’d even made a spelling error, which is when she knew it really was time to admit defeat. She could not risk mistakes, however small, until Halloween was over and the coven’s alert had waned.

			“Oh, fine,” she conceded. She stacked the boxes back together unopened. “But it’s your round.”
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				Three Hemlocks

			
			“Shove up, will you?”

			Carrying four drinks at once, Casimir edged his way into the booth without waiting for a response and earned two matching profanities from Robin and Laurel Hemlock in return.

			“Make yourself at home, mate,” Robin said, managing to scoop up his pint just in time to avoid Cas’s left arm, but not before his elbow sent the foam sloshing across the table. Casimir might have looked like a handsome prince, but the man had all the grace and decorum of a three-legged giraffe when he wasn’t trying to impress. Unfortunately for Robin’s pint, the four of them had given up trying to impress each other a long, long time ago.

			“How are we, chaps? Oh, the damn table’s wet, how annoying,” Cas said, dunking his sweater sleeve straight into the puddle.

			“Yeah, funny that,” Robin laughed, shaking his head. “I’m well. It’s half term, so I couldn’t be happier. A whole week with the girls at home, though. We’re going to come by the museum on Wednesday, I think, to get them out of the house. They’ll love the fairy-tale stuff. They’d love their Auntie Laur to be there too, but I’m guessing you’re too frantic at the mo?”

			“Frantic? What’s wrong?” Sage struggled under the weight of the research she’d decided was crucial to take home, then dumped her collection of overflowing book bags, satchels and briefcases under the round table before unravelling her striped scarf. At her brother’s comment, she shot a look at her younger sister, who was tucked into the corner of the booth with her legs crossed. Laurel always reminded Sage of a baby bird that needed scooping up and tucking somewhere soft.

			Despite them all now teetering on the brink of their thirties, her younger siblings would always be her little brother and sister. The merest mention of one of them being anything less than “good” and “happy” filled her with a syrupy dread that assumed the worst and a determination to fix whatever their problem might be. She had never been able to grow out of that.

			Their table at the Dapple Grey was the same one they took every time, the precious corner booth beneath the window. The whole place was lit with a watery, golden glow from the wall sconces and old chandelier, which caught the grey raindrops on the glass and turned each familiar, local face inside the pub orange. The rustle of the hydrangeas in the wind outside was audible through the thin diamond panes. It was, if truth be told, a bit of a dump, with a perpetual smell of old ale, a jarringly bright fruit machine that refused ever to pay out a penny and floral rugs that had long faded to miscellaneous shades of sticky brown. But it was the Dap. There weren’t many other options for evenings out in Port Sylvan. Old Ron, who ran the place, kept prices stupidly low, and although Sage was usually dragged there against her will, she did quite enjoy forcing them all to do the pub quiz every Tuesday.

			“A bit dramatic, Robin,” Laurel laughed, shaking her head. “It’s nothing,” she added, to reassure Cas and Sage. “Just being walloped by deadlines.”

			“I thought we got you back on the right track last week? Are you struggling again?” Sage asked, still dumping layers onto her endless piles of belongings and slipping off her coat onto the stool that she always took while the other three squashed into the booth.

			“Struggling, drowning, walking merrily into her own doom…All interchangeable, really,” Robin said.

			“Why haven’t you called me?” Sage asked. “You could have left your last chapters with me at the weekend.”

			“I’m always frazzled. It’s just sort of how I perpetually exist. I don’t want to be a broken record,” Laurel said brightly, peeling the edge of the sticker off her beer bottle. “Besides, no other way to live, if you ask me.”

			Sage’s siblings had not been cursed with magic in the same way that she had and she was very glad of it. But if they had been, she had often thought that her sister, a children’s author and illustrator four years her junior, would probably have been a will-o’-the-wisp. Not so much in a “malevolent imp” sort of way, more like she was the human embodiment of an unpredictable, excitable enigma that would often float away mid-conversation when her mind trailed onto a story idea. A woman who appreciated a trinket like no other, usually found wearing at least one pom-pom-based accessory and constantly flapping into a frantic flame of chaos. An exact opposite of Sage in nearly all ways except their matching red hair, Laurel had initially wanted to make it as a very sophisticated painter but penned a kids’ book on a whim and had found runaway success, much to everyone’s delight and “yeah, that sounds like Laurel” responses. She had even been on the telly a few times. Laurel had long stopped taking herself so seriously and found joy waiting on the other side.

			“Where have you two layabouts been, anyway? I thought we said seven,” Robin said, checking his watch.

			“Oh, we did,” Sage said, nodding. “And you should know that in Casimir’s world, that means half past at the very earliest.”

			“Me? You’re the one who insisted on examining yet another series of grubby old horseshoes that look as though they’ve been unearthed from the sewers.” Casimir paused, suddenly concerned. “They weren’t, were they?”

			“They are not ‘grubby,’ ” Sage said, offended, before noticing that her fingernails were indeed filthy. She shoved them into the folds of her checked skirt. “Okay, maybe they are. But they are also branded with unique markings—maybe runes—iron-cast and with marks indicative of talismans. Fascinating.” With a pleased look, she reached for the usual cup of black coffee that Casimir had delivered. He and her siblings regularly told her that black coffee at night from a dodgy pub was diabolical behaviour, but it was often the only warm cup she ever enjoyed. Her coffee at the museum nearly always ran cold thanks to endless distractions.

			“Fascinating,” Robin repeated with an unconvinced cocked eyebrow.

			Robin, if magically inclined, would without a doubt have taken quite well to being adopted by some form of elfin clan. He was pragmatic, calm and well-respected, an English teacher at a nearby high school with a thriving carpentry business on the side. A single father of two, he was a gentle man of few words, but usually the right wise ones. He was ready at any given moment to problem-solve with a bursting toolbox and thought nothing of whipping up a treehouse from scratch. A classic middle child—always seeking fairness and compromise, steady and unshakeable, the oak tree of the family. Since the early loss of their parents, he had become the practical hands to Sage’s serious head and Laurel’s wild heart.

			“Any other fun-yet-slightly-gross deliveries this week?” Laurel asked, wriggling forwards. “How’s the new exhibition looking? I cannot wait to come and see. I’ll definitely join you and the girls, Rob. Are there pretty dresses and shiny jewels to entertain us? And by ‘us,’ I mean mostly ‘me.’ ”

			“A load of last-minute old books turned up yesterday, which your dear lunatic sister will be delighted by. We haven’t sifted through them yet, but they’re probably dull as dishwater,” Cas said before taking a swig of red wine. Sage shot him a look so venomous that Cas gulped. “I mean, they look very interesting, actually. Just what we needed. We should order more, if anything.”

			Worrying about her sister meant that Sage had momentarily forgotten about the book delivery. “We really should have catalogued that before we left…” She chewed at the inside of her cheek.

			Casimir ignored her. “How about you, Laur? What have you been up to?”

			“Staring into the void and calling it work. Questioning all of my life choices.”

			“Is that all?” Sage asked dryly.

			Laurel gave a sheepish grin. She had been struggling to write the perfect sequel ever since her successful debut and was under growing pressure to deliver it. She really did thrive on chaos. Sage was all too familiar with the hell that was a written deadline, the constant state of drowning that her most intense years of study had felt like. She wasn’t entirely sure why it hadn’t been enough to put her off academia forever, yet here she was, unable to leave it all behind. She supposed that meant enough in itself.

			“You know I’m here if you need help. I can make time.” She wasn’t entirely sure that she could, but she would always do it anyway for her siblings. “I could proofread everything you have so far?”

			Laurel took a swig of her beer and gave a half-smile of appreciation. “It’s really not a big deal, Sagey. Calm down.”

			“Do you ever contemplate the fact that we’ve all been given one precious existence in this lifetime to live life to the fullest and explore all realms of possibility,” Robin said, “yet all four of us have decided to spend so much of it between the pages of books that can’t return our love, keep us company or talk back?”

			“Oh, but we know they do talk back,” Sage said wryly with a pointing finger. “And they do keep us company. In their own weird and wonderful ways.”

			“Mum and Dad’s fault,” Robin added tenderly.

			Sage, Laurel and Robin exchanged warm, fond looks of understanding.

			Casimir leaned in with a finger. “Speak for yourselves, spending your evenings chatting to books. Don’t tangle me up in the Hemlock family’s strangeness.”

			“I’m afraid you relinquished the chance to escape that tangle the day you met Sagey.” Laurel grinned. “You’re one of us, whether you like it or not.”

			Casimir leaned his head back on the top of the booth with a sigh. “A cruel twist of fate.” He uncrossed his limbs and reached over for a crisp from the packets split between them.

			“Oh, Cas! For all the stars…” Robin’s drink toppled over entirely this time.

			Three seconds later, the soggy crisps floating on top of the pool of beer had transfigured into a selection of miniature yellow rubber ducks under a rain of unexpected burgundy sparks. Sage gave a shudder as her magic sputtered from the unplanned spell. She shook out her hand with a wince and the four of them shared an awkward pause.

			“Well, thank you for that,” Robin muttered, glancing around the pub. “This evening was far too calm and quiet for my liking. It was missing some torches and pitchforks, if you ask me.”

			She felt furious with herself. “Not again! Is everyone okay? Laur, it didn’t hit you, did it? Rob, did it catch your sleeve? I’m so sorry, it’s the run-up to Halloween, it gets so…”

			“They’re so cute! Sage, I love them. Thank you,” Laurel said, beaming as she picked out a few of the ducks and popped them in her frilly dress pocket.

			Sage threw her head onto her folded forearms on the table, letting out a frustrated sound like a dying animal. Her initial panic blended into dismay, and she roared into her arms. “It’s absolutely uncontrollable this week, and I can’t figure out what I’ve done to anger it. I’m trying my bloody best, but it’s…”

			“I believe the proper scientific term would be, it’s kicking her arse,” Casimir finished for her.

			“Sage, you told us you had things back under control!” Laurel said, her voice rising an octave higher in a way that reminded Sage so much of their mother that she felt herself wince.

			“Oh, shut up, will you? I do, I always do. Of course I do.” It came out snappier than she’d intended. She prickled even more sharply when Robin and Laurel darted a look between each other and Robin mouthed, “Yikes…”

			Three of them proceeded to take a silent sip of their drinks, Robin spinning his empty glass on the spot.

			“She doesn’t,” Cas said.

			Sage promptly elbowed him.

			“What is up with you? No need to be such a cow,” Laurel said in the blunt way that only a younger sister can.

			“Nothing, nothing,” Sage said with a flap of her hand and a sigh. “Sorry. There’s just a lot riding on this month, that’s all. I can’t afford any slip-ups or mistakes.”

			“It’s going to be great, Sage,” Laurel said, softening. “It sounds incredible, everything you’ve worked so hard for. I can’t wait to come and see it.”

			What Laurel didn’t realize was that the success of the exhibition was rapidly becoming the least of Sage’s concerns.

			“Is that really all it is?” Robin asked, always much more difficult to convince than Laurel about anything. “There’s nothing we can do except remind you that you’re actually quite good at your job?”

			“Yes.”

			“Promise? It’s just the pressure of a new exhibition?” Laurel said.

			Sage swallowed. “Well…”

			“So it is the magic that’s getting you down,” Robin said. “But it’s popped and whizzed and banged for as long as I can remember. Octobers are always tricky, right? What’s so different this time?”

			Sage glanced up at her brother and sister and felt her heart give an extra protective beat of gratitude. It rendered some kind of balance back to her world when she could see them both safely in front of her. She might not be particularly fun or funny or popular, but that was Laurel’s job. And she might not be even-tempered or approachable or maybe even all that likeable, but that was always Robin’s thing. With them nearby, Sage was just the one who kept the world turning. She simply had to make sure that they were looked after and doing okay. All of her own flaws felt a little less glaring when they were next to her.

			Their childhood in Port Sylvan had been the happiest type, overflowing with beloved books and bedtime stories and small moments of tradition. There were bunk beds and pets and living room dens, patched together by two professor parents who had raised them to always be kind and curious. When the most surreal, cruel sort of loss had befallen them—aged fifteen, thirteen and eleven—their grandparents had quickly moved into the family home to raise the Hemlocks and somehow life had carried on in a messy, stumbling way. They had all left for university but found the lure of Port Sylvan welcomed them back. The Hemlock home was Robin’s house now, since their grandparents had passed away, its familiarity and fixity keeping him secure with his two young daughters, making new memories to replace the painful ones. The trio of siblings had remained close through it all, finding the real feeling of home to be among themselves.

			Robin and Laurel, like Casimir, had never once blamed Sage’s magic for what happened to their parents. They were of the same supportive opinion: that it was special and something she should have embraced from the start.

			Sage could see out of the corner of her eye that Casimir was trying to catch her attention, encouraging her to share the truth—that her powers were wildly fighting back like they never had before and she couldn’t be sure what had riled them.

			She hated lying to her siblings, but it was the best way to protect them, as she had always tried her best to do.

			“Don’t worry about me, Rob. You’re right. October hijinks are nothing I can’t handle,” Sage said, pushing her fingernails into the groove of the table.

			The light from the lamp on the windowsill flickered in a mirror image of the dread that whirled in her gut, and she spotted a couple of curls on her shoulder furling up tightly, turning in on themselves, embarrassed at the scrutiny. She sensed her siblings weren’t convinced.

			“Did you know that the Dap is a perfect example of gloomth?” Sage blurted out, desperate to steer the conversation somewhere else. The three faces across the table blinked at her. “Gloomth. A word with the earliest known use in the 1700s. An amalgamation of ‘gloom’ and ‘warmth’ that captures the perfect melancholy combination of eeriness and charm.” Sage glanced anywhere else except at her comrades. “An otherwise indefinably miserable cosiness.”

			“You know, that’s actually a pretty fun fact for you,” Robin said with an impressed nod. “Got any more for today?”

			Sage couldn’t help but smile. See, she could be fun too.
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			The evening passed by in the easy embrace that years of familiarity bring. While it wasn’t entirely enough to ease the tension in Sage’s shoulders, it did at least make her snort-laugh a few times. As a teacher for teenagers, Robin always had more than his fair share of unbelievable anecdotes, while Laurel usually seized the chance to share some gossip or other about friends who Sage couldn’t give two hoots about but for some reason cared immensely when her sister was telling the story. Having ruined the crisps for them all, Casimir was bullied into buying bowls of chips.

			“Your favourite pub-quiz cheat is at the bar. Did you see him?” Casimir asked Sage, plopping the bowls down onto the table.

			The cheat in question, Patrick Gamble, was a loud, arrogant, good-looking-in-a-rat-faced-way man who hosted the weekly quiz, relishing the spotlight and the microphone. The greatest kick of his existence came from deducting points from their team for “disruption” whenever Sage dared to question his answers and argue that, actually, she was right and he was wrong. On more than one occasion, her insistence had cost them the win. She was not one to let go of an injustice. No one boiled her blood quite as much as Patrick did—not even Casimir.

			Sage, although often quiet in these situations anyway, was particularly distracted. Casimir’s mention of the uncatalogued delivery had remained on her mind, and she had been trying to work out when a socially acceptable moment to slink back to the museum to open it might be. At least, she thought, she was doing a good enough job of hiding the fact and none of the others seemed to notice her lack of attention.

			“You’re thinking about that box, aren’t you?” Casimir said, thoroughly unimpressed.

			Hiding thoughts and feelings from her face was evidently not Sage’s speciality.

			“What? No, I…”

			“No expletives for Patrick? No ranting about his deceitful dictatorship? No furious death wish aimed at him for ruining the sanctity of pub quizzes? Not like you, Specs,” Casimir said.

			“Also, you’ve barely touched the chips, which means you’re either dying or distracted by work,” Robin added.

			“And your foot is tapping so quickly that you’re making the table shake. You haven’t listened to a word we’ve said for the past fifteen minutes,” Laurel said.

			“That’s not true!”

			“Oh, really? What was I just saying, then?” Casimir asked.

			Sage chewed at the inside of her cheek. “You were talking about your new shampoo.”

			He glared at her. “Lucky guess. It really does smell extraordinary.”

			“I just want to make sure the delivery is put away properly, that’s all,” Sage said. “Books get damaged easily, and we don’t even know where it’s come from.”

			“You get anonymous donations all the time, don’t you?” Robin asked.

			“Exactly. It’ll be a load of old junk from someone’s loft,” Casimir told him.

			“Sounds creepy,” Laurel said excitedly. “Be careful with that sort of unlabelled thing, though, Sage. What if it’s some kind of ancient, demon-ridden, wraith-drawing almanac?”

			“Don’t threaten me with a good time,” Sage said into her coffee.

			“I’m serious, Sage. You mess with some crazy stuff as it is. If it’s particularly suspicious, then you absolutely should not open it. What if it’s accidentally been delivered from a disturbed ancient Egyptian tomb or a desecrated sacred site? It’ll bring nothing but misfortune.”

			“Ah, yes, the postal service does so often confuse Egypt with Port Sylvan,” Casimir chimed in.

			“A mummy’s curse!” Laurel blurted out, getting more and more carried away as her vivid imagination tended to do. “Sage, some doors, once opened, can never be shut again. The same goes for old execration texts, you know.”

			“You’re only making it even more irresistible to her by saying that,” Robin said with a knowing chuckle, shooing Sage away. “Go on, then.”

			“Go?”

			“Go,” he said, shouldering her. “As soon as Cas mentioned it, I knew that you wouldn’t be able to leave that alone for a whole night. You won’t sleep until at least a few notes are made. It’s the sort of thing that makes your skin itch, so best get it over with.”

			“Yes, you’ve endured at least two hours in the confines of social company. Go back to your lair,” Laurel said to her sister. “I want to pick Robin’s brain about a couple of character edits anyway. No offence, but you haven’t the whimsy for it.”

			Sage tried to be incredulous, but Laurel was right. She only ever managed to point out the glaring plot holes that Laurel was ignoring on purpose, rather than offer anything fun or creative.

			She muttered an awkward half thank-you, half apology, with a twitch of a smile. At least they understood her ways.

			She gathered up her many bags and belongings, and puffed the hair out of her face as she stumbled with the swing of another satchel over her shoulder. Before she could argue, Casimir lifted it back over her head and wore it himself.

			“I don’t need you to come with me, Cas. Stay and have another drink.”

			“And what would that do for my impeccable reputation? I’m hardly going to let you wander off in the dark by yourself, am I? I might need to keep you out of trouble.”

			From the corner of her eye, Sage caught Laurel and Robin exchanging matching eye-rolls. Laurel pretended to swoon against the booth and Robin spluttered into the foam of his pint. It didn’t bother her as much as it used to. If she got annoyed with everyone who assumed there was something going on between her and Casimir, she’d never be in a good mood again.

			“We live in the sleepiest town imaginable,” she said to Casimir. “Port Sylvan is simply teeming with untoward characters, isn’t it?”

			“Just you, Specs. I’m worried you might accidentally blow the place up. If your magic suddenly throws a tantrum and sets fire to the archive, I know I’ll get the blame tomorrow. Lucky me, hey?”
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				The Book

			
			Late-night strolls to the museum weren’t unusual for Sage. It was not a rarity that she would wake up at some godforsaken hour in the morning with a sudden thought about a note in a margin or a miscalculation that she’d made, and there was simply no point in even attempting to return to sleep. She had been known to throw a coat over her pyjamas, shove the bottoms into her wellies and trudge across town to put her mind at ease while there was still stardust lingering across the constellations.

			The museum flickered to life as Sage turned on the lights, then blew into her hands to try to warm them after the walk.

			“You can do the honours,” Casimir said as he took a seat on the pin-striped sofa in the foyer. He flopped down, threw his legs over the arm and nestled against the cushions. “I’m just going to rest my eyes for a minute.”

			“That’s good of you,” Sage said, dropping her bags heavily onto his stomach as she passed by.

			From the archive, she soon pulled out the box she was so desperate to open. It looked entirely unassuming, and she couldn’t help but feel a tad frustrated with herself for being so consumed by the thought of it. She could never just have a nice time, never truly relax. But they were here now, and once it was stowed away, she’d be able to concentrate properly on the rest of the work she’d taken home.

			She gave a “hmm” of surprise at the weight but recognized the familiar density straight away as she lifted it. Casimir was right, there was definitely a book inside. Her books were the main reason she hadn’t moved house in seven years—the mere thought of lifting the entirety of her collection into boxes. Well, that and the housekeeping ghost, whom she had grown rather fond of.

			Sage carried the box through to the exhibition hall, placed it carefully on the floor, then swiped the dust from her hands. It was a little grimy and cobwebbed, but that wasn’t unusual for donations. They were often uncovered in long-neglected attics or damp-ridden basements, cleared out of private collections when people passed away. Taking a seat on the carpet, she curled her legs underneath her checked skirt and slid a letter opener through the tape. A cough of dust exhaled through the gap the moment she opened it, and she had to fan away the unpleasant stale air with a splutter.

			Casimir peeped one eye open and rose languidly from the sofa. He strolled over to the gilded mirror they had hung opposite Lilara Mournfell’s cloak.

			“Where did you say this came from?” Sage’s voice was quiet.

			“Damned if I know. I don’t think there was a note on it. Do you think my hair is getting a little too long?” he asked, more to his own reflection than to her.

			“Casimir!” Her volume rose. “Where did this box come from?” she repeated, more forcefully.

			Casimir’s brows shot up as he made eye contact with her through the mirror. “It just turned up while you were out on your tour. I did tell you that it had arrived; you can’t blame me for this one. Why, was there food inside?” He suddenly looked devastated. “We didn’t miss a cake, did we?”

			Sage only shook her head and took a hard swallow. “It’s not cake.”

			Casimir sauntered over and peered down into the box over her shoulder. “Leather-bound. Dusty. Looks suitably haunted. One for you, I reckon.” He turned to leave her to it, but she seized him by the fabric of his trousers and yanked him down to her level. Without a word, she pointed at the emblem stamped into the top corner of the large book that lay inside the box. A star, no bigger than a penny, with three small words that wrapped around the embossed shape.

			“Tonitru, Fulgur, Pluvia,” Cas said, his brows knit together as he traced the letters with his forefinger to clear the dust from the divots in the leather. “Thunder, lightning, rain,” he translated. “You don’t think…”

			Sage felt a little faint. “I do think.”

			“Wow…” Casimir gasped. “Another bloody record of freak weather changes in this town? Really? How many damn books do they need to fill with tellings of the rainfall during an unseasonably warm June? Well, at least this can go straight to deep storage. Do you want me to…?” Casimir reached to grab the underside of the box, but Sage batted his hands away.

			“Casimir, that is not a blasted weather document! That’s a witch’s emblem.”

			“Oh…Oh!” His facial expression changed to intrigue. “You don’t say. Now that you mention it, it’s not totally unfamiliar. I recognize it.”

			“You’re right. We’ve seen it before.”

			Sage knew exactly where. She rose to her feet, feeling a little shaken, her brain whirring faster than she could keep up with. It was a feeling she battled often when it came to her work—and in social situations, for that matter, as though she couldn’t make her pen or her mouth form words quickly enough to match the rate they were forming in her mind. She tugged Casimir by the hand and stopped in front of the cloak’s cabinet. Without a word, she pointed at the small stitched tag at the nape of the fabric.

			Cas, for once, seemed stunned into near silence. “Well, I’ll be…”

			The very same logo and the very same words: Tonitru, Fulgur, Pluvia threaded into the cloak of Lilara Mournfell.

			“Sage, this is extraordinary. This is big. This is…Crikey, are you okay? You look a little peaky, and I’d rather not add ‘collapsing under my watch’ to my list of crimes for tonight.”

			Sage had to grab his arm to steady herself. The museum went hazy, a flash of black thrown across her vision. And of course, her magic mirrored the feeling, making every spotlight across the room flicker in unison. Casimir threw his other arm around her waist to hold her up as she folded.

			“It can’t be…” She curled into him to press her face firmly into his chest. She just needed everything to stop for a second so that she could gather herself. Put the thoughts into order. Understand them more clearly.

			“You’re okay,” Casimir said into her hair, the words muffled by her curls as he held her. His hands moved to her shoulders to steady her, and she took a deeper breath than she’d taken for a while. It helped.

			“That book…It’s another piece of her. Maybe this is…Maybe this is going to show me everything. How to do it.”

			“Now hold on a moment, Specs. We don’t know for certain that it’s definitely hers. Could be a fake or a duplicate. We’ll have to spend some time on it, send it off for proper analysis. Someone could be playing a joke on us.”

			“Who would do that?”

			“Well, they’d be an exceptional loser, I’ll confess. Any prank related to a large dusty book is not exactly a rib-tickler, is it?” Casimir said. “But an artefact like Lilara Mournfell’s lost grimoire just showing up, as if sent by magic itself? This town harbours more than its fair share of strangeness, and normally we can manage to explain it all away with fact. But this? It’s almost stranger than fiction.”

			He was right. Embarrassed, Sage shook herself from Casimir’s grasp and turned back to the box with the book still lying inside. It looked so unassuming, so unimportant, but often the most otherworldly discoveries did. Almost everything that they were showcasing in the exhibition had been thoughtlessly discarded as no good, until the right pair of hands picked it up and handled it with care, shined it with a rag and recognized it for the treasure that it was.

			She should probably be wearing gloves, but…With trembling hands, she reached in to lift the book from the old newspaper wrappings. The brittle, aged paper crackled at the movement, and the worn leather of the book between her fingers felt unexpectedly cold. Moving in what felt like slow motion, she carried it to the welcome desk and laid it carefully on the mahogany top. She went to turn on the lamp beside it, but her magic took the reins and did so on her behalf. For once, she didn’t mind.

			Under the illumination, she could see the cover more clearly. There was barely any detail, simply a scruffy and scratched dark brown leather and the star-shaped emblem with three words. She went to open it, but a hand appeared over her own and squeezed it gently.

			“I understand what this means to you, but let’s just take a moment, Specs. I’ve been your friend for long enough to know that nothing about your magic is ever just a coincidence. Something about this doesn’t feel right.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“The arrival of something like this in perfect tandem with your magic being such a troublemaker.”

			“Oh, come on. What do you think is about to happen, exactly? That there’s some kind of practical joke lurking between these pages? Some age-old jinx that’s ready to jump out and cover me in green scales?”

			“I hope not. You’re enough of a dragon as it is. We’ll come back tomorrow, though, hey? Let’s sleep on it, approach it in the light of day with clear heads. I’m two glasses of red in, for the stars’ sake. Is this really the—”

			“Casimir,” Sage interrupted, locking eyes with him.

			He frowned, then gave in. “You’re right. Maybe I’m overestimating the homicidal tendencies of literature.” He patted her on the shoulder with another small squeeze. “I’ll wait in the back, give you a moment alone.”

			He knew better than anyone what this meant to her. Something that had possibly belonged to her ultimate heroine, that might contain reference to the exact binding spell that she had spent almost fifteen long years trying to find. Seeing him saunter off to give her space, Sage felt her heart contract with a deep-rooted appreciation for the man who always seemed to recognize when she truly needed to be by herself. He never abandoned her entirely; he was only ever a handful of steps away. But he understood her deeply enough to realize when it was necessary and not personal.

			Carefully, Sage placed her hands on either side of the closed book, traced the cool, cracked spine, then the edges of the thin pages with a single finger. She wasn’t normally one to acknowledge any kind of magical intuition. She purposefully walked on cracks and underneath ladders, made a point of befriending black cats and opened brollies indoors to defy superstition. It all felt too close to something like trusting magic or leaving decisions in its slippery hands. But even she had to admit that Casimir had a point. The arrival was peculiar timing, a twist of fate almost too good to be true.

			Her sister’s words from earlier popped into her head: Sage, some doors, once opened, can never be shut again. The same was certainly true of books; so many had left a lasting imprint through her life. Sometimes they did simply find you at the precise moment that you needed them. There had to be answers waiting for her on these pages.

			She reached her left hand to the bottom corner of the cover, hovering an inch from turning it. One fingertip brushed the metal clasp that held the pages closed. She would permit herself to take one look, the first page at least. But without busting open the lock wrapped around the pages, she was stuck. And far be it from her to cause any sort of damage to anything, especially a book. She wasn’t even a dog-earer, let alone a lock-breaker. Sage squinted more closely at the finer details of it, pushing up her glasses as she examined the shape in the light. There was a keyhole, but it wasn’t until she blew the dust from it that she noticed the detail. It was star-shaped. Almost imperceptible, thanks to its size, but there were distinct points. And it was a shape she’d seen before.

			For once, not allowing herself a second to consider other sensible, more likely alternatives, Sage dropped the book and shot to the first cabinet of the exhibition. Lilara’s cloak. The chain that held the sides together.

			Charms of moons and…stars.

			With shaking, eager hands, she opened the case and unpinned the chain from the velvet, extracting it as gingerly as she could. She had to will her legs to move back to the desk, her stomach contorting itself into knots, but she recognized the thrill: she was on to something. Slowly and carefully, Sage pressed the first star charm firmly against the lock.

			It was an exact match. With a snap, the clasp clicked open.

			The spine cracked, the front cover fell back and a punch of musty air flew outward. Sage’s hair rose on the gust that blasted from the book, her eyes blinked shut and she stumbled backwards. The lamp beside her on the desk flickered, and in the dim light, her own shadow stretched across the opposite wall, side by side with Lilara’s cloak.

			There was a low rumble coming from somewhere. The floorboards, the basement, even below that—a sound so deep that it rattled Sage’s bones. Every artefact in the museum shook on its stand, the glass in the cabinets vibrating, threatening to shatter, plinths and stands almost toppling as the ground shuddered. Sage gripped the wall behind her. A thick scent of smoke and iron bloomed, a tang beneath her tongue and a strange sort of sweetness flooded her mouth.

			Through the racket, Sage heard the toll of the Lyceum bell down the street. Three tolls. Witching hour. How was that possible? Her gaze flew to the window and the night outside. Were the clouds churning unnaturally quickly or was she going mad? A stream of moonlight leaked in, and the book’s pages flew in a fury.

			Then, as abruptly as it began, the air stilled. The quaking beneath her boots stopped, and the furniture stood steady. A page lay open, ink glistening faintly with a wet sheen, as though it had been written in that very moment. In the flickering light, the inked letters brightened, glowing amber as her eyes passed over the page. It had happened to Sage with magical texts before and felt like an acknowledgement that she was supposed to read them, that these words were meant for her to find.

			Sage’s eyes widened hungrily.

			The words were written in such a scratched, hasty hand that if she hadn’t seen their kind before, she would have dismissed it all as journal ramblings, a recipe, maybe a heartfelt poem…But after years of study in the matter, Sage knew how to spot a traditional spell of witchery. It was an incantation.

			It was so unlike her to keep rushing along with the speeding current without stepping back to measure the situation first, to weigh up her options, form notes or make sensible, informed decisions. But how could she? Here was an answer. It had to be. Exact instructions for banishing her magic were penned on the pages of the exact book that she needed. She practically folded over the book, the words on the page glowing in the silver moonlight as her eyes passed over them.

			Magic does not shy from those

			Who cast it back to the shadows.

			Her lips shaped the words silently, tasting the unfamiliar rhythm in her mind, wrapping her tongue around the verse.

			Rather it will grow anon,

			A tale that cannot be outrun.

			Before caution could stop her, Sage was whispering them aloud, if only to discover how the scribbles felt between her lips.

			But the sound was wrong from the first syllable. There was a resonance that she didn’t recognize. Sage’s grip on the book tightened. Her head felt heavy, but she wasn’t imagining it. There was another voice speaking along with her, a shadow at the back of her throat. Not just an echo, but something more. It spoke with her, stole her mouth, as though it had been waiting for this moment to share and speak as one. Sage tried to pull away, but the book was determined to keep her. There were four lines left, scribbled in a crosshatch of loops and lines and errors, more and more frantic as she strained her eyes through the dark to read them.

			Let this witch’s power burn

			And soon a town will come to learn.

			Magic in heart, magic in air,

			Magic forever, everywhere.

			On the final syllable, the unseen voice spoke louder than she did, swallowing Sage’s own entirely. It roared, filling her head with a pressure that made her hands fly to her ears to try to block it out. The fierce wind picked up again, and then light suddenly breathed out of the book, catching on the lamps and illuminating the museum around every bend. It was magic, but not her own. This was dark golden, not burgundy. It looped back to Sage, and before she could dodge, it landed square in her chest, sending her reeling backwards hard into the wall. She shoved her glasses back up her nose, determinedly unblinking to make sure she didn’t miss a single thing.

			The book fell shut with a definitive thud.

			Even the dust motes paused in the air for a moment before her hair tumbled back to her shoulders and the bow at the collar of her blouse flopped back against her chest.

			“Did it work?” she whispered to herself.

			Somewhere in the back of her mind, she registered footsteps approaching, followed by the high-pitched whistling of her colleague. Casimir strolled back in.

			“Sorry, I may or may not have dozed off there. What did I miss?”
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				A Sweet Surprise

			
			Sage awoke to a rattling tea tray being placed on her bedside table accompanied by a cheery sing-song of “Wakey wakey!” Maggie was gliding between the curtains, throwing them open and fluttering a feather duster over the rail as she went. Sage shielded her bleary eyes from the light that poured in and said something muffled and grumpy into the top of her duvet.

			“What was that, Treasure?”

			“I said, ‘Five more minutes.’ ”

			“Certainly! Although it’s not like you to slumber so late, Sage. There’s breakfast waiting for you. I can pop it in the warmer, should you desire.”

			“Late? What time is it?” Sage said, her sleepy brain slowly registering Maggie’s confusion. The housekeeper’s pale figure rippled in the daylight by the doorframe. Daylight? Already?

			“A quarter past nine, madam. I did presume you’d enjoyed rather a tipple too many at the public house with your brother and sister. And that’s to say naught of the dreadful influence exerted by our dear Mr. Everald.”

			“Nine?” Sage threw her legs out of bed and rushed to grab her dressing gown to throw over her pyjamas but stumbled. She clutched at her head. A hangover? It certainly felt like one, but she could hardly blame that when she’d only had coffee at the pub. Maybe her blood sugar was low. Maybe she was dehydrated. Maybe she’d been reading without the right glasses again.

			Or maybe it was the after-effects of whatever it was that she’d invoked last night at the museum.

			Sage could recall only one other time in her life when she’d felt quite so under the weather: when her magic had first come in at age fifteen. The after-effects of her first sloppy but delightful experiments with magic back then had been exhausting, completely draining. Of course, what happened to her parents so soon afterwards had meant that annoying headaches and magical exhaustion were quickly the least of her problems when she found…When she discovered them. Her current headache was suddenly compounded by grim memories. Laurel’s quiet, confused mumbling. The weight of her own legs and the strangle of her school tie. A shove of her brother to stay in the living room, to turn up the television. Sage shook away the blurry memories. There wasn’t time to dwell on them.

			A bolt of magic crackled at her fingertips to win back her attention with an important, taunting message: It had not gone anywhere. It had not been banished.

			Sage’s heart sank. She had really dared to think that she had found the answer.

			“Can you grab me some painkillers, please, Maggs? And thank you for breakfast, but I’m late. I’ll have to wrap up some toast and be on my way.”

			“As you wish.” Maggie gave Sage a polite, confused nod and closed the door behind her. “Oh!” She returned, slinking her ghostly form straight back through the closed door. “And you have a guest waiting in the living room, madam— Sage.”

			Sage sighed. “When did he get here?”

			“A quarter of an hour ago.”

			Sage nodded reluctantly. She normally beat Casimir to the museum by at least a couple of hours. He lived on the outskirts of Port Sylvan, while Sage’s cottage was only a few rows from the town centre.

			She dressed quickly, fumbling with her favourite pair of wide-leg brown trousers and shoving a cream floppy-collared blouse into the waistband. She twirled her hair up into a claw clip, or as closely as her curls would permit, and pinched her freckled cheeks to try to coax some colour into them. She certainly looked a little peaky. An alarming vitamin D deficiency was one of the perils of spending the majority of her life in libraries, to be sure, but this was pale even for her. She studiously ignored the faint tremor that was lingering in her hands.

			Last night, she had hastily shut the book away in the archive, burying it underneath a bundle of old town deeds before they left. Her intrigue to explore it further felt bright, but it burned side by side with the visceral dread that the vague incantation had left behind. Casimir hadn’t noticed any kind of disturbance, red-wine-snoring his way through the whole affair. She had yet to decide whether she should tell him that she had even managed to open the book or leave the whole thing alone until October was well and truly over. At least then her own magic would be less unpredictable, the coven less likely to seek her out, and she would be safe to investigate thoroughly and accurately without threats of their intervention.

			Then again, the answers had to be within it. Her curiosity was desperate to uncover more, the book that potentially held the truth around Lilara’s banished magic. But the possibility that she had inadvertently spoken a proper spell last night and invited magic into her life so boldly for the first time in almost fifteen years filled Sage with a dreadful, queasy anxiety. October was specifically not to involve any major magic; there was no greater risk of attracting the coven’s attention. If she had accidentally triggered some kind of unknown spell, a fairly impactful one, judging by its display, then no good could come of it. It was everything she had worked so determinedly to avoid. If the coven were to—

			“Specs? What exactly are you doing up there? Don’t make me come and fireman-lift you out of that bed, because I won’t be gentle about it.” Casimir’s shout from the bottom of the stairs pulled Sage back to the present.

			She tugged down the sleeves of her shirt, pushed up her glasses and headed downstairs. He would want answers, but she wasn’t sure which version to give him just yet.

			Sage was greeted by a familiar sight between the dark wooden banisters. Casimir lolled back, eyes closed, in the striped armchair by the fireside, feet up on the crimson velvet footstool while Mal was curled up on his lap. Sage was struck by a ripple of calmness at the sight of her best friend and familiar together. She had long ago come to terms with the fact that Cas and Mal were the soulmates and she was the third wheel, but when everything else felt strange and unnerving, that sight alone was enough to ease her.

			“About time too,” Casimir called, golden wavy curls sprawled over the top of the armchair. “I was worried about you, recent events in mind. Thought you may appreciate a handsome protector for your walk to work.”

			“Let me know if you see one,” Sage said, rolling her eyes. “I…Well, I overslept, believe it or not.” She noted the confusion in her own voice.

			Casimir opened one eye. “Not like you, Specs. Feeling okay?”

			Sage only replied with a sort of “hmm.” She gathered up her satchel from the foot of the stairs and reached for a few dusty volumes that were stacked on the telephone table. Meridian’s Principia Arcanica: Certainty of the Hidden Arts would be a good start to refresh the basics. Essays on the Lore of Incantation, certainly. A Believer’s Guide to Impossible Things…All potentially useful in understanding what exactly had happened last night.

			Maggie floated through from the kitchen with two neat bundles of toast wrapped in embroidered handkerchiefs. “Butter for you, Sage. Marmalade for you, Mr. Everald. Eat it before it goes cold. I do believe that hot toast can cure all ailments.”

			“Are you saying I look worse for wear, Maggs?” Casimir winked at her.

			Maggie, despite being a translucent shade of desaturated grey, blushed furiously. “Never, Mr. Everald.”

			“Whatever you’re baking back there smells fantastic, Maggs. What is that? Sticky toffee? Count me in for later?” Casimir asked, rising to his feet and taking an immediate chomp of toast.

			“Yes, that smells extraordinary,” Sage said as she slipped on a brown velvet blazer, tugging wisps of hair out from underneath the collar. “New recipe?”

			“I cannot take credit, madam,” Maggie said, offering out Sage’s boots and Casimir’s pea coat. “I’d planned a rhubarb crumble for this evening, but I could easily switch if you’d prefer. Although I’ll need you to fetch a few things from the vendor on your journey home.”

			“No, no, a crumble sounds wonderful,” Sage said distractedly, her attention caught, “but if it’s not coming from your oven, what exactly is that lovely smell?”

			“I assumed that one of the neighbours was enjoying a spot of baking,” Maggie said.

			Sage and Casimir exchanged a look. “First thing in the morning?”

			Mal was intrigued too, perched on the arm of the couch where Casimir had rudely interrupted his sleep by standing up. His whiskers twitched at the sweet, spiced scent that filled the air, following its trail from the direction of the window. Butter and treacle and caramel now clung to every breath that each of them took, undeniably delicious but a little overwhelming, to say the least. Sage and Casimir bolted out of the front door in unison.

			Sage tripped over her own boots as she jolted down the front steps. “What in all the blue blazes…?”

			She spun back around to face the house and stumbled backwards over the kerb. Her home looked…different.

			The end-of-terrace cottage was normally a rich red brick, with a criss-cross pattern of darker bricks beneath the top windows. There was a steeply pitched roof and navy-blue gables, the front door a bright cornflower blue. There was even a small heart-shaped windowpane above it. She had fallen in love with it immediately all those years ago—even before she had found an unexpected friend and confidante in its permanent ghostly resident.

			“Specs? What have you done to the place?” Casimir asked, hands on his hips.

			“Me? I haven’t done anything!”

			He stepped towards the front of the house and stretched up to chip off a little corner of the porch’s slate roof into his hand. He held it up to the morning sun and then promptly tossed it into his mouth.

			Sage gawped. “Is that…?”

			“Gingerbread.” He finished the sentence for her, scratching at the back of his neck in confusion. The walls of the house were covered in a perfectly baked, richly scented gingerbread, the aroma of cinnamon and brown sugar making Sage’s mouth water despite her turmoil. The patterned tiles had changed to thick loops of what appeared to be icing, although surely couldn’t be. Her blue drainpipes looked alarmingly like some kind of sticky liquorice, and each of the paned windows glinted in the morning sunlight with a tint of stained glass, as though made of boiled sweets.

			“Why the bloody hell is my house covered in gingerbread?” Sage said, truly the most obscure question that she ever remembered asking. She threw her hands up, incredulous. “Who did this?”

			“Don’t panic, Specs. It’s good stuff, really high quality.” Casimir snapped off another fragment, this time from the flower box in front of the living-room window. “Chewy yet firm.”

			“Stop chomping on my house, you arse. What is going on?”

			“I wouldn’t worry. It’s just the latest ludicrous idea for the Halloween celebrations, isn’t it? You know what this town is like with its endless fêtes and decorations and spectacularly overdone seasonal theatrics. Doubtless another stroke of genius from the Celebration Committee.”

			Sage crossed her arms with a huff. He was absolutely right; the whole ridiculous sight smacked of the Celebration Committee of Port Sylvan. They took their seasonal décor very seriously. Thanks to her role at the museum, Sage had been forced to get involved with one too many jolly harvest festivals over the years and more unnecessary town meetings at the Lyceum than she could possibly remember. “Would have been nice of them to ask, although they never do.”

			Casimir shrugged. “Shirley could have whipped this up in an afternoon, no problem, and the committee are forever taking matters into their own hands without asking.” Shirley, who worked at the local bakery, Wheat and Walnut, was frankly a force to be reckoned with when it came to any kind of sugary construction. “You have to hand it to her: It’s impressive.”

			“Why haven’t they bothered with anyone else’s place?” Sage scowled.

			“They’re probably planning to cover the whole town eventually. I suppose they thought it was a nice surprise, to celebrate all of our work on the new exhibition. The tourists will go wild for it; that’ll work in our favour. You’ll be thrilled to see them all crowding around your place each day, won’t you?”

			Sage gave a disgruntled “hmm.” After all their years of living there, both of them had come to accept that general frivolity and organized fun was part of the deal in Port Sylvan.

			Casimir faltered, a new thought occurring to him. “Unless, of course, you think it might be—”

			“No.”

			Could it be her magic up to mischief again? Surely not. It was bigger. Much bigger. Worryingly bigger than her regular, relatively small-scale mishaps. A light sheen of sweat beaded across the back of her neck at the thought of what she might have accidentally conjured the previous night.

			But no, Sage would never, ever allow it. Absolutely not. There was no magic here. Last night had been a simple accident, and she looked forward to the moment that it could be explained away. Earthquakes were uncommon in Northern England, but they certainly weren’t impossible…

			Casimir leaned against the gingerbread wall with his arms folded and one eyebrow cocked. He knew full well that she had more to say, but Sage only returned his gaze with an extra defiant one. A sensation in her chest tapped disapprovingly at her; it was rare that they ever kept anything from each other. She should really tell him precisely what had happened.

			But while she wrestled with the reasoning, he gave a bracing exhale and relaxed. Casimir dusted the crumbs from his hands after one final mouthful of gingerbread snapped from the doorframe. “Come on, we’re appallingly late. And it’s official opening day! Can’t imagine there’s a rabid queue, all foaming at the mouth to get inside the place, but still. Tell you what, I’ll even treat you to a healing coffee on the way.” He threw an arm over her shoulder to start guiding her towards the centre of town.

			Sage glanced back over her shoulder for one last look at the disconcerting sight of her altered home and spotted Mal sitting in the window of the living room, paused mid-grooming his right ear with his white boots.

			She gave a double take. Sage could have sworn the cat had just shot a wink in her direction.
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				All Aflutter

			
			With hot Hedgehog House coffees and celebratory croissants in hand, following a daring return of the ceramic hedgehog to his shelf, the pair walked on towards the museum. Casimir eventually managed to crack Sage’s bad mood and earn a laugh, saying something horrifying about her eating a pair of children and leaving a trail of breadcrumbs.

			Sage tried to reason that it was a day like any other, that last night had been a simple, strange fluke. An annoyingly messy mixture of her own magic behaving badly, as it always did in the run-up to Halloween, and clattering weather against the old building. Nothing had even happened, if she really overthought it enough. Magic had flown unpredictably (nothing new), a few meaningless words had appeared on a page, the stormy night had rattled the shelves. Nothing more.

			“So, what’s our plan of action today, boss?” Casimir asked. He was still trying to distract her from her grump.

			“Mercifully, we have until this afternoon before the school trip arrives,” Sage said. “That might give us enough time to take another look at the book.” Now that she was caffeine-fuelled, she had no choice in the matter.

			Casimir tutted. “I know it’s tempting, but I was under the impression we agreed to leave it alone until we sent it away for verification. I’d rather look more closely at that haunted wedding dress, if we have to do some work. We were supposed to be celebrating.”

			Sage tucked her hair behind her ear in an offhandish sort of way. “Call it a hunch. We can decide whether the book is a worthy late addition to the exhibition or whether we should keep it to ourselves.”

			“You make it sound like some kind of sinister secret. If it really is Lilara’s, it’s bound to be a diary or something, rather than her actual spell book, don’t you think?”

			“Yes, yes, absolutely…” Sage trailed off with a swallow. “More of her letters or plain writing paper, I’d guess. But that’s still an important discovery, don’t you think? That at least warrants a closer look.”

			“And if, by some miracle, we do prove that it’s Lilara’s grimoire…” Casimir glanced sideways at her, finishing his drink.

			Sage gripped her coffee cup a little tighter, and her latte sloshed out of the lid. “Then we will have found something very special, won’t we?”

			Casimir nodded, his mouth pressed to one side to form a dimple beneath his stubble. “Is that what you want?”

			Sage shrugged and pushed up her glasses. “Why wouldn’t I want something that would be such a vital discovery in our work?”

			“Because that would mean we are face-to-face with the real deal, not just notes on a page or outdated theories in textbooks. We have no idea the effect that it could have on the already unpredictable magic levels in Port Sylvan, how the ley lines might react to its presence, let alone how the”—he checked over his shoulder—“how the c-o-v-e-n might respond to it being opened for the first time in well over a century. You messing with another witch’s grimoire feels like questionable karma, Specs.”

			Sage cleared her throat guiltily. “We shan’t be taking any silly risks, that’s for certain.”

			“Sage Hemlock? No risks? I’m staggered, truly. If only you weren’t famously such a thrill-seeking daredevil rule-breaker who loves nothing more than dicing with danger.” Casimir halted abruptly in his tracks. “Did you see that?”

			He pointed down at their feet. Their shadows stretched out side by side in the blinding morning sun, long and narrow in front of them. Sage watched the shadow of his arm move naturally in unison, the dark shape copying his body’s motion on the pavement.

			Until it didn’t.

			Casimir’s arm pointed at the ground, while the arm of his shadow waved up at them.

			It did. Sage saw it, entirely separate from Casimir himself.

			The dappled light of the morning shifted again through the leaves of the trees above like a golden kaleidoscope, and the shadow returned to the boundary that science insisted it should lie within.

			It couldn’t be. She would not have it.

			“See what?” Sage shook out her curls and marched on towards the museum door.
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			By late afternoon, the school trip was going surprisingly well. As hoped, the new exhibition and all of its fairy-tale wonder managed to interest even those with the shortest of attention spans—for at least twenty minutes, anyway. Their young guests were certainly chaotic, but not quite touching “feral,” which felt like a win, and Sage and Casimir had somehow managed to shepherd the swarm of six-year-olds from the local infant school into a semi-controlled environment full of activities they’d thrown together.

			There was, of course, a dress-up station, essential to any good museum, with capes, crowns, wings and masks for their charges to become their favourite fairy-tale characters. Sage couldn’t help but snort as she glanced across the room and was met by the sight of Casimir, nobly wearing a flower crown and waving around a stuffed unicorn that one little girl had selected as a perfect steed for him.

			Sage had decided that it was probably for the best that she didn’t get involved in the costumes, the wand-making or the potion-brewing. They all felt a little too high-risk, considering recent circumstances. Instead, she’d spent most of the afternoon safely hunched in a miniature plastic chair, helping the quieter children to write their own endings to classic fairy tales. They had introduced the task with the solemn promise that the town remembered all the stories that were written within its boundaries.

			“Most stuffy archivists deny it, of course, but not us. If you suspect that magic might have been at play today, do check your pockets on the way out. Perhaps you’re one of the lucky ones,” Casimir told a few of them after inconspicuously slipping chocolate coins into all of their coat pockets to be discovered later.

			Sage should have known that everything was running far, far too smoothly. If she’d had a moment to consider it properly, she would have realized that the lull itself was strange. It was the most peace she’d experienced in weeks. The bouquet of flowers on the front desk hadn’t so much as given her a second glance. The electrics were all playing ball. There wasn’t a single rogue cat, bat or rat to speak of. And not one of the artefacts made any mysterious movements, moans or mumbles as she passed by. It was nothing short of a miracle. Sage was rather pleased.

			That was until, with just fifteen minutes to go, the two teachers, Mrs. Gregory and Miss Mellor, began the long process of putting on coats and gathering up backpacks when Sage spotted something rather odd.

			The child next to her, a round-faced little thing with cherub-like cheeks and a perpetually runny nose, pushed his bowl-cut hair away from his ears. And it grew. The ear. Just the top of it and only an inch or two.

			Sage leaned backwards on her chair’s rear legs to peer around the other kids and take a subtle closer look. Her mouth fell open. Yes, it was undeniable. In a matter of seconds, the top of the little boy’s ear had sprouted into a long point, followed closely by the other ear, in an extremely fairy-like fashion.

			Across the small table from her, she heard a flutter. It sounded as though a hummingbird had flown into the hall or the pages of a book were being flipped through quickly—almost silent but flittering at super-speed. A small girl with her hair in puffs, who had been particularly engrossed in writing her story, scratched absently at the top of her back with a pencil. Sage’s hand flew to her mouth, knocking over an entire pot of crayons as she registered a faint glimmer behind the girl. An iridescent flutter. A pair of laced, rainbow-tinted…Well, if she didn’t know any better, she’d say—

			“Miss Hemlock, can I borrow you for a moment, please?”

			“What is it, Mr. Everald?” Sage replied with a strained yelp. “I’m not sure I can leave the story table at this exact moment. I have a bit of a conundrum, to say the very least.”

			“Oh, I think you will very much want to leave the story table, Miss Hemlock, when I tell you the reason for joining me,” Casimir said through a fixed stiff grin. From the dress-up corner, he jolted his head towards a little boy at his side who was wearing a dragon mask and sitting cross-legged against the cushions. The boy gave a sudden hiccup and…

			“Ah, yes. I think I see the problem,” Sage said calmly, rising to her feet before bolting over to Casimir.

			“Miss Hemlock, wonderful.” He smiled. They both looked out onto the scene with feverish, frozen grins. “Now, far be it from me to ask inane questions, but do you have any bright ideas as to why this little boy keeps levitating before my very eyes?”

			“I can’t say I do, Mr. Everald. That really is most peculiar,” Sage replied, rocking back on her heels with a maniacal smile. If she let it drop, she feared she might scream. “And, equally fascinating, there appears to be some kind of elfin or perhaps fairy transformation occurring with the kiddywinks at the story-time table. Isn’t that a fun development just before home time?”

			There was no mistaking it. Sage’s eyes shot back to the little girl, who was also now rising higher and higher as a pair of fairy wings fluttered behind her. Two children in their care now floating several inches above where they were supposed to be. They were both seemingly unaware of their change in state, and the other children seemed entirely unbothered, but Sage suddenly felt as though she might expire.

			“Oh, goody. That’s just what I wanted to happen with the little tykes this afternoon,” Casimir said, nodding, pushing back his hair rather frantically. A bead of sweat appeared at his temple.

			“Quite.” Sage smiled through gritted teeth.

			There was another hiccup from the next boy, who was wearing a cardboard knight’s helmet that was far too big for his head. Seconds later, rainbow wings sprouted and began to tug him off the floor. He didn’t even flinch and continued vigorously bashing a foam sword at the book box.

			Another high-pitched hiccup came from the wand station. Then another, combined with a sneeze from the colouring corner and one more from somewhere near the coat hooks.

			“You’re the smart one around here. With a particular set of special skills for these sorts of circumstances,” Casimir said. “I’m assuming you know exactly what we do next in this extremely normal, unconcerning situation?”

			“Me? I thought we’d established long ago that any matters regarding the general public were down to you?”

			“Normally, yes, but I would say that perhaps this particular plot twist calls for…you know…a little of the M-word?” Casimir nodded with wide, open eyes.

			That was enough to bring Sage firmly back down to earth. Her smile dropped. “No,” she hissed.

			Casimir stared at her, stunned, then craned his neck towards the teachers at the front of the museum. “I don’t think they’ve noticed anything yet. Mrs. Gregory has gone to speak to the bus driver, and some little angel has had a nosebleed, which is keeping Miss Mellor occupied. We can only hope he’s not floating away from the paper towels. We’ve got a matter of minutes to get this under control.”

			“Oh, I am all ears as to how you plan on solving this one,” Sage whispered.

			“Don’t mention ears,” Casimir hissed back before pulling himself together. “Okay, gang, do you know what would be such a fun way to finish our adventure today?” Casimir said, raising his voice to call the children over to the corner. “If we all sat on the carpet—very, very firmly on the carpet—and had one last story together.” He flung out his left arm to tug the boy knight back down to earth by his jumper while his right extended to push down the shoulder of a little girl at his side who was quickly heading towards the ceiling.

			Sage did a quick count. A grand total of nine…ten…eleven children were officially airborne and flapping around the museum, some more in control of their newly grown wings than others. The rainbow wings were as thin as flower petals and shimmering with iridescence. They caught the spotlights in pinks, blues and yellows and sent the finest dusting of glitter over everything below.

			Casimir groaned. “Not on my cashmere…” He tugged an impressive four school jumpers back to the carpet and stretched for a fifth, who was beginning to show signs of hovering. “Miss Hemlock, any assistance when you’ve finished having a nervous breakdown would be much appreciated.”

			The girl from the writing table had floated her way on top of a cabinet and was swinging her legs off the side while she happily watched the scene below.

			Sage forced herself out of her horrified trance, bolted for the book box and cleared her throat.

			“Once upon a time…” she said loudly, opening a picture book. It was enough to commandeer everyone’s attention back towards her. “Oh, this is my favourite. I love this story, it’s the very best one there is. But before I tell you the rest, I’m going to need everyone sitting nicely on the carpet, as good as gold.” She was slightly alarmed by her teacher voice, which sounded horrifically adult, but it seemed to be working. All wings twitched in her direction. A few seconds later, even the most gravity-defying of children had landed back on the museum floor to listen. While Sage read the story, Casimir wandered between them all, occasionally giving one of them a gentle push back down to the carpet when their attention began to wander. In the dim lighting, among the fancy dress outfits that the children were already wearing, the addition of real wings wasn’t even all that noticeable. And mercifully, the wings seemed to fold in on themselves when the children were concentrating.

			Sage racked her brain for a quick-stop solution. There had to be something she could dredge up from her limited witchery practice to quell this. It was highly risky and almost entirely speculative, but what choice did she have? The key seemed to be keeping the children focused and eliminating their need to fly…well…away with the fairies. There was a small, understated concentration spell that she faintly remembered being interested by in the earliest days of her magic. She had thought it would come in handy for looming exams. Nothing sinister, very limited room for danger, it simply heightened curiosity and fascination with a book, making for more productive reading and studying. It would have to do.

			“Foci Verba,” she muttered under her breath. A ribbon of burgundy magic wrapped itself around the storybook between her hands, and a perfectly quiet blanket of concentration seemed to spread over every little face looking up at her. The small gesture would hold everything together for now but would wear off gradually in its own time when they had either resolved this mess or driven a getaway car off into the sunset.

			“Oh, look at this perfect class!” Mrs. Gregory said in a sing-song voice as she returned inside to find every child enraptured and not a single pair of wings to be seen. “It looks like you have everything wonderfully under control! We’ll have to come back soon, won’t we?”

			“We no longer offer school visits,” Sage said immediately.

			“What my delightfully curmudgeonly colleague means to say,” Casimir said with a dazzling smile, somehow still pulling out his usual charm, “is that it’s been our pleasure. We’ll just go and prepare the party bags for everyone to take home.”
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			As the children began to gather their belongings, Casimir pushed Sage into the archive and bolted the door. He steadied himself with a calming breath.

			“Nice little spell, there. Took you long enough,” he said, tension in his jaw.

			Sage stuck her nose up in the air. “I haven’t the faintest idea what you mean. None of this has anything to do with me.”

			“You mean to tell me that you don’t believe any of that”—he gestured emphatically out to the children—“is magic? You’ve admitted it yourself for weeks: It’s growing wilder and wilder. They were flying, Sage. Fairies! One of those kids just wore the lampshade as a hat. I saw it with my own eyes! You can’t blame the Celebration Committee for this one.”

			Sage folded her arms and shrugged. The tops of her shoes were suddenly fascinating.

			“I know there’s something you’re not telling me.” He sounded exasperated, maybe even a little cross. “I was willing to go along with the charade this morning to stop you spiralling. I know that increasingly misbehaving magic is the exact opposite of what you need, and I didn’t want to add to the panic.”

			“You don’t know that it’s magic causing this.”

			“Your house? My shadow? Now literally flying children?” He lifted her chin with a finger and stubbornly stole the eye contact she was determined not to give him. “Specs, you cannot tell me that magic is not at play.”

			“Then I shan’t tell you anything.”

			“You are too stubborn for your own damn good.”

			Sage rolled her eyes reluctantly. “All right, I suppose there’s a very, very small chance that it might be magic.”

			“And what else?”

			“What do you mean?” Sage snarled, nose in the air.

			Casimir sighed and leaned back against the bookcase, crossing his arms and scooting a foot up the frame. “Sage Hemlock, I have known you far, far too long for this game. You are incapable of keeping secrets; your pretty face betrays you every time.”

			“It’s the book,” Sage blurted out. She sighed, annoyed with how quickly she always bent to him.

			“I thought we agreed that it wasn’t definite, likely nothing.”

			“Yes, yes, I know we did. But now I suspect that in fact it may be…something. A rather large something.”

			“A something you’d like to share with the class? Speaking of which, we should probably check that they haven’t all taken off again out there.” He quickly crossed the back room, unlocked the door and poked his head around it. A rush of noise flooded in. Cas sighed with relief. “They’re all still earthbound, starting to board the bus and absolutely fascinated by the contents of those party bags. It’s loud and chaotic enough that no one will notice if there’s a leprechaun or two among them.”

			“It was a concentration spell, enough to hold down the fort. They’ll only want to read more when they get home. Fortunately, children are known to be very calm around magic anyway. They won’t even bat an eyelid and the wings will disappear. Eventually. In time. Surely…” Sage insisted. “I think.”

			Casimir returned to her side and raised one lazy eyebrow. “So…the book. Tell me what happened.”

			Sage deliberated on how much to say, irritated that it was literally impossible for her to ever, ever keep a secret from this man who knew her far too well. She removed her glasses, breathed onto the lenses and began to clean them on the untucked tail of her shirt.

			“It transpires that it could be some kind of…magical text after all.” She shrugged. “An active one at that.”

			“And how do you know that, exactly?”

			She pressed her lips together in a firm line. “There may have been a slight mishap when I opened it last night.”

			“Sage!” Casimir looked incredulous. He took a step closer, towering over her. “You mean to tell me that this really is a genuine spell book? And it’s activated some kind of real spell?”

			“Quite,” Sage said. “It opened itself to a page last night—a page that evidently, for one reason or another, was significant. I may have recited a line or two, but that doesn’t necessarily mean anything.”

			“Oh, yes, you’re right. Absolutely. A witch reciting lines from a mysterious old book rarely leads to anything out of the ordinary. You know, we should have considered the possibility of you hosting some kind of read-along with it today. Cut our losses and opened ourselves up to as many lawsuits as possible.”

			“Oh, for heaven’s sake. You’re always so dramatic.”

			“Me? It’s you who…” Casimir promptly shut his mouth with an impatient sigh. He leaned in and stretched out an arm to rest a hand above her against the bookshelf. “Sorry. I’m just worried about you.”

			“Me? What are you worrying about me for? There are several children out there with Legolas ears.”

			“We tidied the Legos away, didn’t we?”

			Sage rolled her eyes.

			“I know the extraordinary pressure you’re putting on yourself, Specs. You were so determined to keep your magic under wraps more than ever this month. And if something’s happened to get in the way of that, then I want to help you.”

			“Nothing will get in the way. I won’t let it.”

			Casimir gave her a piercing look, his brown eyes gently disapproving. He didn’t reply, only dropped his arm with a heavy sigh. “Where is it?” he asked quietly, and Sage considered her options for a moment before replying with a reticent nod in the book’s direction. Casimir crossed the room, darting between stacks of photograph albums, newspaper clippings and a long-abandoned broken computer, until he reached the one and only box that mattered in that moment. He lifted away the stack of scrolls, then took the book from the newspaper wrapping and held it out to Sage.

			“Show me.”

			Reluctantly, Sage joined him behind his desk, clicking on the reading light with its string. She had left the book unlocked on purpose, for fear that it would never open to her again, so she scrolled through the pages as quickly as possible to find what she was looking for—the page that it had opened to last night.

			“I don’t understand. It was here. Blasted thing…”

			Every single page was bare, with no sign of the strange words that had revealed themselves. Each leaf was a pale piece of blank paper, brittle and crisp with age beneath her fingers. All empty.

			“There’s nothing in it, Specs. It’s never been used, just as we thought.”

			“Casimir, I’m not a lunatic. There was writing in here last night, a whole allegory or a poem or something. A whole page of…”

			“Incantation?”

			Sage stopped. “Of…words. That’s all.”

			“Sage, I know you don’t want to hear this. And I know you’re probably going to throw something at my head for saying it out loud…”

			“Then don’t.”

			Casimir exhaled so deeply through his nose that he reminded Sage of an impatient dragon. She was fighting a losing battle, but she just couldn’t bear to hear him confirm her very worst fear.

			“…but I think we need to accept the possibility that this is magic. Real, tangible magic. We already know it’s interlinked with our town’s nature—we’ve read a million reports of its existence, held handfuls of very poorly attended seminars on the matter. And this”—he prodded the top of the book with an emphatic finger—“is a spell that you’ve activated. It’s called to you.”

			Sage let her eyelids flutter closed. It sounded even worse than she’d expected, to hear smart, logical, calm Casimir acknowledge it. A spell that she would not be able to hide from, that she could not outrun, as Lilara’s words had so poetically informed her.

			“No.” Her eyes snapped open.

			“No?” Casimir scoffed.

			“You heard me. Absolutely not. It’s not possible. And it’s preposterous that it could be hers…It’s nothing more than a blank journal. You’re right. Let’s forget it.”

			“Preposterous, hey? Then what’s that?”

			Casimir’s face was painted with the smug look that only ever made an appearance at the rare times that he made a discovery or conclusion before Sage did. It was not something that happened often; she almost always beat him to the finish line in all of their research. Over folded arms, one of his hands pointed to the very bottom of the first page.

			“A tea stain, as far as I can see,” she said petulantly.

			He simply raised his brows at her, mildly amused, and gestured for Sage to look again. She rolled her eyes, then bent her head a fraction closer to examine the area in better light. Her stomach plummeted.

			Although she had known it, really. The chain had confirmed her suspicions already.

			But there was an even more intimate connection between book and cloak, something small but so definitive that she could no longer deny it with any ounce of plausibility. A fingerprint, smeared in a jot of dark red. A smudge of berry lipstick identical to the blot of colour on Lilara’s cloak.

			“Would you look at that,” Casimir said, with a slow, infuriatingly satisfied smile. “It’s hers, Specs. This is Lilara’s grimoire. We both know it, and whatever happened last night, whatever you did by opening that page, a spell is here. You’ve unleashed it.”
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				A Change in Charm

			
			Whenever Sage and Casimir were weighed down by the looming prospect of an impending deadline or a huge mountain of work that seemed impossible to manage, they ended up sitting on the floor. It was what they’d always done, starting in the nooks of the university library or stuffy seminar rooms, and it was a habit that had stuck. Sage found that it freed up her mind, to feel small and unseen and unimportant down there. Casimir, as a generally rather long and lanky human, simply liked being able to languish at odd angles.

			That night, they leaned against opposite bookshelves in the archive room, legs outstretched on the carpet. A pot of long-empty coffee was next to Casimir’s hip, alongside two mugs that had been drained, refilled and drained again. Lilara’s book lay open against Sage’s side, each page still infuriatingly blank, despite her best efforts to reignite the incantation words that had shoved her into this mess.

			“Even in the face of chaos, we must remain logical,” Sage said with determination.

			“Right. So, what do we know to be fact? What do we trust to be certain?” Casimir asked, fingers tented in front of him. “That we are in possession of Lilara Mournfell’s own grimoire.”

			“And that I seem to have…inadvertently triggered some kind of spell as a result of opening it.”

			“We’re still sticking with ‘spell,’ then, are we?” Casimir asked with innocently raised brows.

			Sage’s patience was straining under the lack of progress the long evening had yielded. “Do you have a preferred term, Casimir?”

			“No, no, not at all…I was just wondering whether something like ‘hex’ might be more appropriate. You know, seeing as this isn’t exactly brilliant news so far. A jinx?” he suggested lightly. “Malediction? Curse, perhaps, just for accuracy’s sake.”

			“Is this really helping our—”

			“No, you’re right,” he said quickly. “Absolutely not. Let’s keep it broad. Spell it is. And although we can’t prove it with absolute certainty, we have your first-hand account that some form of magic appears to have been activated. Responded to you specifically and your surroundings.” He gestured with his head towards the exhibition. “Hence the fairy-tale inclinations. Further evidence being the small fact that you are, in fact, of a ‘magical disposition.’ ” He cleared his throat after noting the thunderous look that Sage was sending his way. “Therefore, by our good friend Occam’s razor, we propose that the spell has, in fact, for one reason or another, attracted the town’s dormant magic towards you. Rather a lot of it, I dare say, in some kind of…chain reaction.”

			Sage gasped at his choice of words. “The chain.”

			She leapt to her feet and tripped over her own shoes as she rushed back into the exhibition space. She had completely forgotten about it, left it unprotected and unattended. It could have tarnished; it could have been damaged. Worse still, she thought with a shudder, it could have been pocketed by a child. “How could I have been so stupid? So forgetful…Blundering imbecile…It must be here somewhere. I had it and then I…”

			“Had what?”

			“The chain! The clasp! From her cloak…Lilara’s chain. It all fits together,” she called back to Casimir dismissively. She must have dropped it when the book flew open; it had to be here somewhere.

			“Ah, so you did know it was hers from the start! I knew it. You really are so bloody obtuse sometimes.”

			“Casimir! Now is not the time!” Sage yelled back as she dropped to all fours behind the desk and began checking every inch of the carpet.

			“So you’re telling me that, actually, I didn’t solve anything tonight that you didn’t already know? Just for a change. Honestly, do remind me why I bother. And why would it be on the carpet exactly? Why isn’t it in the cabinet with the cloak?”

			“I…borrowed it,” Sage said. “It was what I used to open the book. The first star charm slotted into the lock.”

			Casimir paused. “You don’t say.” He pondered, finally an air of real intrigue audible in his voice. Sage knew the exact, unmistakable tone when his interest was piqued. Smart little tricks or details of satisfying discovery were always what caught his interest. “That’s rather neat.”

			Beneath the chair, her fingers grazed cold metal. She exhaled with relief and slumped back against the desk. She held up the chain to him as she puffed away a rogue curl, and Casimir reached out to take it from her. He held it up to the light.

			“So it’s all sort of a matching set? Cloak, jewels and grimoire. Maybe she was a chicer witch than we ever gave her credit for,” Casimir said.

			He reached out to pull Sage to her feet, and, even in her fluster, she noticed that he held on to her hand a moment longer than necessarily required. She was surprised by the affectionate gesture, his thumb stroking against the inside of her wrist in such an intimate way that it made something in her throat catch.

			“Is it me or has this…changed?” His gaze was firmly fixed on the chain. That made a lot more sense than…whatever she had thought was happening for a moment.

			He was right. The chain of stars and moons was no longer the same artefact that they were so familiar with. The first star was as it had been, the perfect shape to slot inside the lock. But the second, previously a mottled crescent moon on a small disc, was now a tiny silver house. And the third, once a simple five-pointed star, had become like a butterfly.

			“Curious…”

			Casimir bent to fasten the two ends together around Sage’s wrist, sliding one end through the loop on the other. It slotted together firmly into something like a charm bracelet.

			“There. No more losing this thing. I suspect we may need it.”

			The pair returned to their den in the archive, the room warm from their body heat. They had been cooped up together for hours since the schoolchildren had departed, very well-behaved and quiet, onto a bus, all demanding a story for the journey. At her desk, Sage clicked on the tape recorder, the play, pause and stop buttons worn smooth from so many years of their touches.

			“Friday, October twentieth. Approximately ten p.m. Sage Hemlock and Casimir Everald both present in the archive at Port Sylvan’s heritage museum, continuing their exploration of a donated spell book, notably once belonging to Lilara Mournfell. Connection to her cloak chain confirmed, acting as some sort of key. Evidence of something wild and unpredictable within said book. Perhaps a spirit, a supernatural presence. An undefined phantasm, for generality’s sake.”

			“Which one Sage Hemlock seems to have set free into the town because she’s full of good ideas like that.”

			“Oh, shut up, Cas. This is an official record.”

			“Then let the record show that, for once, none of this is my fault.”
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			Two more hours passed of theorizing, the pair reaching for some of their favourite, most reliable texts, looking for anything that made reference to escaped magic or presences. Hauntings emitting from books, accidental activations…The Vessel and the Veil: Studies in Contained Power seemed to suggest that at least such a concept was possible. Bottled Moonlight and Other Convenient Mysteries included a folktale of an old woman who trapped her lost husband’s soul within a self-help book—not entirely out of the ballpark. Of course, with Port Sylvan’s reputation the way it was, there were several more local examples that could be argued to show similarity. And it had long been rumoured, passed down through generations of believers, that Lilara’s presence had remained in some form after she fled, latent for years between the town’s ley lines.

			Sage and Casimir dutifully noted down each point of interest until they had pages and pages of chaotic, scrawled notes, covered in arrows, clouds and crosshatches. But it all led back to the same seemingly impossible, dreaded conclusion that the undefined magic had awoken to Sage specifically. She refused to let that be the case. There had to be another explanation.

			Sage was now fully lying down on her front, legs swaying mindlessly as she lost herself to reams of records. Her hair grew wilder and wilder with the late hour, all formality of work abandoned. Casimir was lying on his back with his collar unbuttoned and tie loosened. He held a book above his head and angled it around, trying and failing to get comfortable.

			“This is useless.” He dropped the book onto his face. “Ow. I think I’m even more confused now than I was to begin with. Perhaps we’re overcomplicating things.”

			“Is that possible? I can’t imagine there is anything much more complicated than highly unusual magical activity.”

			“Is it all that unusual, though? Your magic has been increasingly haywire for weeks, although granted, far worse than any other time. But what if it wasn’t just October’s thinning veil to blame? What if it was answering the presence of the book all along? It certainly stepped up its antics once the book was close by, didn’t it? We must assume that the escaped magic”—he tapped his pen against his chin—“ ‘escaped’? Is that the right word? That implies that it was…trapped in the book in the first place.”

			Sage paused. “Trapped…like someone put it there on purpose. Caught between the pages.”

			Casimir mirrored her frozen stance. “Someone who wanted to be rid of their magic.”

			They both scrambled upright. “Is it possible,” Sage breathed, “that this is all Lilara’s own pure essence of magic, escaped from where it was banished to? Her grimoire?”

			“It stands to reason. What else can you remember about the spell?”

			Sage blinked hard at the question. She hadn’t realized until now that they had been creeping closer and closer to each other without thinking. Somewhere in the moment, the space between them had vanished. Now they were almost nose to nose. Casimir’s lips parted a fraction, as though he couldn’t remember quite what they were in the midst of.

			Sage shifted back, desperately trying to recall anything herself, namely the rhythm of the words that had spilled from her mouth of their own accord. They had checked the CCTV to see if they could watch the moment back, but whatever force had spilled from the book had also cut the connection, the picture zapping to black the moment the pages flew open.

			“The general gist was that rejecting magic isn’t possible, and doing as much only makes it grow…”

			“Oh, Laurel is going to be absolutely unbearable when she hears about this.”

			“Something about a witch’s power…”

			“Well, that’s obvious; I could have told you that much.”

			“Something, something…grow anon…cannot be outrun…”

			“No real loss there—you’re worse than useless at running anyway. Sort of like a terrapin, very slow with flailing arms.”

			Even in deep concentration, Sage managed to shoot him a withering look.

			“Allow a witch to use her magic and the town will come to learn? I’m not sure of that bit…” But the final lines were all too clear in her mind: “Magic in heart, magic in air. Magic forever, everywhere.”

			Casimir grimaced. “Forever and everywhere? That sounds…rather bad. And also, rather personal.”

			Sage agreed; it was a painful coincidence. A witch who had spent her entire life doing her level best to outrun magic at all costs, working until she was exhausted to make sure that she was always three steps ahead in her understanding and knowledge to guarantee that she never hurt anyone again, and was apparently still doomed to be plagued by it forever and everywhere.

			A tense silence hung over the archive. Casimir was the one to break it. “I’m just going to say it. Not to sound all mushy or anything, Specs, but do you think this was…meant for you to find? That perhaps Lilara could have left her magic lying in wait in the hopes that someone might love it better than she did?” He removed his glasses and slotted them over the top of his undone shirt. “It all feels rather fateful, don’t you think?”

			Sage bit down on her lower lip painfully. She absolutely would not cry. She never, ever cried. “Do not try to turn this into some kind of evidence for your endless argument about my magic being ‘meant for me.’ ” She threw in some air quotes to drive home the ridiculousness.

			“But, Specs…”

			Sage flicked the tape recorder back on. “Eleven forty-eight p.m. It stands to reason that since her departure from the town, the magic of Lilara Mournfell has been…contained. On opening the book, said essence of magic has been released and now resides freely about Port Sylvan once more.”

			“Using Hemlock as some kind of…channelling object or conductor,” Casimir added.

			“And given the fairy-tale theme that seems to be unfolding, as frivolous and silly as it may appear, we propose that the quaint nature of the town, the surroundings of the exhibition and my own history of supernatural academia have contributed to the results.”

			“Fairy tales are at play. Hence the gingerbread house, winged children and so on,” Casimir said.

			“Quite.”

			Another reeling pause. But Sage saw it: the familiar expression that appeared on his face with the arrival of an exciting new thought. The two deep lines that furrowed between his brows, the way his eyes pinched the slightest fraction as the dots began to connect and ignite his motivation. Casimir lurched over the tape recorder between them and snatched keenly at her wrist.

			“Hey! Casimir, what on earth…?”

			“Give it here, Specs.”

			He shoved back her sleeve and held up the bracelet under the desk lamp.

			“The star. The house. The wings…Sage, this is the storyline!”

			He was right. The pattern of the spell. The first tiny star had been the start of it all, cracking open the lock and unleashing Lilara’s magic. The miniature house, with its chipped silver chimney, could represent her home, Sage supposed. Then the little wings that she had assumed were a butterfly…They might indeed be those of a fairy. But as the hours had unfolded in the archive, they had completely missed the moment that the fourth charm along had transformed too.

			“Next is…a leaf?” She held it carefully between her thumb and forefinger, turning the charm this way and that for a better look. It was a very small silver leaf, with impressive detail in its shape, veins and stalk.

			They shared identical puzzled expressions.

			“Mutant caterpillars, do you suppose?”

			“What sort of fairy tale contains mutant caterpillars, Casimir? Strike that,” she told the tape recorder. “If this becomes our academic legacy one day, I want no mention of mutant caterpillars.”

			“Well, I don’t know!” He gestured dramatically. “Some kind of tree, perhaps. Or the woods? There’re always woods in fairy tales, so that’s not a bad guess. Forest dwellers or tree bogs?”

			“What on earth is a tree bog? I’m going to need you to stop hypothesizing immediately,” Sage said. She switched off the tape recorder and sighed. “Does this mean we have”—she counted along the bracelet—“nine more incidents to somehow keep under control? Nine!”

			A total of twelve, like a clock. A countdown to midnight, so to speak. Suitably fairy tale. The thought made her stomach plummet.

			Casimir nodded uncertainly. He rested a hand on her shoulder, and she leaned into his forearm for comfort. He didn’t say a word, but his fingers squeezed gently.

			“This is everything I absolutely and categorically cannot allow, Cas. That’s nine huge risks. Nine highly likely chances that my magic and Lilara’s magic might hurt someone or that the coven will be alerted to my existence.”

			“I know.”

			“October was supposed to be calm and quiet and as unmagical as I could possibly make it.”

			“I know that too.”

			“It was always going to be a challenge to keep it contained, but this is…I can’t…” Her mind was racing away from her again.

			“We’ll manage. We always do.”

			“If it hurts Laurel or Robin or you…or anyone else, I’ll—”

			“It’s not going to hurt anyone, Specs.” Casimir took hold of her hand and stroked the top of it slowly with his thumb over and over. The small movement stole her focus and slowed her thoughts. “You’re getting carried away. So far, all we’ve had is a house made of biscuits and a couple of kids who will suddenly be very supportive of their local library. Both rather positive outcomes, actually. It’s just fairy tales. It’s nothing we can’t handle, okay?”

			Casimir had always been able to talk her down, make everything seem so much more black and white and manageable than her helter-skelter brain liked to calculate.

			But this time, she was the one who could feel something that he could not. She could sense how the magic was bubbling at the back of her throat, hissing and fizzing and popping like fireworks behind her ribs. Normally, it was only her own she had to contend with, a skill she had all but mastered, but now there was more of it in the air than she’d ever felt before.

			The new magic—Lilara’s magic—was frenzied at being held back so long and now elated to be free, to have found a force that matched its own in Sage. She could sense them dancing around each other like mischievous twins, holding hands and giggling and spinning at speed. This new combined magic felt troublesome, conspiratory, emboldened.

			Sage glanced up at her best friend. “We know better than most. Fairy tales are never what they seem.”
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				Green Hands

			
			Unsurprisingly, Sage barely slept. Reality had begun to sink in a little too deeply, and worst of all, in the middle of the night, when the grandfather clock downstairs chimed three, she sensed something.

			The coven may have remained a distant, separate force for a long time, somehow blind to her existence as she wilfully slipped under their radar, but something had definitely changed. She felt a shift in the air. She had read once that a witch would always sense the presence of another, and even under the thick quilt of her warm bed, a flourish of goose bumps crept across her skin while she lay awake. It was an omen. The coven knew that something was afoot. They were looking for her.

			“So,” Casimir said boldly, leaning against the welcome desk with his arms folded, “are you ever going to tell me if there’s been anything new this morning?”

			This was a bit rich, given he had garbled absolutely non-stop for the past ten minutes. Sage had vaguely registered some blather about mashed potatoes, a pumpkin-cream-scented bubble bath and a new pair of trousers that were too short for him. He had probably been doing his best to keep her calm but had clearly run out of topics.

			She had beaten him to the museum earlier, throwing on a tartan skirt with thick tights and an old oversized sweater for much-needed comfort, shoving back her hair with a velvet hairband. She could never think straight when her curls were in her face. After he’d arrived, Casimir had practically dragged her by the ear out of the archive, insisting that they at least have caffeine and a normal conversation before work started all over again. He’d popped a warm cup of hazelnut coffee into her cold hands, then steered her to the comfy nook in the foyer.

			Sage didn’t answer the question, taking a crucial, frothy sip first. Caught somewhere between panicking and sulking at the unfairness of it all, she emptied a sachet of sugar into her cup and stirred clockwise for good luck. She caught herself leaning into the unwelcome superstition, abruptly stopped and, with a scowl, purposefully stirred it back the other way to try to balance out the magic. She couldn’t afford even the smallest of slip-ups.

			Casimir rolled his wrist to encourage her to speak as he took a seat next to her.

			She reluctantly obliged with a barely audible mutter.

			Casimir leaned across. “Pardon?”

			She mumbled her response again.

			“You’re being stalked?!”

			“I said, there’s a bloody beanstalk in the back garden!” she shouted. There was no missing it this time.

			Casimir spluttered over his coffee, sending a fine spray of foam across Sage’s sweater.

			She gave him an unimpressed look as she flicked it off.

			“A what?”

			“Beanstalk. You know the sort. Big, green, leafy. Generally considered to be the result of magic beans, I believe. More crucially, a very neat next step in our suspected pattern.” She brandished her left wrist at him and wiggled the leaf charm in his face.

			He looked half deflated, half amazed. “You’re joking.”

			“I wish I was. Either that or I’ve been more lackadaisical with the weeding than I realized. Discovered it first thing, with the morning light. Enormous thing, as well. We’re talking five feet wide and so tall that it disappears straight up into the clouds. Can’t even see the top of it. Do you think we need to alert air traffic control?” She didn’t pause to let him answer. “Before you ask, of course I grabbed some cuttings to run some tests—Maggie planted them in teacups for me. I took a couple of samples from the main body with an apple corer for the archive. You know, thought it best to keep busy. But it immediately re-sprouted on the main specimen in the very same spot, so you can bet your trousers that it’s some sort of self-renewing sentient flora, or perhaps…”

			“Self-renewing?” Casimir gaped. “There goes my one useful suggestion.”

			“Which was?”

			“Well, just sort of…chopping it down.”

			“Experienced in magical tree felling, are you?” Sage gnawed at her lip, pushing herself to tell the truth about the next part. “That’s not the worst of it either.”

			“Of course it’s not.” Casimir thumbed his brow exasperatedly. “You know, I really miss when our bad news just revolved around a leak in the roof of this place. Go on, Specs.”

			“Well, I…” She trailed off with a sniff, doing her best to appear calm and unaffected. “While I was monitoring the beanstalk’s behaviour, noting the leaf patterns, observing the wildlife attracted to it, I thought…I thought I heard something…coming from the top.”

			Casimir nodded, straight-faced, brows high. “A flock of overzealous pigeons?”

			“A giant.” Sage swallowed. “Possibly. Maybe. Actually, almost certainly. I saw some kind of enormous laced-up boot take an uncertain step down and then change its mind when Maggie screamed blue murder.”

			Casimir sighed. “Naturally. Well, that might be a conversation for you and him to have together in private. I believe they’re widely known to smell the blood of an Englishman from a mile off, which doesn’t bode well for me.” He grimaced. “There’s more, by the way. Did you notice the signposts by the fountain had changed this morning?”

			“Changed?” Sage asked. “How?”

			“They looked a little…old-worldly.” Casimir replied. “The arrow pointing here, to the museum, read, ‘Once upon a Time.’ The arrow for the dell was swapped for ‘Fairy Glen.’ And the sign pointing back towards the village and your place said, ‘Gingerbread Cottage.’ It’s another part of the spell, no doubt about it. Another one pointing towards yours was ‘Land of Giants,’ which…Well, yes, that tracks now.”

			“You’re kidding. What else? ‘Never-Never Land’?”

			“At least it wasn’t ‘Grandma’s House.’ You’d have taken that personally.”

			Sage did not laugh.

			“Second down that post was ‘The Shoemaker’ and then ‘Faraway Kingdom,’ ” Casimir finished, announcing the last one with particular flourish. “Regardless, did you have any thoughts on our next steps? Or are we on a similar page to the first few chapters, in that we have less than nothing to go on?”

			“Chapters?”

			He shrugged, looking a little embarrassed. “Thought it was a rather neat term for our recording of these incidents.”

			Sage twitched a smile but still couldn’t bring herself to form it fully. “Currently, I’m just hoping that said giant is not a keen abseiler.”

			Casimir folded sideways across the sofa and flopped over her lap. “This is actually unbelievable.”

			“I am sorry for the inconvenience caused, Casimir,” Sage said defensively. “It’s not like I intended to ruin my own life, you know.” Then his shoulders started to shake, and she could only blow a ringlet out of her face and shove her glasses up her nose in indignation. “How can you be laughing at a time like this?”

			But Casimir had erupted into full-on hysterics. She had always liked how his laugh was completely unapologetic, big and booming and hearty. By itself, it was always enough to split her usual frown into a very reluctant giggle. She determinedly bit down on her bottom lip to fight it.

			“Oh, come on. You have to admit it’s rather funny,” he said as he sat up. “You, of all people, surrounded by the silliest sorts of magic I’ve ever known. You’ve ended up with a house that you’d be given on a saucer with a posh haircut. There are probably some poor parents wondering why their children suddenly want to read the dictionary for fun. And now a bloody beanstalk…Oh god, it’s too good.” He wiped a tear from his eye.

			Sage let out an unbridled, reluctant sort-of snort. Before she knew it, she was laughing too. It felt good, leaving her a fraction lighter.

			His lopsided grin had kicked in. “It’s good to see you smiling, Specs.”

			A flush bloomed across her cheeks, but she was distracted by a sudden knock on the museum window. The sound made Sage jump out of her skin. Her nerves were frayed.

			It didn’t do much to help when she saw her brother’s face framed by his hands peering through the window, followed by her sister’s, who pressed her nose up against the glass to make a pig face.

			“What on earth are you both doing here?” she said as they pushed open the front door and strolled into the museum. “Has something happened?”

			“Cas called me, said it was important,” Robin replied, shrugging off his coat onto the stand and wandering straight through into the staff room to flick the kettle on. “The girls were on a sleepover anyway. I called Laurel and we came straight over.”

			“I thought perhaps this required reinforcements,” Casimir said sheepishly when Sage turned to him, snarling. “Who else was I supposed to ask?”

			“Oh, Sage, look at this place!” Laurel gasped, already distracted by the cabinet that held a pair of particularly glittering glass slippers. “It looks brilliant! I can’t wait to have a proper look around. Although there’s not many people I’d get out of bed for this early. I hope you appreciate the effort,” Laurel said into Sage’s hair as she threw her arms around her. “But I knew something was really the matter the other night. You were even more of an old goat than usual. Are you finally going to tell us what’s happening?”

			Sage threw another scowl over Laurel’s shoulder at Casimir, who only shrugged innocently and mouthed, “We need help!”

			“How can we be of service?” Robin said, leaning his forearms on the welcome desk to look out at them.

			“You can’t,” Sage said crossly.

			“I didn’t come all this way for nothing. There had better be at least a little bit of drama to make it worth my while,” Laurel said.

			“Fortunately, your sister is in dire straits. Is that the sort of thing you had in mind?” Casimir said.

			“That’ll do nicely,” Laurel said, pulling Sage to her feet and walking her over to the front desk. Laurel leaned against the side, while Robin took the chair and Casimir jumped to take a seat on the countertop. Sage propped her elbows up and leaned forwards to rest her chin, still shooting Casimir a particularly furious look. Asking for help was strictly not in her repertoire. It was bad enough that she’d had to share all of this with him; she felt mortifyingly exposed now that they all knew she was struggling.

			“And I’m handling said straits myself,” she insisted.

			“Not very well. Your house is crumbling, there’s an enormous man now living in your garden and…”

			“A man?” Laurel squealed.

			“Not the sort you want to hear about,” Sage said with an eye-roll. “It’s a…” She sighed in defeat. “It’s a magic thing.”

			Laurel and Robin both turned promptly to Casimir for better answers.

			“I’ll take this one, shall I? Your darling sister has inadvertently summoned dormant magic that’s been lying low within this town for donkey’s years. It seems the old magic has joined forces with her own, which—finally indulged—appears to be having the time of its life dismantling her meticulously sensible, terribly serious existence,” Casimir said. He was trying his best to keep the laughter under wraps as he peered fondly at the top of her head but was not doing a very good job.

			Sage heard Robin blow out a sharp breath and lean back in the squeaky chair while Laurel flew upright, clapping her hands at an excited super-speed.

			“A spell? A real one? You’ve finally decided to embrace your powers?” She threw her arms around Sage over the desk and squeezed her mercilessly. “Oh, Sage, I’m so delighted! It’s everything you deserve. I couldn’t be happier for you.”

			Sage stared deadpan at Casimir through the barrage of a hug and mouthed the phrase “dead meat.” “It’s not my magic, Laur. It’s someone else’s—Lilara Mournfell’s. I had no say in the matter.”

			“Oh, well, that’s even more exciting.” Laurel held her sister’s shoulders at arm’s length. “How kind of her to share it with you!”

			Sage paused as a couple of tourists came through the front door. Casimir leapt down from the desk and wandered over to welcome them. “Kind?” she asked Laurel, lowering her voice.

			“Well, it sounds like she’s trying to bring some light into your life.” Laurel’s face lit up. “It’s like the most generous present ever! Aren’t you pleased?”

			“Laur’s right: it sounds like a benevolent kind of spell. I wouldn’t panic if I were you. I’d even be pretty chuffed. It’s like you’ve been gifted double the powers. Tell us what’s happened so far,” Robin said.

			“My house is made of gingerbread. Some children grew fairy wings. There’s a beanstalk in the garden…” Sage told them in a hushed voice, listing each development on her fingers. When she said it out loud, it didn’t exactly sound menacing.

			Laurel snorted. “Straight out of a fairy tale. It seems like Lilara’s sensed something in you that needs to change and is allowing you—trusting you—to borrow her magic for a while and just…test the waters, have fun.”

			Sage faltered. “Fun?”

			“Yeah! I mean, who hasn’t wished they could live in a magical story, at least for a little while. Was she a fairy godmother or something?” Laurel gasped. “Do they really exist?”

			“Yes, of course they do, but that’s for another day. You think this is some kind of…blessing? A gift?”

			“Sage,” Laurel said, entirely straight-faced and sincere. “It’s that lovely moment that happens in all the best films, where the serious one has to get in touch with their inner child. It’s literally my dream come true. You’ve been handed a big bundle of magic to play with, wrapped up in a shiny ribbon. You’re so lucky.”

			Sage scoffed.

			“No, I agree,” Robin said, nodding. “She might be on to something here, Sage. I can see the logic, which doesn’t happen all that often from Laurel’s mouth. And in the run-up to Halloween? It could be a witchy gift, right? Written in your stars or your fate or whatever sorts of rules that witches have to adhere to.”

			Sage contemplated the possibility, unconvinced. Had she had her wires crossed this entire time? She had been so sure of the evidence she’d gathered.

			Casimir rejoined the circle. “Lovely couple. They’re very content to wander. I said to find us once they’ve had a look around. What have I missed?”

			“We’ve decided it’s a good thing!” Laurel said emphatically. “I can’t believe you’d even think otherwise.”

			Sage exchanged a doubtful look with Casimir, but as Laurel explained their reasoning, his expression changed to a thoughtful one too, the new idea swilling around in his mind while he assessed it from all angles. She could tell that he liked it.

			“See, I knew they’d have some words of wisdom,” Casimir said to Sage. “Could it be that we’ve been coming at this from the wrong angle? We’ve always thought of Lilara as being anti-magic…”

			“Will you shush?” she said, elbowing him as she glanced over at the visitors.

			“…that her banishment was the right decision for her.” Casimir went on anyway, excited by blossoming ideas. “But what if she regretted it, Specs? What if she didn’t want you to make the same mistake?”

			Laurel squeezed her sister’s hand. “What if this spell of hers is to show you all of its possibilities and wonder? What if it’s to prove that magic really is for you? To stop you making the terrible sacrifice that she once did?”

			Sage shook her head. It went against everything she had ever believed in. Everything she’d ever admired and respected Lilara so deeply for. “There’s no way. All of this…It’s not a celebration; it’s risky. It’s dangerous. She knew that.”

			“Joy isn’t dangerous, Sage,” Laurel said, tucking her sister’s hair behind her ear. “I’m sad that you think that way.”

			“I didn’t say anything about joy,” Sage said with another eye-roll.

			“But that’s what magic is,” Laurel said with an encouraging nod and a delighted glint in her eye. “Everything that’s happened so far, everything it’s showing you. I’m always telling you, whimsy is what matters in life, when it comes down to it. Whimsy isn’t weakness or weirdness. It’s joy. Plain and simple.”

			Sage frowned. As much as she trusted her own instincts, she couldn’t ignore the people closest to her. All three of them were intelligent, usually reasonable and she always respected their opinions. She turned to Robin, who was never one to get carried away with giddiness. “What do you think?”

			He looked thoughtful before the slightest of side smiles started to creep in, crinkling his blue eyes. “I think maybe it’s time to try another way, Sage. It goes without saying that you won’t take any notice of us, but I know you will take notice of Lilara Mournfell,” he said, giving jazz hands to her name. “You always have done. This must be what she wants for you, right? To celebrate your magic in a way that she never could.”

			“So, you’re genuinely telling me I should…embrace all of this chaos?” Sage tried her best to keep her voice steady and not sound entirely horrified.

			“Like snuggling a feral kitten,” Casimir said.

			“But I…I can’t. I don’t think I even know how to do that,” she said. The last part came out a little more quietly. Her cheeks flared at the confession.

			“We’ll help you!” Laurel said, growing in excitement. “You never let us help you with anything. But this? Chaos and fun, I can absolutely do,” she added with a grin.

			Robin leaned closer across the circle. “She’s right, Sage. It’s about time you let us do something useful. Since we lost Mum and Dad, I don’t think you’ve lived a single day of relaxed, simple happiness—never just had a laugh. You’ve spent more than long enough beating yourself up for something that was not your fault. Like I said, maybe this is your sign that now’s the time to try another way,” he said with an encouraging nod and a pat on her arm.

			Sage was utterly mortified to feel a few rogue tears pool on her lower lashes. They made it sound so easy, but how could she ever truly let go? It was a quiet but bright thought that she could live her life another way, the idea shimmering like the first glint of sunlight on untouched snow. The possibility frightened her: that she should permit magic to play without hesitation, let her fingers move without flinching, exist without constant worry. That she should trust magic.

			She scowled even more determinedly than before to make the tears go away.

			“Oh, fine!” She crossed her arms to indicate that the discussion was over. “I suppose you should just start to call me…Silly Sage or something equally ghastly.”

			Casimir grimaced. “We’ll workshop it.”
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				Cattitude

			
			As darkness folded over Port Sylvan the following evening, no further spell progress seemed to have been sparked, thankfully, but sleep was still low on Sage’s list of priorities. She was determined to make progress in their understanding of the type of magic at play. While she had begrudgingly agreed to let the spell play out, she could still attempt to find ways to minimize its havoc. Admittedly, she was also a fraction concerned about the possibilities of sleep and fairy tales; she absolutely did not have time for any kind of endless nap, as appealing as that sounded. There were absolutely no princes in the local area to wake her from an eternal slumber. It would all be incredibly inconvenient.

			In reluctant compromise to appease her loved ones, Sage had decided to treat this inconvenient turn of events as some kind of…last hurrah. Not that she had ever been one for hurrah of any kind. It was all very well and good that her brother and sister had declared it time to try living more joyfully, growing alongside magic rather than against it, but that didn’t change how she felt about her powers, the coven or her grand plans to leave magic behind without their knowledge or input.

			If she was honest, the prospect of someone else’s powers holding her own dark magic by the hand and taking charge of matters for a little while was also too tempting to refuse. She was tired. So tired. It had been a long time since she had rested from the incessant responsibility. She reasoned that it was temporary, like checking her magic into a kind, considerate nursery for a while, relinquishing care just long enough for twelve charms to play out, a lesson to be learned, the spell to end. Then it would be business as usual, and she would swiftly return to her banishment research.

			So, while Sage had warily agreed to trust Lilara’s divine plan for the moment—after all, she had always relied on her—she certainly did not trust the coven.

			There was no denying that something within her—this alleged connection between witches that she had read about before—could sense them taking gradual steps closer. The feeling of being hunted, tracked and searched for clung to her. She remained more determined than ever to avoid their gaze. If magic insisted on being acknowledged in this inconvenient way, then she would put it to good use. There had to be some kind of concealment spell that she could turn to her advantage.

			As she nestled on the couch by the fire, surrounded by reams of notes, books and papers covering every surface under soft candlelight, Sage had to admit that, although she wasn’t remotely enjoying the spell, at least a tiny portion of her might have been enjoying this small part of the circumstances. Her mind was alight in a way that it had not been for some time. There was something about writing, reading and studying at night that soothed her soul. The sound of her ink pen scratching against paper. The smoky crackling of the fireplace. The soft snores of Mal snoozing by her side. He was taking up the majority of the couch space, despite being such a small creature, and Sage had edged herself into less than a quarter while he sprawled out greedily. This was how it had always been between them; it was, in fact, a great privilege to have a little less room to stretch out when a tiny animal had decided that the safest place to sleep was beside you.

			A newly spoken, fully formed incantation was not something that Sage had permitted herself to partake in since she was fifteen years old. She had only ever called on the smallest of repeated magics that she had tried and tested in the early days before. But after speaking to Laurel, Robin and Casimir about the book’s suspected purpose and their insistence that it was for the better, Sage had dared herself to believe that…well, perhaps they might be right. There was a certain amount of sense to the theory, even if it made her skin crawl to admit it. The cherry on top of the cauldron, which she could happily accept, was that it gave her a very valid and reasonable excuse to learn a new, intentional incantation for the first time in years. The prospect had her abuzz with curiosity.

			If she were to allow the spell to unravel properly, to find out what Lilara was really trying to teach her about witchery, then it stood to reason that Sage should ensure that the coven did not interrupt its flow. Having cross-referenced evidence of successful enchantments that encouraged secrecy—disappearing objects, vanished items, lips forbidden to speak on certain topics—Sage had settled on Absconditus Arcanus Latibulum. A rather niche spell, she had to admit. It was reported—in an old, tatty copy of Merillo’s Chronicle of Truths Untold—to have held a house in Cornwall under a magical glimmer of concealment. The witch inside had used the spell once a month for six decades to hide the existence of her powers from everyone around her. Keeping such magic from prying eyes had allowed her to live out a peaceful life running a magical cattery and safe house, with thirty-eight stray cats and a donkey for company and nobody nosing into her business. Sage wholeheartedly trusted the magic of a woman who had made such a sensible decision for herself.

			It was settled. A steady beat of determination thumping in her chest, Sage approached the fireplace. An owl hooted softly outside the window. She smiled despite herself into the collar of her pyjamas. Her heart fluttered with hope. Then came a crackle. It might have been the flames dancing around one another in anticipation, sensing that purposeful magic was about to unfold, or it could have been her own powers sparking at the ends of her fingertips at the funny feeling of a spell brewing—willingly. For the first time in many years, Sage cleared her throat and dared herself to cast with permission, maybe even something like pride.

			“Absconditus…Arcanus…Latibulum.” She sniffed. “If you please.”

			The spell flew from her left index finger and into the flames, sending a rush of burgundy sparks and rich red embers soaring up the chimney and into the black night air. It would appear that it had worked perfectly on the first attempt.

			“Quite.”

			She could have imagined it, but Sage was fairly certain that the air wobbled a little, as though a protective bubble had slipped over the town. Some kind of sensation was stretching its way around the entirety of Port Sylvan. The image of a dust sheet thrown over a precious antique heirloom came to mind, and Sage found justification in imagining it as such. That was how it felt, keeping the town protected from view for a short time, just while she and Casimir came to understand Lilara’s magic a little more. It was for the good of everyone, as well as for research. She rushed to jot down the finer details of the spell in her notebook before she could forget them.

			She dotted her sentence extra decisively. That was it—so simple and quick—but she had bought herself crucial time and safety. Magic within Port Sylvan would be fully concealed from anyone outside of it and, crucially, from the coven. Sage had permitted herself a tiny taste of freedom, surrendering an inch of her vice-like control to explore other possibilities and simply see what might be.

			An entirely unpermitted giggle of excitement burst from her. She rolled her own eyes at it but returned to the sofa smirking. She hadn’t given it much, but offering her magic just an inch of her heart was proving somewhat agreeable. A surprising and unfamiliar feeling of gentle contentment breathed out of her in a soft sigh. It was peaceful.

			Then Mal had a hairball.

			Sage’s cat leapt from the sofa in a sudden jerking motion, sending a pile of papers skidding in his wake. And as anyone who has ever witnessed a cat yacking up a hairball can attest, it was quite the mood killer. Sage paused her writing to make sure that her familiar was okay, as his little ginger body jerked into an upwards arch, then down again, followed by a hideous hacking noise that always made her shudder and the arrival of what could only be described as a wet, hairy slug straight onto the living-room floor. His little white boots leapt back from it and he smacked his lips together.

			“When you’ve quite finished, Mal,” she muttered to herself, rising from the sofa.

			“I’d like to see you do it more gracefully.”

			Sage tumbled straight back into the soft seat. The light had almost gone from the handful of melting candles. The fire was beginning to fade. The room was dark and the hour was late. She yanked her glasses away and pinched the bridge of her nose.

			“Too much coffee.”

			She rose again from the sofa and took a few steps towards Mal, giving him a pitying scritch behind the ears before padding over to the kitchen to get a cloth. “My poor boy.” It was probably time to admit defeat. She had encouraged Maggie to go and relax hours ago, so she would quickly clean up, lock the doors and go to bed.

			“Oh, well, if you’re going to the fridge…”

			Sage’s head spun so quickly that she smacked it on the shelf beside her. “Ow! Blasted…” Stars burst across her vision as she rubbed where it hurt. She peered through the darkness. There it was again. A male voice.

			She stiffened. “Who’s there?”

			“Maggie put some kippers to the side. I absolutely promise that she said they were for me and categorically not for your breakfast tomorrow.”

			Sage shrieked.

			“What? Ask her if you don’t believe me.”

			Mal had shadowed her to the kitchen, as he did whenever there was a chance that anyone might be willing to feed him.

			“And the cream. That’s for me too. Maggie said to tell you that part specifically.”

			It couldn’t be. The kitchen was almost pitch-black. Mal looked up at her with wide green eyes that glinted and gave an endearing flick of his tail.

			Sage barely dared to breathe. “Mal…?”

			The cat simply yawned in response, exposed all of his tiny teeth, then sat on his back legs and curled his tail neatly around his front white paws.

			Slowly, Sage lowered herself to his level, crouching as low as she could. She peered at the cat, giving it a moment to see if she really had…if he really had…

			Nothing. Mal looked back with only a slow, steady blink. Sage gave a disbelieving laugh at her own stupidity and removed her glasses again. This week was proving challenging in many, many ways. With a sigh of acknowledgement that it really was time to call it a night, she scritched Mal on the head again and got back to her feet. But in the glint of the final candle’s light as she returned to the stairway, her attention was stolen by the chain around her wrist. The string of Lilara’s charms had changed when she left the museum earlier that day. What had previously been a moon with the tiniest silhouette of a cat sat on its crescent—her favourite of the charms—had become a pair of looped hearts, one larger and one much smaller, interlocked. She and Casimir had been speculating on the walk home as to the possible meanings. He had been convinced that it meant some form of ghastly ex-boyfriend was going to turn up, while she had fretted that it would be something in relation to the fate of her two siblings.

			But now that she contemplated the charm in a new light, it seemed to suggest an unbreakable bond between one larger and one smaller…She glanced back at Mal and swallowed hard.

			“Mal?”

			“Yes?”

			“Oh no…” Sage flung out an arm, clinging to the banister for support as her legs buckled underneath her.

			“Charming,” the cat replied. He gave a long-suffering sigh, and Sage could have sworn that he dilated his pupils right on cue, specifically to look as adorable as possible. “A life of servitude and adoration, and that’s the sort of welcome I get.”

			Sage shook her head, spluttering. “Oh, I…Sorry, sorry. I didn’t mean it to sound…”

			Mal sighed again, his tiny body slumping down into a loaf shape, crossing one white paw over the other to rest his head upon them. “No, no. It’s fine. Years of loyalty and companionship, an incomparable familiar affinity, sacred and universe-given in this life and all others to come. But the moment I open my mouth, it’s ‘Get lost, Mal’; ‘Scram, Mal’; ‘I have more important things to think about, Mal.’ ” The ginger cat sighed the most emphatic sigh of all, followed by a pitiful little mew. “I’ll just wither away in the quiet of night. Unappreciated. Unloved. Famished.”

			Sage frowned. Cats.

			“Mal, can I get you a snack?”

			He peeped open one eye. “Oh. Well. Only if you’re making something. Don’t go to any trouble on my account.” He trotted back to the kitchen, tail perked upright immediately, and Sage found she had no choice but to follow after her talking cat.
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			Having bribed him with half a kipper, followed by a teaspoon of leftover cream, Sage cautiously invited Mal to join her in their usual setup on the sofa. She wondered if this changed anything but soon realized that nothing was remotely different. A brief display of him cleaning the cream from his whiskers began, followed by her simply gawping in fascination while Mal insisted that a frog had actually run directly under his paws that morning, and it really was no fault of his own, there was nothing he could have done about it. Then Mal cleared his throat importantly.

			“Anyway, I certainly have some questions,” he purred.

			“I could say the same to you. You aren’t normally quite so…vocal.” Actually, that wasn’t quite true. Mal was an extremely chatty cat. Especially now that he was a little older and into his more gentlemanly years. He tended to chirp, chat and meow fairly consistently as he wandered around the house. His vocals verged on shouting when it came to circling her ankles at breakfast, second breakfast, lunch or dinner time.

			“Maybe you’ve just never been listening well enough,” he said. “I tell you things all the time, just as you tell me.”

			That was true. Sage did often pick up on meanings and messages from her familiar that others were not privy to. She could sense when he was content, full of love, playful, satisfied. She could also sense, a fraction of a second earlier than anyone else, when he was the exact opposite of all of those things and about to treat someone’s hand like prey.

			“Your point is well made,” she replied.

			Mal spun around a few times before deciding that the centre of the cushion was the right spot to resume the loaf position. Sage took the other end of the sofa and sat cross-legged, facing her familiar.

			“From what I could gather last night while you were whittering away to yourself in the wee hours, and as we can safely assume from this newest development, a spell has gone awry,” Mal said.

			Sage nodded. “That’s putting it lightly.”

			“And far be it from me to speak out of turn, but from peering over your shoulder and reading your notes, it seems as though all of the resulting mishaps so far have actually been kind of the cat’s pyjamas, have they not?”

			“Certainly not unpleasant,” Sage conceded with a nod. “Laurel…you know, my sister?”

			“Of course I know Laurel. She’s the one who gives particularly good back scratches.”

			“That’s her. She has a theory that magic is attempting to teach me some sort of lesson, to show me that it can be…something good.”

			“As opposed to what? Wicked?”

			Sage shifted uncomfortably. “Something like that.”

			Mal gave a sigh that moved his entire little body. “I thought we’d moved past those feelings.”

			Sage was suddenly determined to focus on the zip of the cushion she was hugging tightly. She twiddled it mercilessly. “I have, I have…Well, they don’t keep me up all night crying into your fur anymore, at least. Mostly because I haven’t the time to contemplate them as much. They’re just dormant feelings these days, spirits turned to stone statues. I’m not sure I’ll ever be rid of their presence.”

			She always found that confessions to her cat came more easily than to anyone else.

			“You cannot be a wicked witch, Sage. When have you ever known a wicked witch to have a ginger cat, for one thing? That’s not how the stories go.”

			She gave him a reluctant twitch of a smile. “You’re a little biased.”

			“I’m a cat. We’re not ones to worry about hurting feelings. If I thought you were an awful human, I’d tell you. And then join in whatever evil plans you were cooking up. I’m loyal that way.” Sage swore she saw the smallest smirk appear between his whiskers. He stretched out a languid paw in her direction. “You’ve told me what happened hundreds of times over and I still don’t believe you’re to blame.”

			She held his round green gaze for a moment. “But it was my spell.”

			“You were just a kid,” Mal said firmly, shaking his head. “There’s no way your magic was capable of it—or you as a person, for that matter.”

			“I can only tell you the facts, Malachite. The flowers that I picked combined with my magic, I conjured some kind of poison, and some kind of dark Earth Sorcery went horribly, horribly wrong. The next morning, Mum and Dad were…” As always, when the rare moment came that she had to say the words out loud, they turned to stone in her throat. Heavy, jagged and stuck. “Mum and Dad were gone. I don’t believe in coincidences.”

			“Perhaps you should,” Mal said with a nose twitch. “I know life feels easier when everything fits into a box that can be labelled, taped and stacked, Sage, but that’s not always possible. Sometimes—”

			“Sometimes a stupid, lost little girl believes she’s meant for special things, tries to prove it to everybody else and kills her parents.”

			Mal’s ears scooched back in surprise. The cold words came out so sharply that Sage reeled back from them once they’d tumbled from her mouth. She hastily gathered her composure and tucked a ringlet behind her ear, trying to ignore the tremble in her hand as she did so.

			“You weren’t to know that those flowers were dangerous, Sage.”

			“There was a gap in my knowledge,” she said with a bitter laugh. “The last time I’ll ever let that happen.”

			“How could you have known?” Mal’s voice remained soft. “You’ve told me time after time that the bouquet smelled lovely, that the colourful flowers looked harmless, that you thought your mother would love them. You were just a baby witch trying to do something nice for her parents, trying to celebrate her newfound magic.”

			“I let myself run away with the excitement and the wonder and the joy, like a fool. Carried away by magic. I didn’t bother to consider the consequences, and they paid the price for it.” She furiously swiped at her eyes with the back of her right hand, annoyed that it came back wet. “I knew it then, the moment I found them that morning. Magic was not mine to enjoy and it never would be. I’ve never been deserving of it.”

			“Then how do you explain the arrival of this spell, hmm?” Mal said. “Clearly, Lilara thinks otherwise. And I haven’t seen you this exhilarated in a long time. I saw out the window the way your eyes sparked when you noticed the house had changed. And again, your whole face lit up when you were taking samples from that beanstalk. Plus, you seem rather pleased that we’re even having this conversation. You’re excited.”

			Sage looked affronted. “I am not!”

			“Are too. You’re enjoying this. As you should. It’s about time you forgave yourself, before it turns you entirely bitter and cold. It’s about time you let in joy and fun and, yes, magic too.” Mal gave her a knowing, wise sort of slow blink. “Don’t be a scaredy cat.”

			Sage had no comeback to that.

			Rising with an unbothered long stretch and a dramatic arched back, Mal padded across the sofa to find Sage’s lap. He placed the white socks of his front paws on her chest. “The Shoemaker…” She remembered Casimir saying the sign had changed. “Puss in boots, I take it.”

			The cat proceeded to give her a short, sharp but distinctly affectionate headbutt to the chin. He dropped back down to all fours and promptly curled up on her lap. “You’re not the wicked witch you think you are,” Mal said quietly.

			Her head fell back against the sofa cushions. With her hand resting on his small body, rising and falling with his quiet breaths of contentment, it was the first time in years that Sage slept truly peacefully.
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				Plot Twist

			
			There was no longer any feasible room for denial. It was October 24, one week to Halloween, and magic had exploded across Port Sylvan. Everything in sight had been swept up in honeyed sunshine, and the scenes that greeted Sage on every corner were even more impossibly wholesome than usual.

			Of course, the place was always pretty. The towers that stretched over the town’s beloved architecture were already pointed spires. Red brick was always draped in ivy. Stained-glass windows often scattered small rainbows on the pavement when the weather caught them in the right mood. But perhaps Sage was just noticing it all properly for the first time. It was as though someone had dusted icing sugar over the place, pale and pearly reflects gleaming wherever she looked, and it was most unlike her to notice those sorts of things. Normally, Sage kept her head firmly down, a scowl of determination across her face as she rushed from one task to the next, battling to keep her head above water. But something had shifted under the spell. Colours seemed richer, the sky bluer and the autumn leaves a dazzling array of bronze to chestnut. The scents were more fragrant, the stream aglimmer in cold sunlight, a strangely hypnotizing quality lingering at every turn. Although, it had to be said, the soft lute music constantly lingering in the background, seeming to follow Sage around like her own personal soundtrack, was less pleasant—more just plain annoying.

			All the changes were slight enough and just about in keeping with the general air of Port Sylvan for a sceptic like Sage to wonder whether it was the result of Lilara’s spell at all. If she tried, she could probably convince herself that the town committee had simply upped the décor budget this autumn, but there was no question that at least some parts of this whimsy—well, they had to be the result of magic.

			The most interesting part was that, on the whole, no other residents seemed concerned about the subtle but definite changes to their small town. Sage had done horrified double takes at various strange sights that morning. For starters, a couple of tarmac roads had changed to cobblestone overnight. She’d choked on her coffee at the smattering of houses that had developed thatched roofs and panicked at the colour-changing, blatantly enchanted ribbon streamers tied in billowing bows around every old-fashioned lamppost. But no one else had so much as batted an eyelid, even at what seemed to be a very well-organized and perfectly harmonized frog choir, which had set up camp in the Founders’ Fountain. In fact, she’d spotted a few people singing along and popping coins into a tiny frog hat as they passed.

			She could only hope that her concealment enchantment was having the desired effect in sealing all of this chaos from the coven’s gaze. The last thing she needed was further uninvited magical intervention.

			For the first time in years, she excused herself from her afternoon tour, encouraging any interested visitors to book in for Casimir’s offering instead so that she could spend a precious few hours with nothing but concentration and caffeine for company. Lilara’s rogue magic combining with her own and weaving itself through an entire town seemed the more urgent matter over teaching local history. But the book remained stubbornly blank. It didn’t react to anything—her words, her touch, any other artefacts. Nothing worked to bring it back to life, and Sage found turning to further spellwork ever more tempting.

			One non-wicche method that Sage had not yet tried was spraying the pages with a splutter of lukewarm coffee, but Casimir soon saw to that thorough research when he returned from his tour and earned an immediate snort from her. He stepped into the dark archive, directly in front of Sage, and crossed his arms furiously.

			“Watch it, Hemlock. That was dangerously close to a cackle.”

			“What on earth?” Sage laughed loudly, mopping up the mess. “Sorry, sorry, I just…What are you wearing? Why have you changed your costume?”

			“I didn’t change anything. You did!”

			“Me?”

			“It’s the work of this bloody wayward spell! I didn’t realize there was some kind of incantation clause included to make me look like a complete and utter twerp. Trust you to somehow include that into even accidental magic.”

			Between hysterical laughs, Sage threw her hands up in innocence. “I swear, I swear…I didn’t…You look insane.”

			A far cry from his usual debonair costume that made everyone who laid eyes on him physically swoon—or at least mildly fan themselves—Casimir’s new look was quite something to behold.

			Sage glanced down at the chain around her wrist, catching a glimmer from the newest charm change. An intricate crown studded with the tiniest specks of richly coloured gemstones had appeared. They had not even considered the idea of a direct human transformation. “Are you…are you a prince?”

			“I believe the most accurate title would be ‘handsome prince,’ given the circumstances.” Casimir gestured downwards to his new look.

			“Big head,” Sage scoffed.

			For reasons that required much further investigation, Casimir had found himself at the centre of the spell’s attention and was now wearing a full doublet. It was richly textured in an embroidered swirling print, gold baroque at the collar and tailored in emerald satin. The high neck revealed the very top of a soft linen shirt, with trumpet sleeves peeking out just below, and it was paired with some alarmingly slim-fit beige trousers.

			Sage categorically ignored the swoop in her stomach at the sight of him and decided it was a sympathy pang for how stupid he looked.

			“At least the accessories are nice and understated. You wouldn’t want to look silly,” she said, just about managing to compose herself. So far, she had noted the velvet cloak that tumbled down his back, gold medallions across his chest to secure it in place and a very finely worked leather belt that held an honest-to-stars sword at his hip. “Faraway Kingdom–ready, I suppose…” Sage recalled from the signpost at the centre of town. “At least lose the headgear, will you?”

			Casimir faltered. “You don’t like it?” A broad-brimmed velvet hat sat on top of his golden curls, one dramatic ostrich feather as a plume. He puffed it out of his view.

			“Well, let’s just say that you can’t wear that whenever I wear my work hat. We’ll look like idiots.” Sage shook her head fondly and returned to her notes. It could never be said that this man wasn’t comfortable in his masculinity, at least. “You’d better change before you have to leave the building, or people will wonder why you aren’t travelling on a noble steed.”

			Casimir shuffled awkwardly. “That’s just it. I can’t.”

			Sage gave a sharp glance back up from her papers. “What do you mean, you can’t?”

			He crossed the archive and leaned over her desk, looking a little frantic. “Don’t you think I tried? I stepped out of the bathroom wearing my usual costume, glanced in the mirror to check everything before I left and it had…changed. And now I can’t get it off.” His eyes widened. “Like it’s stuck.”

			Sage tapped her fingers on the desk, impatient with his dramatics. “You mean you jammed the zipper?”

			“There is no bloody zipper, Specs! It’s like it’s…formed on me. Like it’s become part of me.”

			She gave an emphatic sigh and her hands flew to her hips. “You really are the most dramatic person I’ve ever met. If it’s too tight, then—”

			“Sage. I’m being serious.”

			Her brows narrowed. There was a look on Casimir’s face that she definitely wasn’t used to seeing—one of genuine worry. A mirrored rattle of it struck in her own chest. She could excuse the spell when it was simply doing silly things, even giving a voice to her familiar. But this was the first example of Lilara’s spell actually affecting a person directly. Touching the orbit of someone she loved and changing them—even if it was just his wardrobe. Something was off about it. It was seemingly fun and innocent like everything else, and yet…Sage prickled. What did this mean for the others? For Maggie, for Laurel, for Robin, let alone the other residents of Port Sylvan?

			“Thank god I’m not ugly,” Casimir said, extremely sincere. “I think I’m just about making it work.” He glanced down, giving a half spin as he admired the front and then the back.

			She tried to quell the early gasps of panic, but they fluttered at her chest like moths trapped in a jar.

			“This changes things. We need to get to the bottom of this. Let’s start with photographing every detail of you on the digital camera,” Sage reasoned. “Measurements, construction, seams, stitching…Try to date the clothes as accurately as we can, compare them to portraits across fairy-tale books.”

			“I am not your guinea pig, Hemlock.”

			She ignored him. “A microscopic study of the fibres would be useful too, don’t you think? Then we’ll need to stabilize it for preservation as best we…Where do you think you’re going?”

			Casimir strode decisively to the hatstand and tossed her jacket towards her. “You expect me to stay cooped up in here? I’m a ball of nervous energy. You need to inhale fresh air for at least five minutes, and we have these strange goings-on to get up close and personal with. We won’t learn much shut up in here.”

			“I suppose you’re right. If we’re going to let this spell run riot, we should at least immerse ourselves in it properly.” She shrugged on her blazer and tugged her hair out from her turtleneck as she looked Casimir up and down again. “You know, the most worrying thing is that, given your average wardrobe choices, people won’t even bat an eyelid. Grab a town map, will you?”
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			The afternoon was spent translating their newest findings around the town into something more formal, replotting the town cartography to confirm which of the familiar corners of Port Sylvan had been given a distinctly magical makeover.

			“I suppose everyone’s used to it to some extent,” she theorized to Casimir as they strolled through the dell.

			They shared two halves of a sandwich, prepared by Maggie, as they walked. The air was chilly, but the sun was warm, a scent of wood smoke still lingering from recent fireworks alongside the faint aroma of pastry and pie crust from Shirley’s delicious offerings at Wheat and Walnut.

			“But you’re really telling me you can’t see it?” Sage glanced across at Casimir and found he was already staring rather fixedly at her from the corner of his eye. He immediately dropped his gaze to focus on his sandwich and took a large bite with a slight frown.

			“I’m not sure how best to describe it,” she went on, ignoring that strange awkwardness from him. She probably just looked even more tired than usual. “There’s a glimmer. A sheen. Like everything around here has been dipped and glazed. It’s clinging everywhere. Look—the bridge. That hedge. Over there, even the postbox. You haven’t noticed?”

			Casimir shrugged. “Must be a witch thing.”

			Sage was bewildered. Not by the glimmer, but by the idea of being the only one able to really see the magic—the way it caught the sunshine, the way it seemed to waver like heat and ripple like water. She had found herself judging that streak in her sister’s personality before—her insistence on seeing the bright side at all times, her easy distraction at something unusual, the silly little details that Laurel alone noticed and found so much joy in. Sage had long since trained herself out of that kind of pointless behaviour.

			But now, being the only one to notice the sparkle that had been scattered over Port Sylvan…it felt oddly good and gave her cheeks an unexpected flush of pride. How could something so indisputably beautiful be dangerous? Sage shook away the doubt and returned to being purposefully logical. She scolded herself for getting carried away by the fluffiness of it all. Ridiculous.

			“Well, that’s obviously concerning,” she said, returning to the matter at hand. “Very bad news indeed. You know…regarding the coven. Probably.”

			“Are you convincing yourself? Because you’re not doing a very good job at convincing me,” Casimir said, grinning. “If anything, Specs, it sounds alarmingly like you’re enjoying this.”

			Her smile stayed firmly locked in a twitching line.

			“I can see that dimple,” Casimir said, pressing a finger into her cheek. Dusting the last of the sandwich crumbs off his doublet, he threw an arm over her shoulders as they strolled side by side and rested his chin on the top of her head. “We owe Lilara for this. Maybe some kind of offering, a little permanent shrine at the museum. A full cloak dry-clean, at the very least.”

			Sage smirked. “I always knew she’d be the answer to everything. It’s been the thing I’ve been surest of my whole life. Ever since I spotted her name for the very first time in The Almanac of Day and Night. Something about it, I just knew…But I’ll admit, this is not what I had in mind.”

			“You thought you’d just eventually discover how she rid herself of magic and follow suit. ‘Hey, presto.’ ”

			Sage nodded.

			They paused as a mother duck and a trail of perfect yellow ducklings crossed the pathway ahead, followed by one very flappy, distinctly tufty-looking grey one, who was stumbling his way along at the rear. Ugly, she supposed, although that seemed a bit mean. She gave a tut at the tweeness of it all as she bent down to shimmy him along to catch up with his siblings. “Let it be known, I was right this whole time…”

			“Naturally,” Casimir said.

			“…that she would be significant. But instead of my initial hypothesis, she’s made me feel for the first time as though…as though maybe there could be an alternative choice.”

			“Now, hang on a second. I don’t think I’ve ever known you to so much as change your mind about a menu choice, let alone a lifelong ambition.” They came to a stop, and Casimir’s eyes pinched as he tried to gauge her expression. “Are we changing course, Specs?”

			Sage shook her head hurriedly. “I’m not saying that. I’m not. I’ll still be rid of everything as soon as I find out how. But perhaps there’s no need to…rush. Perhaps it is in our best interest after all to—in the name of research, of course—let the spell unfold and let it work its absolutely ridiculous magic. I owe her that much. At least for a few more days.”

			For once, Casimir seemed lost for words. He just gave her a simple nod, making the feather in his hat dance endearingly. “A few more days.”

			Sage sheepishly nodded in return.

			“There’s a little curl right there, sticking out in the shape of a cloud,” Casimir said, the lopsided grin lighting up his face. He tucked it behind her ear. “Cute,” he added, more to himself than to Sage. A slight flush crept up his neck, and his jaw tightened a fraction. He cleared his throat and they continued walking.

			For once, Sage allowed herself to test the waters of being proven wrong and discovered a spring-like lightness for it.
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				The Royal Court

			
			After completing one more loop of the town, Sage was satisfied that they had correctly adjusted their lay of the land and made satisfactory notes and measurements to develop a new town map. The basic logistics of the streets and buildings remained the same, thankfully, but the changed ambience of the place was certainly in keeping with the fairy-tale theme that was unravelling.

			Her own cottage remained biscuity, and she tried not to take it personally that hers was the house to have been given the “witch in the woods” treatment. The rest of the residential roads were all simply a fraction quainter and cuter, impossibly charming and picturesque, with a patchwork kind of appeal that felt as though they had been captured in watercolours for a picture book. Their half-timbered fronts were in shades of cream and honey, rather than red brick. Thatched roofs had been laid and crooked chimneys popped from underneath, while a ludicrous number of geraniums spilled everywhere on either side of brightly coloured front doors.

			There were some bolder, braver changes from Lilara’s magic too, which left Sage and Casimir a little dazed, to say the least. The train station had become a steam railway, and tourism from outside of the town seemed to have been halted as a result. The Dap had lost all modern conveniences (although there weren’t many to begin with) to transform into a fully-fledged tavern. Raucous laughter and a strong whiff of ale spilled out of the higgledy-piggledy windows. Sage’s favourite town haunt, Peregrin Books, with its narrow, leaning facade and swinging sign, had swapped its contemporary “Halloween and Horror” display for what seemed to be mostly just…aged rolls of parchment and rough handmade chronicles. Other stops along the way—the garden centre, the doctor’s surgery, even Wheat and Walnut—had all been swapped for bustling market stalls, bursting with handcrafted goods. They didn’t even bother to plot the bus stop outside Apricot Cottage B&B on their new map. That had always been unpredictable at best, even in modern life, but had now changed to Cliff simply waiting around with a mule and a cart to see if anyone needed a ride.

			Sage was highly relieved to note in her work that Cliff and the rest of the locals, although oblivious, did seem to be entirely unaffected so far. Her constant state of high alert was permitted to ease off, if only by an inch or two.

			“I can’t understand why I’m the only idiot who seems to have been given a wardrobe change and why nobody else is commenting on the fact,” Casimir said, tugging down the golden hem of his doublet. “Why don’t they make these things in a longer length? My whole arse is on display.”

			“And the rest,” Sage scoffed. “Have some dignity, man.”

			His eyes glinted. “Looking, are you?”

			“Absolutely not,” she said crossly, feeling a burn in her cheeks that only made her crosser. She had been wondering the same, though. Everyone aside from Casimir was still in their usual bootleg jeans, plaid shirts, baseball caps, styled hair…

			“They don’t seem to be commenting on any of it. Not to sound self-important, but it’s interesting that we’re the only ones aware that anything has changed.”

			Sage elbowed him gently. “I suppose you’re closest to me, and you weren’t far away when the spell came to life. It makes sense that you’d be the first enchanted, that you experienced the spell before anyone else did…”

			Suddenly, there was a loud crash. Their heads shot around, craning to see what on earth had rattled its way through the cobbles beneath their feet from several streets away.

			“Pumpkin collision?” Casimir guessed doubtfully.

			The source of the commotion was somewhere near the Equinox Gallery, which, although always beautiful, had been polished up to a new level of luxury at the hands of Lilara’s spell. The sandstone structure and grand pillars had developed a pretty pink hue, the domed roof had brightened to a pearly pale blue and grand golden swags caught the sunlight perfectly. It didn’t look entirely dissimilar to some sort of castle, but they hadn’t had time to assess it properly yet.

			They both picked up the pace but came to a halt before reaching the rose gardens. “Oh, well, I was making a joke, but…”

			In typical Casimir style, he had stumbled across the correct answer entirely by accident, and while he had only been trying to get a laugh out of Sage with his guess, a pumpkin collision was exactly what greeted them. The driver of the carriage in question—a vivid orange pumpkin the size of a large four-wheel drive—had toppled the vehicle onto its side, and the thing had fractured into several large fleshy pieces across the pavement. The pumpkin was split wide open to reveal plush velvet seats inside, luxurious fabrics, books and paintings spilling from toppled luggage trunks. Floral drapes were strewn across the cobbles, hanging from what Sage supposed had been carriage windows. Four beautiful white horses had broken away from their harnesses in the crash and were galloping around the rose gardens in a huff. A footman and driver, whom Sage recognized as Dave and Ed from the Port Sylvan taxi rank, were doing their best to get the horses back under control.

			“Sage! Sage, look!” Laurel was sprinting away from the crash and running towards them down the centre of the rose gardens, which were blooming even more abundantly than usual. She ran as fast as she could while wrestling an incredible volume of lilac fabric and pink petticoats gathered between her hands, revealing crystal slippers underneath. She finally came to a halt by throwing her arms around Sage in a hug so enthusiastic that it almost knocked her flat on her back.

			“Well, this is awkward,” Casimir said, pointing between his doublet and her dress. “This either means we’re married or…”

			“You wish, Everald. We’re strictly children of the realm,” Laurel replied, giving him a shove. “Thanks for making me the princess, Sagey.”

			“Not sure I had much of a choice in the matter. Seems fitting, though. I think that’s always been one of the younger-sister rules, hasn’t it?” Sage replied, unable to hide the sulk in her voice that still lingered after an entire childhood of Laurel making her be the general, unidentified beast in their games, while she was the pretty princess. Laurel beamed, then gave a twirl that caught the light perfectly on the fine gold embroidery of her gown.

			“Yes, yes, you look very nice. But, Laurel, more importantly…” Sage sighed, unable to keep the critical tone out of her voice. “What is this?” She bent down to pick up a large fragment of pumpkin that was stuck in Laurel’s skirts and waved it at her sister in accusation.

			“Only the best gift you could have possibly given me! This just about makes up for depriving us of your magic all our lives. Thank you, thank you, thank you! I know we said to just trust the spell and soak up all the wonder, but you’ve really outdone yourself. I’m so proud of you,” Laurel squealed.

			“I didn’t…This isn’t…” For once, Sage found that she was almost entirely lost for words.

			“Were you in there?” Casimir marvelled, pointing at the toppled pumpkin carriage, which the footmen were now trying to heave back onto its huge wheels.

			“Yes! You won’t believe me, but I grabbed a cab to catch my train this morning—I had that meeting with my publishers scheduled. In fact, I should probably let them know I’m going to be a bit late, but anyway, I nodded off for a second—up all night working on this chapter which has been doing my head in, you know how fixated I get—and then when I woke up, well, you can see the rest,” Laurel garbled, spinning yet again, her dress flying outwards. She was so excited that she was practically levitating, which Sage took a moment to check was, thankfully, not the case. “Anyway, we swerved at what was, honest to god, a wolf wearing a red cloak and carrying a picnic basket. I swear I’m not making it up, and…”

			Sage suddenly came to her senses, her problem-solving mode emerging from beneath the adrenaline. Her sister had been in an accident, and it was all her fault. “Are you hurt?”

			Laurel shook her head but gestured to a patch of deep purple that was already starting to bloom beneath the skin of her forearm. “Nothing major; only a few bruises.”

			“You are hurt, I knew it.” Sage felt sick at the sight. “We should take you to the hospital, just to make sure it’s nothing worse.” Laurel groaned impatiently while Sage carried on. “You’ll stay at my place tonight, got that? Once I’ve got everything under control and you’re safe again, then we’ll—”

			“Will you listen to me? I’m fine,” Laurel insisted, getting annoyed as she always did with Sage’s overcautiousness. She stuck out an ankle from underneath her endless petticoats. “I am not sleeping on your lumpy couch like I’m nineteen again. The only thing that hurts is my feet; they’re absolutely killing in these cute shoes, but it’s worth it. You’d think glass slippers would be made to measure or at least come with blister cushions.”

			“You’re being silly. The outfits are the least of our problems,” Sage said. She was pacing now, determined to regather their focus. “Did you bump your head? You should be resting. We’ll go straight to my house once we’ve recorded these findings. Maggie will have some arnica for the bruising.” She whipped out her papers and noted the time in the margin, then marched towards the pumpkin crash. “Casimir, you start with the digital camera while we still have at least one modern convenience remaining. Get close-ups of the joinery and see the detail in the upholstery there? Exceptionally fine work.”

			“Have you seen this?” Casimir beckoned her over to one of the large wooden wheels and snapped axle, the elegant spokes impossibly decorative. “There’s even a maker’s mark, as though Lilara crafted the coach herself. The stamp etched in the wood is the same star as on her grimoire and her cloak. Amazing stuff.”

			Sage gasped at the incredible minutia. She should have known that Lilara wouldn’t be one to skimp on the finer detail; they really were one and the same. If you were going to enchant an entire town into a spellbind, then you might as well do it properly.

			“Laur, snap off a sample of the pumpkin shell, will you? We should try to preserve some of the specimen as quickly as—”

			“Oi! Can I help you? Don’t touch anything! You’ll ruin my claim!” The driver of the coach had spotted their snooping. Sage shoved her papers behind her back and hurried Laurel to hide the segment of pumpkin within her petticoats.

			“Dave! Did you catch the match on Saturday? We heard the crash from across town, only wanted to make sure that everything was okay,” Casimir said, his well-rehearsed, charming voice coming out to play.

			“Oh, all right, Cas! How are you, mate? That’s kind of you,” Dave said, softening. “They’re just making sure we’re all right, Ed,” he called back to his colleague, who was still wrestling with two of the horses. “Something ran out into the road, so I swerved to make sure I didn’t hit it. A ruddy dog, I think. Maybe a fox.” He tutted.

			“You mean, big bad wolf…” Laurel whispered to Sage.

			“And how do you feel, sir?” Sage asked, batting her sister away. “Are you feeling any different, unsettled? Any…unusual sensibilities? How’s your mood?” She poised her pen above her notebook.

			“Pissed off about my insurance premium, but it is what it is,” Dave grumbled. “As long as you’re okay, madam?”

			Laurel nodded an enthusiastic, high-pitched “mm-hmm,” struggling to juggle the fragment of pumpkin discreetly. It seemed enough to appease Dave, and he wandered back to the horses. It was only then, as Sage breathed a sigh of relief, that she noticed both of the drivers’ outfits had also begun to change. Slowly but surely, their old jeans were turning the palest shade of dove grey. And their scratched-up leather bomber jackets were stretching, transforming into what appeared to be the long tails of formal suits. Her hand flew to her mouth as Ed’s usual brown flat cap made a loud popping noise and, in a flourish of sparks, became a tricorn hat. Both driver and footman were entirely oblivious to all this, however, and simply carried on as normal.

			“Dapper,” Casimir said, impressed.

			“Remarkable magical mechanics at play…But he’s right, we should examine you more closely; you could have been killed.” Sage turned to her sister. “Is anything aching, Laurel? Your bones, your head, even your corset? Is your heart rate normal? There are so many anomalies to consider, but you’re both ideal case studies. We need to gain some understanding in the physics of the characters you’re—”

			“Oh, give it a rest, will you? I’m fine,” Laurel laughed, snatching the notebook from her sister and batting her over the head with it. “For once in your life, just let go. You’ve got to surrender to it. It’s not like it’s going to last forever, so we might as well enjoy it.”

			Sage recalled the spell’s final words. Magic forever, everywhere.

			“Come onnn,” Laurel said, stretching out her words in a drawl. She linked a puffy, satin-covered arm through Sage’s in the sweet, sisterly way that Sage, annoyingly, found irresistible. “I saw that you and Lilara have turned the hairdresser’s into a fairy godmother salon, and I’ve needed a trim for ages. I can’t believe your mind is even capable of this sort of imagination. You’re much more fun with magic, you know.”

			Sage swallowed hard. Something about all this felt…off. The way the spell was brushing a light finger over their skin, breathing a little too closely to their necks. They needed to be more careful.

			But she always had to be the one to ruin the fun. It was practically second nature to her, forever pointing out what could go wrong, the bad news, the things that were important to consider before everybody lost their heads to frivolity…Even at university, she’d been the one to take on the limited-fun role, making sure everyone got home safely. It was always her who delivered the reminder of reality. It wasn’t a job she enjoyed, but someone had to do it.

			Casimir threw an arm over Sage’s shoulder while Laurel hung off her other side, and they started to discuss what they might find at the Wheat and Walnut market stall, post-salon. Sage saw it for what it was: a cheap distraction to pull her out of her own mind with the promise of a sweet treat. They just wanted to enjoy themselves.

			She had to admit, it was all very beautiful, and at the helm of this magic was someone she could surely trust. Her lifelong hero trying to show her something important and valuable. She had to have faith. And, crucially, everybody else seemed to think that it was not just the right decision but the necessary one. Lilara had permitted her loved ones to be in on the joke so they could enjoy this time together.

			As Sage allowed her sister to sweep her away on a garble of whether she needed to cut in a fringe, she cursed herself for being so easily won over, because it was working. Despite herself, she smiled. For the first time since she was a teenager, a hot, sparkly glimmer came to her palms.

			Squeezed between two of her most precious souls, Sage couldn’t deny the feeling that her luck might finally be changing. Maybe magic really was on her side after all.
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				Your First Vanquishing

			
			Five days had passed since she had inadvertently invited Lilara’s magic back to town, and Sage was quietly feeling a strange sort of pride at allowing herself to let it colour within the lines of their days.

			Above all else, everybody seemed unquestionably happy and safe, which calmed her concern considerably. It all felt, if not under control, then at least running smoothly, which was enough for now. She had reasoned with herself that once the spell had run its course and they had worked through all twelve of its chapters, then the book was bound to present her with its secrets, including the solution for banishing her powers. It felt logical and neat.

			Sage was sleeping better, breathing deeper, moving slower. Happily, her own magic seemed to have calmed with Lilara’s nearby to keep it company, finding a twin flame like a sibling or a cousin. There had been no more accidental, rogue explosions of her powers since the book was opened, which gave a satisfactory explanation as to why it had been behaving so badly in the first place. It had been responding to the arrival of the book, ramping up once it was delivered.

			After hours of poring over Okafor’s Winks and Whispers of Fictional Magic, changing their research tactics from fictional to non-fictional and back again five times over, Sage decided that she would need some form of motivational treat to steel her resolve afresh. Lilara’s grimoire remained blank, and their most successful methods of filling in the spell’s whole picture came from exploring the town in person, rather than through dusty cartography and aged records. Sage and Casimir had unanimously concluded that the magic seemed to be encouraging them outside, away from the museum, to immerse themselves as best they could in the community and unfolding fairy tales. Sage had yet to decide how she really felt about it all.

			She and Casimir strolled through the afternoon in tandem, detailing the latest changes and scoffing toffee-drizzled cinnamon buns as they made their way along the bank of the stream, which meandered its way through the landmarks of the town. Their surroundings felt different and yet familiar all at once: a route they had often trodden together seen in a new light.

			Even the rose gardens had been bewitched by the spell, their manicured beds exploding in wild bursts of blush, crimson and cherry red. Although the flowers were always pleasant to walk through, every possible inch among them was now splattered with an extra sprinkle of wildflowers too, transforming the neat gardens into something more like a rose meadow. It was wildly beautiful and had taken on a life of its own. They were clambering, sprawling, and the lush colours were like nothing Sage could ever remember taking the time to notice—not since she was very young, anyway. Tiny bells of blue, a spray of butter yellow, freckles of daisies, frills of pale pink and ripples of deep purple. Sage was startled to find herself imagining when she gazed out towards them. She could almost see the tiniest of fairy feet that might wander between the stems.

			What in the name of all known theorems was happening to her? She shook her head to clear these most obnoxious of cobwebs. She had very important answers to find. Fairy feet were certainly not an immediate priority in the grand scheme of things.

			Casimir stooped down to snatch up a stone that he’d been kicking along the trail of the stream and rubbed it on the collar of his doublet. He blew on it for luck, then sent it skimming down the stream with three enthusiastic bounces.

			There was a clunk of rock hitting metal.

			“Tell me you can list a few fairy tales that involve buried treasure in a river?” he asked with a hopeful look. “Everything else has been pleasant enough so far, but I could do with a chest full of gold. Have we been at the end of the rainbow this entire time? That’d be nice.”

			“That’s not treasure,” Sage said, shaking her head. She pointed to where the stone had landed. “Look, there’s a…helmet? And…Ah, an entire knight in shining armour, by the looks of it.”

			“I think you’re right. But is…is that knight drowning?” Casimir shouted, already rushing down the bank of the stream to where the glint of silver was bobbing up frantically and then back down below water level.

			Someone else thrown into the spell’s path? Sage trailed after him with a worried lump in her throat. This was evidence that the spell was growing, beginning to reach out further than only her nearest and dearest, although the sight of Casimir’s sword swinging behind him as he ran, hitting him on the rear with every step, was a welcome, amusing distraction. “I think it’s…oh, you’re kidding. It’s Patrick from the Dap!” Casimir called back at her. “Why does that idiot get to wear a bloody suit of armour? That’s far cooler than anything I’ve got.”

			At this discovery, Sage slowed her pace just a fraction. “Is it really? In that case, we should have brought snacks.”

			“Specs! We can’t just leave him. Look, he can barely stay afloat! The suit is weighing him down.” Casimir was right. Patrick, barely recognizable thanks to the knight’s helmet wrapped around his big head, was waving frantically with heavy armour-plated arms. The splashes were high as he flailed, silver reflecting the sunlight in bolts of bright white against the water. “Patrick, what the hell are you doing, man?”

			“The mermaids! The bloody mermaids!” Patrick spluttered back, trying and failing to keep his head above water. His very sad-looking red feather kept resurfacing persistently. “They lured me in…” he just about managed to shout through a mouthful of stream. “I can’t…Will you just help me, brainiacs?”

			Patrick, of all people, was the latest to be chosen for enchantment? Sage and Casimir exchanged looks of disbelief.

			“Should we, you know, save him?” Casimir asked, rocking back on his heels with a raised eyebrow. He too had lost a bit of urgency since the discovery.

			“I suppose so. In you go, then.”

			“This is your spell, Hemlock. This one’s down to you. I can keep watch.”

			“What for?”

			“More mermaids, hopefully.”

			Sage gave him a short, sharp elbow to the ribs. She had been resistant to using her own magic in any capacity since her one very necessary compromise of the concealment spell against the coven. But with that enchantment in place, a life-or-death matter was probably a good reason to drain her system and flex her finger, even if it was for an unbearable, cheating buffoon.

			“Fine,” she said reluctantly. “But if he ever, ever dares to con us out of points again, I won’t be held responsible for my actions.”

			Sage threw out her left hand and sent a simple but sparkling displacement spell to hold back the flow of the stream that had swallowed Patrick, temporarily dropping the water level to the depth of a puddle. Hardly enough to make a dent in the magical landscape, she reasoned, given everything else that had unfolded around the town. With a gurgle like a drained bathtub, the water disappeared. Patrick collapsed in muddy exhaustion. For a short while, he didn’t move.

			“Pat…? You all right?” Casimir called, craning over the stream to get a closer look. Patrick startled, as though he may have in fact fallen asleep behind his knight’s helmet after all of the effort to stay afloat. Sage concluded that he was truly the most hopeless, insufferable man that she had ever encountered. Patrick sprang to his feet—or at least tried to, buckling under the weight of his armour and stumbling forwards in their direction. Sage managed to throw her hand out in time to catch his before he fell flat on his face and bashed his head. With Casimir hoisting his bottom half up by the waist, they yanked him as hard as they could onto the riverbank.

			“Unhand me, miserable hag!” Patrick clambered to his feet and drew his sword, pointing it directly at Sage’s chest. Her mouth fell open. The audacity of this man.

			“Oi!” Casimir shouted and stepped in front of her, reaching for his own sword to bash Patrick’s out of the way with a clang. Sage wasn’t entirely sure that was the formal way of handling a duel, but it did the job.

			“Excuse me, you oik,” Sage yelled from behind Casimir. “I just saved you from drowning! Don’t you know what happens to stupid men who are lured to their deaths by mermaids? And who do you think you’re calling a hag?”

			“Well, you are, aren’t you?” Patrick faltered for just a moment, straightening himself up awkwardly with a metallic rattle from head to toe. “You’re the witch.”

			Sage recoiled. It was so jarring to hear someone she knew spell it out in black and white. Everything that she had been fighting against and hiding her whole life.

			But, she supposed, there wasn’t a lot of point in pretending otherwise. Maybe the revelation carried a lot less weight when everything and everyone was calmly encased in magic. In fairy-tale circumstances such as these, the existence of the witch was actually widely accepted by everyone in the town. “Yes, I suppose that’s correct,” she said, straight-faced. Oddly liberating.

			“Right…Exactly…” Patrick hesitated. “And aren’t you miserable? You certainly look it whenever I see you around.”

			“He’s got a point there,” Casimir said.

			Sage shrugged defensively. “It’s just my natural resting face. And not all the time—only when people are thoroughly annoying to me.”

			Patrick pointed. “Aha! Such an answer would never be delivered from a fair maiden. A damsel of good honour and a righteous heart has patience for all; she would never admit to such a darkened soul. Good women are always ready to present a smile to lighten the darkest of days!”

			“Oh, shut up.” Sage scowled. “You don’t know anything about my darkened soul. You’re the berk who didn’t recognize a siren call for what it was.”

			“She’s right. It’s not very chivalric of you,” Casimir laughed. “Given the whole knighthood thing, aren’t you supposed to be fair and true, not chasing after mermaids?”

			“He’s neither of those things in a pub quiz; he’s not going to be either of them for the realm.”

			“I couldn’t help it,” Patrick whined. “They were…They were really pretty! Their voices…And their hair was doing a nice, swishy thing in the water. Before I knew it, they’d pulled me in, and I couldn’t stay afloat in my suit.”

			“Pathetic,” Sage sneered, enjoying the tragic, soggy sight of him. “What were you even doing parading around in full armour before you were distracted by the seashell bras and shiny tails?”

			“Good question, Specs. And do we know where said mermaids went, Pat, just out of curiosity?” Casimir asked. “You know, for thorough research purposes, more than anything. It would be good to get to know them, find out what makes them tick. And if they are interested in a drink with m—”

			Sage gave him a well-earned shove.

			“I was on my way to the dell,” Patrick said, straightening up to puff out his chest. “ ’Tis my duty to vanquish the monster that lies within.”

			Great. Sage thumbed her brow and clenched her jaw. “Monster, Patrick? Care to tell us any more than that?”

			“It’s actually Sir Gamble of the Port’s Tower, if you don’t mind.”

			Casimir snorted. “Only if you call me ‘baby.’ ”

			Patrick stamped his foot with a loud clash of metal from his suit of armour. “You heathens mock the sanctity of knighthood! I shall have no further part in these childish guffaws.” He pushed between them to get past, starting a determined robotic walk in the direction of the dell.

			Sage sighed. “We’re going to have to follow him, aren’t we?”

			Casimir nodded miserably. “Plenty of great characters around, but we are seriously short of villains thus far. It’s not improbable that there is indeed some form of monster present, given the way everything else is unfolding. Could even be the giant from your garden if we’re really unfortunate.”

			“Giant might be one of the more favourable options, considering the possible alternatives. Bloodthirsty evil queens? Malevolent tricksters? Dragons?” Sage said, summoning the strength. “Come on, then. Better be ready; unsheathe your sword.”

			“Steady on, Specs. At least take me for dinner first.”

			It was a miracle that Casimir did not land headfirst in the stream.
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			Keeping an eye on Patrick was not a difficult task. They simply followed the faint sound of rattling metal through town and the trail of bewildered-looking women from whom the knight had insisted on taking some form of hanky or neck scarf as a token, promising to win their favour. He was the most incomparable fool Sage had ever come across.

			When they made it back to the greenery of the dell, all was unnervingly still. Patrick was doing a terrible job of remaining inconspicuous as he clanged and clattered along the pathway, which didn’t seem like a great tactic when there was apparently a monster in their midst. Sage and Casimir kept more than a fair distance to avoid whatever lay ahead, as well as the way the knight was frantically wielding his sword above his head.

			“He’s got absolutely no control over that thing,” Casimir muttered. “Embarrassing.”

			“Oh, and you’re such a professional, are you?”

			“Obviously. I am the handsome prince. There are plenty of knights of the realm but only one of me, and his armour isn’t even particularly shining. I could take him without even breaking a sweat.”

			“Luckily, I don’t think you’ll have to bother. I think that thing is probably going to do the job for you.” Sage pointed to the left side of the bridge ahead, where, with a rustle of the dense bushes and a lot of swiftly flattened shrubbery, what she could only describe as a collection of rounded boulders with feet emerged. Sage rushed to pull her notebook from her satchel and plucked the pencil from behind her ear to throw together a quick sketch of the beast.

			A genuine troll before her very eyes. There’d been no proven sightings in Europe since the mid-sixties. Once common in the more remote parts of Scotland and Wales, global warming had sent them all to more secluded, colder parts of the planet, and they generally avoided being seen at all costs. The troll’s huge, hulking form was almost the entire height and width of the bridge, and it plonked itself directly underneath to prevent Patrick from going any further. The troll gave a heavy, hard-worked sigh as it took a seat, sending a crack down the pathway under the vast weight. It scratched absent-mindedly at the thick knotted carpet of moss and ferns that trailed all the way down its back and up both arms and yawned.

			Patrick yelped and stumbled backwards. “I am here t-to vanquish you!”

			The troll gave a deep, ground-rattling groan before its mouth cracked open to speak. “Take one of me and be sure you shall leave more behind.”

			Patrick faltered. “P-p-pardon?”

			Sage could have sworn she saw the troll give an impatient eye-roll. “Take one of me and be sure you shall leave more behind,” it repeated in a gravelly voice that sounded as though it might well split the earth wide open if it shouted any louder.

			“Well, I…I don’t know what you mean! And you deserve no mercy, fell beast!” Patrick brandished his sword and charged at the troll as fast as he could, which wasn’t particularly fast under the weight of armour hanging from his shoulders.

			The troll barely even flinched as the tip of the sword dinged against the boulder that shaped his chest. Patrick, meanwhile, rebounded backwards with such force that he fell flat on his back with a crash. He hurried to pick himself up again.

			“This is highly embarrassing. Entertaining, though,” Casimir said, throwing a lazy arm around Sage’s shoulders while she stood with her arms crossed, observing with a twisted sort of glee. She would step in and help in a moment. Probably.

			“Arrgghhhh!” Patrick let out another war cry and tried again with another charge, this time throwing out a very ill-calculated high kick at the troll’s giant foot. Again, the troll simply gave a grunt while Patrick did three backwards rolls from the rebound impact and landed in the shrubbery. Sage had to give it to the man: He was a blockhead but a determined blockhead nonetheless.

			“I’m assuming you have a brilliant plan?” Casimir murmured into the top of Sage’s hair. She turned to face him, confused.

			“I did the honours at the stream. Aren’t you the one who keeps going on about how easily you could take him?”

			“I could fight that moron,” Casimir said, pointing to Patrick, who was fumbling his way out of the hedge. “But I’m not sure I like my odds against that thing,” he said. “That’s going to require some of your magical handiwork.”

			“Funnily enough, I’m not sure I have many troll-vanquishing spells in my limited repertoire, Casimir,” Sage said, annoyed that he would assume she was so endlessly capable. Come to think of it, though, she couldn’t remember the last time she hadn’t been able to solve anything that was ever brought to her, whether insignificant or urgent, so perhaps he had good reason to assume. “Although we have researched them thoroughly. Remember? That essay in third year, on their historic penchant for…”

			“Riddles,” Casimir finished.

			Sage nodded, surprised but impressed that he remembered. “Luckily for you, we don’t need to fight him at all. We just need to solve his word games.” She methodically rolled up her sleeves and pushed up her glasses, gathering her focus. Magic sent a flare of something sharp between her index fingers, but for once, rather than panic or fear of what was to come, the sensation sent a rush of confidence through her blood. She did her best to repress a secret smile.

			“Advanced-level brain teasers,” Casimir laughed. “This is your idea of a perfect date, isn’t it, Specs?”

			But Sage had already stridden off in the direction of the troll. Patrick was hopping from one foot to the next in what seemed to be an attempt to pump himself back up for one more attack.

			“Patrick, hold on a moment,” Sage called impatiently. “Don’t do anything—”

			But it was too late. Patrick, with an on-the-spot dance like a footballer taking a penalty, ran full pelt towards the troll’s rotund, rocky stomach. This time, the troll had evidently had enough. Finding the incoming flash of silver nothing but an irritating inconvenience, the troll gave a deep, guttural roar as its right hand flew out and batted Patrick away like a fly. Even if Sage did loathe the man, she couldn’t help but feel a little sorry for him. It was the closest thing she’d ever seen to a cartoon in real life—a spinning whirlwind, tweeting birds and flashing stars practically circling his head. Patrick skidded along the ground in a bewildered heap of limbs and metal, the impact knocking the breath from him with a highly undignified “oof.”

			Sage winced as he landed and curled himself up into a ball, but she couldn’t think about him yet. She had to face the troll first.

			“Now, look here,” Sage said firmly as she approached the creature, who had been happily distracted by a speckled thrush landing on its shoulder. He turned his attention back to Sage with a grumble.

			“I’m certainly not here to fight you. Look, no sword.” She gestured down to the buckled belt of her high-waisted trousers. “I’m only here to solve your riddles, so do your worst.”

			The troll grunted, intrigued. “Take one of me and be sure you shall leave more behind,” it repeated.

			“Footsteps,” she said simply and waved him on. “Next.”

			She was fairly sure that a deeply fossilized marking in the troll’s face burrowed into something that looked like a dimple. He sat a little more upright, the boulders at his joints spinning on themselves to adjust their posture. Another grumble came.

			“I brew without thirst. Cook without hunger. Bubble without suds. Stir without a spoon.”

			Sage tapped her chin. Was vanquishing monsters supposed to be this fun?

			“Cauldron!” Casimir bellowed from across the path, sounding thoroughly exasperated. He was trying to wrap Patrick’s arm around his own shoulders and stagger him back to his feet.

			The knight gave a rather tragic hiccup of pain, whimpering into Casimir’s neck.

			Sage gave Casimir an impressed smile. After all their years together, his brilliance (often buried beneath laziness) was a given that she took for granted. She felt a flush of fond pride. He never steered her wrong.

			“Cauldron,” she repeated confidently to the troll. This time, the smile was more definite; the boulder of his face split wide open and revealed a row of rocky teeth. They were almost there.

			“A final third, your magic word,” the troll rumbled in rhyme, with a deafening scrape of rock on rock as he shifted himself forwards. “I speak no language but tell the truth.”

			Sage waited, but nothing more came. “Is that it?” she asked the troll crossly. “That’s hardly much to go off.”

			The troll gave a “mrrgghhh,” by way of apology, she supposed.

			“Any ideas?” Casimir shouted across the park, bent almost in half under the weight of Patrick’s slumped armour. “Hurry up, Specs. If we could crack this one before my spine gives way, it would be much appreciated.”

			“If you two would stop moaning and blathering for a moment, then it might give me a second to think,” she snapped back. Nothing made her temper rise more quickly than someone interrupting while she was trying to solve a problem.

			The heart? The mind? Intuition? All too connected to speech or too subjective to be a certain truth. She racked her brain, thinking through everything that the spell had shown them so far. Books? No, that wasn’t it. Her hand flew to her forehead to try to concentrate as best she could, and the chain around her wrist caught a glint of the dusky sunlight.

			“Say it again,” Sage suddenly barked before adding a hasty “please” in case he was the sort of troll who appreciated good manners.

			“I speak no language but tell the truth.”

			The next charm along had changed. What was once a small sphere covered in stars had become a minuscule handheld mirror. A fairy-tale trope that always told the truth.

			“Mirror! It’s a mirror! Of course!” Sage said, so uncharacteristically excited that her hands started clapping of their own accord. She tucked her hair behind her ear demurely, attempting to reclaim some form of dignity. Solving a puzzle really was one of life’s smallest, most magical moments.

			It was a slow but undeniable nod of creaking, contented approval that came from the troll. He rose to his feet with great effort, boulders each slotting into place, and after giving her what she assumed was supposed to be a very stiff bow, he moved out from under the bridge to take a step closer to Sage. The smell of dewy moss and petrichor was overwhelming as he held a sluggish arm out to her in what seemed to be an offer of a handshake. She could hardly leave a troll hanging, so she reached out and gave him something between a high five and a fist bump, which he seemed pleased enough by. The troll gave a chuckle so low-pitched and earthy that the entire sandstone bridge rattled around him, then he made his way slowly back into the dense hedges that surrounded the dell to slip between the overgrowth and disappear from view.

			Sage puffed at a ringlet. “Quite.”

			Casimir beamed at her. “Your first vanquishing, Specs. I’m so proud.”

			Sage was about to make a quip about him not being entirely useless when Patrick suddenly sprang out of Casimir’s grasp. The knight brandished his sword again, giving a whimper of pain in the process but trying his best to hide it.

			“All part of my plan, you see. Now I’ve got you right where I want you! You shan’t get away with this! Conspiring with a troll—a miserable witch and her mischievous gremlin crony!”

			Casimir looked incredulous. “Call me that again, mate. I dare you.”

			Patrick waggled his sword around in a wobbly, dramatic figure of eight. “Fight like a man, hideous goblin of the depths!”

			Sage couldn’t pounce quickly enough to shove him out of the way. But before she could reach him, Patrick lunged for Casimir. The finest point of his sword caught Casimir’s cheek and slashed a sharp red line across his cheekbone. Casimir roared, hands shooting to his face. Blood trailed between his fingers.

			“Cas!” Sage cried, running to him.

			“I’m all right, I’m fine…” He sounded more pissed off than in pain, wincing as he dabbed his shirtsleeve at the cut, soaking the white sleeve in blood. “It probably looks worse than it is. If you’ve ruined my looks, Gamble, I swear…”

			Thunderous, Sage turned on the knight, who looked surprisingly concerned that his sword seemed to have actually caused damage. “You are an imbecile!” Sage shouted at Patrick. “Look what you’ve done!”

			She was too furious to acknowledge it, but deep down she knew it wasn’t technically his fault. It was the spell. That was Laurel and Casimir now, both injured at its hands, perhaps not terribly, but coming dangerously close to disaster all the same. A fearful prickle crept its way up the back of her neck at the realization.

			“Well, I…I didn’t entirely mean to do that,” Patrick gulped. “But you were supposed to draw your sword, you craven coward! How is a nobleman supposed to enter a quality duel when his lily-livered opponent won’t even meet his challenge?”

			“Oh, for the love of…” Sage couldn’t stand to hear another word of his knighthood nonsense or see that sword thrust dangerously close to Casimir’s nose again. It was a nose she had always been quite fond of.

			It happened before she could even register what she was doing. A memory returned to her that she hadn’t allowed herself to think of for a very long time. The first evening after her powers had shown themselves on her fifteenth birthday, which felt like another lifetime now. She wasn’t even sure she could be considered the same girl as the one she had been then, but then the memory was soundtracked by Laurel’s eleven-year-old squeal and Robin’s thirteen-year-old laugh, and she knew it must be her after all. She’d learned a spell, a simple summoning charm to catch a newt from the river near their home and place it into a jar so that they could examine it more closely and show their parents. Once they’d let it go, Robin had told her it was the coolest thing he’d ever seen in his life, and Sage had burned with so much pride at the approval that she could have burst. She clung to the memory, clasping it like a tiny prize.

			Sage flung out her left hand, and a string of glittering magic twisted its way in a burgundy ribbon towards Patrick, landing square in the chest of his armour. The spell exploded like a pocket-sized firework, and in the next blink, he was gone. Only a jam jar remained, rattling on the floor of the dell, with a quiet tinkling of glass. A miniature Patrick, alive and well but absolutely furious, landed with a thud inside it.

			Sage let out an unexpected bark of a laugh. It was all so, so stupid. Juvenile, really. Incredibly childish. She should almost certainly act her age and take this all more seriously. But she was having fun. In fact, aside from Casimir’s cut, the afternoon had been the most fun she could remember having in a very long time. Surely a rare, worthy use of magic if she had ever encountered one.

			She turned back to Casimir, awaiting the inevitable snarky comment about how he had a handle on things, that she hadn’t needed to resort to blundering in and showing off. But instead, she was greeted by a look on his face that could only be described as amazement.

			She had seen it before, to some extent. Casimir often was impressed by her mind and quick thinking and was never shy about telling her, but maybe not quite so blatantly as this. It made her feel…strangely good. She pushed up her glasses, suddenly self-conscious, and waited for him to say something.

			He gulped. “I think that was the single most attractive thing I’ve ever seen.”
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				The Autumn Festival

			
			The sun was setting over Port Sylvan and plumes of silvery steam from the railway leapt in playful circles towards the evening clouds, tinged with a sugary pinkish purple. The colour of the dusky sky was a contrast to the crisp tangerine leaves carpeting the streets. It was as though the whole town had been dipped in caramel; a golden hue kissed everything from the tops of each tree to every blade of grass in a sweet warmth. Today, October 26, was always the bonfire at Port Sylvan’s annual autumn festival to mark the ten-day countdown until they could celebrate actual Bonfire Night. Sage had always thought it was a preposterous concept, but could usually be swayed to attend anyway by the promise of a very mustardy hot dog and a toffee apple for dessert.

			This year, however, she needed no convincing. At one of the town’s biggest celebrations of the year, there was certain to be an abundance of spell behaviour to monitor. She had grabbed her warmest scarf and a pair of mittens that Maggie had knitted her years ago, as well as a travel-sized notepad and pen for her observations, and for once, it had been Sage who had hurried Casimir along to the party. They could not afford to miss a single moment of valuable observation, and no one in the town ever skipped a bonfire. With him as the handsome prince, Laurel as the princess and Patrick’s frankly undeserved knighthood, Sage had an inkling that the spell may have begun to lace its way through many other people around the town too. She wasn’t even particularly connected to Patrick (thank the universe for that) and it had already changed him into a caricature of his arrogant self. Since coming across him in the stream earlier that day, one particularly persistent thought had been gnawing at her for attention.

			“Don’t you think it was odd?” she asked Casimir as they wandered into the centre of town with the last of the sun on their faces. She knew he was growing tired of her rehashing the topic over and over, but she remained determined. “I mean, don’t get me wrong, Patrick was always absolutely insufferable, even at school. But he doesn’t normally talk as though he’s just stepped out of the jousting ring.”

			Patrick’s transformation in particular felt increasingly uncomfortable. Sage could permit the spell to tinker with everybody’s wardrobe; it was nothing more than a glorified fancy dress party. As much as she loathed those infernal situations, it wasn’t doing any harm. But Patrick had seemed to be particularly susceptible to the transformation, his entire personality overcome by the spell.

			“Maybe.” Casimir shrugged, indifferent and entirely distracted by the hubbub. “But he’s just thick, isn’t he? His wormy little brain is probably easier to enchant than average. Oh, look, jacket potatoes!”

			Chatter and laughter enveloped them, fireworks broke overhead in a glitter, and music played. “At least I’m not the only one who looks like a total pleb anymore,” he went on, looking at the crowd around them. The bonfire was already lit, casting out the most incredible smoky scent and showers of firefly sparks into the night sky. “But what kind of mystical figure, especially one of such esteemed supernatural legend as Lilara Mournfell herself, decides that their legacy is simply to make a whole small-town population wear hideous aprons and frilly bonnets? She’s going down in my estimation, I have to admit.”

			“We’re still missing something,” Sage said. “I know we are.”

			But Casimir failed to hear her worries, preoccupied by what was becoming clearer and clearer. Everyone they knew so well in the town, every face they saw each morning and evening, had been well and truly enchanted.

			The stage for the autumn festival was annually booked with a line-up of slightly greasy teenage bands on electric guitars. This year, it was playing host to equally greasy teenagers, but on lutes, harps and pipes on the main stage instead. Casimir pointed out Cliff’s wife, Ada, in among the large crowd of spectators, who had taken it upon herself to gather groups into circles to start performing a dance that, somehow, everyone already seemed to know by heart. There was a lot of synchronized high-fiving, hand-twirling and hop-steps happening.

			The whole community green buzzed with excitement. Ayana, whom Sage was somewhat friendly with and lived a couple of doors down from, seemed to be running a stall that sold…ribbons? Or possibly herbs and also garlands of flowers. Not a great money-maker, Sage imagined, but either way, it all looked very pretty. There were so many pumpkins—everywhere across the green, around the fountain, between the stalls and on the stage—that Sage thought there must be a national shortage across the rest of the country. The warm apple cider was flowing, an abundance of lanterns were aglow around the white gazebo in the distance, and the hayride wagon clattering over the cobbles gave a comforting background beat.

			While Sage remained concerned that the magic was affecting all of the folk she’d come to care for, everyone swept up in a tide of incantation, she was also quietly reassured to note down once more in her findings, as they weaved through the crowds, that it seemed to be having a strangely and undeniably positive effect. Wherever she looked, there were smiling faces, lit amber by the bonfire. Knee-slapping laughter, warm embraces, an air of what could only be described in Sage’s notes as “extreme tomfoolery.” Loud giggles and gasps of delight everywhere matched the crackling bonfire sparks. The stresses of modern life had dissipated. The sprinkle of joy from Lilara’s magic was doing them all a distinct good.

			“I’m going to need hot chocolate and a honey cake to handle this much merriment,” Sage said, steering Casimir away from the leather goods stall, which smelled terrible but did showcase some very nice handmade boots.

			Thanks to a particularly annoying prissy young blonde girl ahead of them (whom Sage remembered laughing at her costume during a walking tour once), they had to wait a while for their cups of hot chocolate. The girl had made a whole song and dance about insisting on three different servings until she was satisfied. The first was too hot, the second was too cold, but thankfully the third seemed just right. Sage had just opened her mouth to tell her to get a grip when there was a tap on her shoulder in the queue.

			It was Robin, looking altogether rather unimpressed. “Why do I feel like this has something to do with you?”

			It didn’t take long to understand why he seemed annoyed. His hands were firmly on his hips and he was wearing what appeared to be a…

			“Is that a tunic?” Casimir spluttered. “And I thought my outfit was bad. Woodcutter, I take it?”

			Robin’s transformation was much more in keeping with the rest of the locals, less regal and more rural. A roughly spun, humble green tunic, worn and soft with what Sage supposed would be years of rugged use. Burgundy breeches were tucked into mud-splattered boots, a coarse cloak that stank of hay and horses hung heavily from his shoulders and a broad leather belt with a heavy brass buckle sat at his waist. A pointed forest-green cap sat on his cropped red hair.

			Sage bit down on her lip to stop a snort. “You look like…Well, I’m not really sure. Peter Pan? Robin Hood?”

			“I look like an idiot.”

			“You’re rocking it, my man.” Casimir clapped him across the shoulders in camaraderie. “How are you finding the tights? Oddly freeing, aren’t they?” He pointed to Robin’s hand. “You hurt yourself?”

			Sage hadn’t noticed her brother’s left hand was wrapped in a bandage. Robin shrugged. “It’s nothing. The axe—a bloody great gold thing, totally impractical—came down harder than I was expecting. Almost took my fingers off, but…”

			Sage snatched at his wrist to examine the bandage. “Rob, are you serious? That could have been terrible.” That made all three of them now—Rob, Laurel and Casimir—injured by this stupid spell.

			“No big deal, honestly. Just a couple of nicks. No worse than I’ve done with my electric tools before. Anyway, I feel fractionally better now that I see the spell has taken everyone under its wing,” Robin said, eyebrows shooting up as Shirley twirled past him peddling a tray of gingerbread animals. “Hang on…How come you don’t have to wear anything stupid?” he asked Sage, aghast that she was still in her usual high-waisted brown trousers with a smart pin-striped blouse tucked in.

			She had been wondering the same thing herself all day, and a strange impatience was growing. Everybody else was being taken into the spell’s embrace and given a (supposedly) fun transformation as part of the celebrations. Not that she wanted a ludicrous costume, but thanks to Robin’s observation, in the blunt way that only a brother can deliver, Sage suddenly felt extremely self-conscious and very out of place.

			“I did add a ribbon to my hair,” she grumbled, suddenly cursing the silly gold bow that she had asked Maggie to tie for her especially for the celebrations. It had felt suitable at the time. What a stupid idea that was. Even at the hands of a spell that celebrated magic itself, that encouraged the embrace of joy and whimsy above all else, she stuck out like a sore thumb, and for once, it wasn’t even down to her own bad mood. It was thoroughly unfair of the spell to leave her out. For all her faults, Sage always made sure that no one ever felt left out. She was too familiar with the feeling to allow it for anyone else.
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			The Dap was heaving. The noise level was wild and raucous, and, sensing her hackles shoot up at the heat and bustling atmosphere, Sage tried her best to make a swift exit as soon as they stepped inside. There might as well have been a revolving door put in for her. As always, Casimir determinedly encouraged her to enjoy herself and took her by the shoulders to guide them through the crowd towards their usual spot.

			But their booth was nowhere to be seen. Instead, long wooden tables stretched right through the pub, all laden with platters of roasted meats, bread, cheese and overflowing jugs of amber liquid.

			“Since when does everyone drink mead? What even is mead?” Casimir asked as they shoved their way through, shedding their coats and cloaks as quickly as possible in the stuffy heat. There was a distinct smell of…animal. Sage shuffled past Bridgey, who, like everybody else in town, was seemingly unaware of anything being remotely amiss. She had an arm slung around Ron the landlord, who was sloshing around a foamy tankard while she shook a tambourine mid-song.

			“I’m in hell,” Sage said flatly.

			“No, you’re not,” Casimir said into her ear with a laugh. “Look, there’s cheese! There wouldn’t be cheese in hell.”

			Between the riotous cries, the loud singing, the arm wrestling and even the very passionate bar fight which broke out near the wall of ale casks, they managed to find four spare stools and dragged them into the quietest corner.

			“So, you said the next charm is a little mirror?” Laurel asked, who had made a pitstop for s’mores at the bonfire on her way to the pub. She stretched a gloopy marshmallow as far as she could before squashing it between her fingers again and popping it into her mouth. Sage marvelled at how rarely she saw her sister eat anything savoury. “And when you reach the last one on the bracelet, the spell will call it a day?”

			Casimir shrugged. “That’s our assumption. I think it’s a solid one.”

			“All good spells end at twelve,” Laurel said with a nod of approval.

			“The troll practically told me as much. Footsteps, cauldron…Keep walking through the steps of the spell and you’ll reach the mirror,” Sage said, picking at the crumbly cheese that was on the board in front of them next to some sort of miscellaneous roasted animal leg, which looked considerably less appetizing. “Does anyone have any theories regarding the mirror? It would make me feel considerably better if we knew what to expect as our next chapter.”

			“It’s obvious, isn’t it?” Laurel replied, having already moved on to her bag of candyfloss for dessert.

			“It’s not obvious to anyone with a functioning adult brain,” Robin said, sipping from his tankard. “Us grown-ups are struggling here.”

			“Not my problem that you’re all too dull to think in stories,” Laurel said with a tut. “Oh, come on, Sage, this is your bread and butter!”

			“There’s always truth within the glass, as the troll pointed out.” Sage accepted a sticky bundle of candyfloss as she considered. “It makes sense that this should be the chapter which enlightens us, some kind of gleaming reveal, an aha moment. And it’s also the charm in the very middle of the chain. That feels significant.”

			Laurel shook her head impatiently. “You’re overcomplicating it, still relying on logic. Think fairy tale. Mirror, mirror, on the wall…” she said with wide eyes, as though it were the most blatant and glaring conclusion.

			Sage’s eyebrows shot up. “Fairest of them all?”

			“All right, I’m ready for my close-up,” Casimir interrupted with a sigh.

			“Why would you assume that this one’s for you?” Sage asked.

			“You’re telling me you think there’s someone fairer than me in this town?” he said with such matter-of-fact sincerity that Sage couldn’t even judge him for it. “We have the charmed mirror hanging in the exhibition. It all fits. I probably have to just gaze upon it.”

			“I’m inclined to think that’s too obvious,” Sage said, shaking her head. “But for the sake of exhausting all possibilities, we should go and take a look. See if it shows us anything, I suppose.” She slammed her hands onto the roughly hewn table. “Come on, up you get. This place is giving me a headache, and we’ve no time to enjoy ourselves.”

			The three of them laughed. “I thought we’d agreed that was the whole point of the spell, Sage?” Robin said with a sigh.

			Sage frowned. “Well, yes, that might be true. So how about we thoroughly enjoy ourselves while taking a stroll in the night air, and if we just so happen to pass the museum in the process of enjoying ourselves, then that would simply be a happy coincidence?”

			“I’ll give you a happy coincidence,” Casimir muttered, reluctantly rising to his feet and taking a chicken leg for the road. “Universe forbid a man gets a night off from the ruthless world of academia.”
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			Their so-called stroll was in fact a very definite and brisk walk straight to the museum, with Sage calling back to them periodically to stop dawdling. She promptly shooed Laurel and Robin into the staff room to put the kettle on so she could allow herself a quiet moment to think straight.

			Casimir strode over to the mirror the moment they arrived, a very sincere look on his face as he positioned himself in the centre of the glass. But when it was clear that nothing was going to happen in return for his reflection, he threw his hands in the air. “Nothing? For this face?” He gave a dejected sigh. “Sage, I think it’s broken.”

			“Don’t take it personally,” she teased.

			Carefully, she lifted the mirror down from its display and carried it back to the archive to examine it thoroughly in a new light. Of course they had weighed, measured, dusted and swabbed the frame, the glass and its fastenings the moment they had identified potential magical qualities. But now that it was possibly a more significant piece in the spell’s puzzle, she could not underestimate any tiny scratch or sparkle.

			After careful inspection under a magnifying glass in the archive, Sage puffed away her hair in a grumble of frustration.

			“There’s nothing!” she whined. “Not so much as a bit of sale sticker residue.”

			Casimir had long ago slid down the bookshelves and taken a seat on the floor. He was doing a terrible job of pretending to make himself useful, flicking through an old copy of Favourite Fairy Tales that he had borrowed from the library the day before. Sage was privately very touched that he had gone to the trouble of researching without her having to nag. It normally required a lot of bribery.

			“Mirrors are a very common fairy-tale trope,” Casimir said. “Although rarely a bringer of good news. They seem to mostly either tell you that you’re uglier than your stepdaughter, that your crackpot father is in trouble, or they send you into a topsy-turvy world you didn’t want to go to in the first place. Take your pick.”

			“I think we’ve already achieved the latter,” Sage said, leaning over the mirror on her desk at such an unflattering angle that she grimaced. “They’re more than just bad-news bringers. Mirrors always show characters something about themselves, a truth that they can’t bear to face or things they can’t perceive themselves. There’s revelation, there’s…”

			“Illusion?” Casimir said. “Seeing things more clearly?”

			Sage pushed the mirror away. That much was true. She could see all too clearly that she looked tired and drawn, while everyone else seemed to have an unfair romantic glow about them. As much as it annoyed her to acknowledge it—because it really shouldn’t matter—she felt left out that the spell had seemingly not bothered to give her her own part in the story. Where was her transformation, her fairy-tale moment? She pushed the mortifying, petulant thought to the back of her mind. It made perfect sense, in many ways. Perhaps she wasn’t deserving of one.
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				A Familiar Spell

			
			With the mirror refusing to give anything away, Sage eventually bowed to peer pressure, as well as literal tugging on her sleeves to drag her away. They all returned to the bonfire celebrations, she and Casimir heading for a seat in the gazebo. It was his idea—the white structure with ornate railings sat at the back corner of the green and looked perfectly, peacefully inviting. Although he did like to push her out of her comfort zone, he was always first to notice when Sage needed a quiet moment away from other human beings. He insisted that they take two cups of warm cider to go and observe the organized fun at a safe, separate distance, just as she liked.

			“Come on, Rob. I long for adventure!” Laurel said excitedly in a strange tone that sounded too dreamy, even for her. “How I wish, upon a star, to see a world beyond these walls!”

			Before Sage could tell her to lay off the sugar, Laurel had dragged Robin back to the stall selling homemade rag dolls that his daughters would love. He too looked a little baffled at her ramblings as she hung off his arm and babbled on about how her nieces were “the prettiest girls in all the land, with hearts true and fair.”

			“It is doing you good, you know,” Casimir said, his voice calling her attention back to the moment. He threw an arm around Sage as they sat side by side, perched on the bench that wrapped around the inside of the gazebo. She leaned her head on his broad shoulder as they looked out. She was mostly using him for warmth, the cold night creeping in now that they were away from the bonfire, but being held by him always brought a welcome sense of safety too. “I can see it in your face. It’s nice.”

			She grumbled. “I’m not so sure. I certainly feel considerably madder than I did a week ago.”

			“Don’t sell yourself short. It’s been almost a week of magic unfolding everywhere around us, and you haven’t lost the plot just yet. You’ve spent the past fifteen years keeping this a secret from almost everyone you’ve ever met, and now it’s just…out there. For all to see.”

			“Fortunately, they can’t see the witch for the trees,” Sage said.

			“Even if they do remain completely oblivious, it’s still turned our existence upside down, and you’re managing. In fact, you’re more than managing. You were thriving today.”

			Sage gave a quiet “hmm” in response.

			“Dare I say, maybe even abandoning ship? Considering hanging on to your magic after all?” Casimir said, one eyebrow raised.

			She sat up and away from his shoulder.

			“I wouldn’t go that far,” Sage said, the prospect jarring. She shook back her hair, digging for the unbending determination that she hated this. That resolve felt more comfortable than this new, softer sense of chance. “I mean, just look at your face, for one thing. That could have been so much worse. We were fortunate you weren’t seriously injured.” She reached out a hand to examine his face again and carefully turned it towards the light to take a better look at the cut that lined his left cheekbone. The wound was healing nicely already, but still. She caught herself looking at his face for a moment too long and flushed. She dropped her hand quickly and huffed. “It’s all incredibly stressful; we’re making absolutely no progress towards a theory, Lilara is revealing absolutely nothing of use to me…”

			“And yet I don’t think I’ve ever seen quite as many secret smiles from you as I have done over the past few days,” Casimir said with a smug upward tick of his mouth, still looking out at the bonfire.

			Sage was determined not to agree with him. She clenched her jaw but then couldn’t hold in a relenting sigh.

			“Fine. Maybe I am quite enjoying myself. Maybe this is a little…fun.” She bit down on her bottom lip to stop an annoying, insistent grin. “More importantly, everybody else seems to be okay.”

			“Of course, that’s always what comes first,” Casimir said with a slightly mocking tone as he leaned back against the white railing of the gazebo and opened his arms out to sprawl on top of it. “It is pretty, watching from afar like this. Although I’d be having a much nicer time if it weren’t freezing over here.”

			Sage’s shoulders gave a shiver in agreement; it was much colder away from the bonfire. Her mind flooded with a vivid memory. The night of her fifteenth birthday. It wasn’t normally a time that she permitted herself to think about, too tender even now. She had been unable to sleep, which was understandable given the sudden arrival of magical powers, so she had crept downstairs in the middle of the night, reasoning that a bonus piece of birthday cake would probably help matters. Candles still pressed into the thick sheet of half-eaten white icing, she’d dared to try something. The prospect was impossibly magical, too inviting to resist.

			Glancing over her shoulder to check for any incoming parents or siblings and finding only the family dog watching with a wagging tail, Sage took a deep breath. Raising her left pointer finger, she whispered quietly to herself in the kitchen. Something she’d read in a story. Was this how it worked?

			“Ignis Parvus.”

			A tiny heart-shaped flame bloomed above one birthday candle. She’d watched that little glowing orb dance above her cake until only a puddle of pink wax was left leaking over the icing. This, the tiniest of spells, made her heart soar with awe.

			She had kept that natural curiosity, she supposed, in some form, but it had turned into something protective, even aggressive in its desperation to control. Once, it had been pure wonder. The past few days had shown her that perhaps there was still room for at least a small sprinkle of such joyful magic in her life. While she could never forgive herself entirely for what had happened to her parents at the hands of her powers, Lilara’s enchantment hinted that maybe it was finally time to relinquish at least some of the immeasurable guilt that had anchored her ever since. Perhaps she could finally begin to float again, at least once in a while.

			Sage held out the palm of her right hand and glanced across to Casimir. He leaned in, an amused glint in his eyes. She hesitated for just a moment more before she pointed at the night air above her palm. Between a burst of burgundy sparks, a small heart-shaped flame appeared in mid-air.

			The feeling was like the embrace of a loved one long missed. As though she had picked up the scent of a lost grandparent enveloped in the knit of an old cardigan. Or seen a forgotten photograph that had fallen behind a dresser decades ago, wiped a trail in the dust to reveal the face of an old friend when they were younger. It almost choked her, the nostalgia so sweet and so painful all at once. Suddenly she was fifteen again, delighted curiosity sweeping her up and carrying her forwards, without stumbling over uncertainty or fear or doubt, allowing her magic to take the lead.

			“I’m afraid my spellwork is highly limited,” Sage said, apologizing for the pitiful, small-scale magic. “A witch can only perform spells without an incantation that she has—”

			“Successfully knitted before,” Casimir finished. He rubbed his hands together and held them up to Sage’s flame to feel its warmth. “I’d say that’s a perfectly perfect spell, Specs.”

			Despite herself, she beamed with pride.

			They sat in comfortable silence for a while as they simply watched the impossible flame hovering in front of them and occasionally shared a knowing glance side by side. It felt so good to share it with him, a little glimpse into a side of herself that she had kept locked away her whole life, only dragged out by the collar and shoved into the light when absolutely necessary. For once, she had welcomed it gently, coaxed it out into the open. The waves of chatter and laughter of the bonfire crowds in the distance combined with the whisper of leaves that blew around the gazebo and scattered across its wooden floor at their feet. Their hands rested side by side on the wooden bench. The slightest touch of Casimir’s little finger brushed against her own.

			“It’s always my pleasure to see you shine, Specs. You’re brilliant, you know that. But this is something else,” Casimir said finally. “Seeing your magic, it’s…” He swallowed hard. “You’ve only ever let me see it once or twice before, and—”

			Sage bristled, a little embarrassed. “With good reason. It’s the whole point of this mess, isn’t it? I’m trying to be, you know, fun.”

			“Will you let me finish?” Casimir said patiently. She caught a knowing glimmer of a smile. “I wanted to make sure I told you while it’s just the two of us. Watching that—watching you—is an honour.”

			Sage scoffed.

			“Seriously, Sage. You have absolutely no idea how remarkable you are.” For once, there was no trace of laughter or jibes in his voice. It was strangely thick, reckless even, unsteady as he turned to face her. “I mean, you’re remarkable at the best of times, whether you’re proving some form of supernatural theorem that nobody else on this plane would have considered possible. Or whether you’re somehow fixing the practicality of everybody else’s lives, as well as your own. Or whether you’re just peeling an apple all in one strip without even glancing up from your papers,” he said, sincerity giving way to a light laugh. “I always think you’re remarkable,” he finished, the last part a little quieter. It was framed by a particularly loud crackle from the bonfire as more wood was thrown on.

			Sage was blushing so furiously that she had to break their blazing eye contact. She shrugged to hide her confusion. “This handsome Prince Charming lark is turning you into a sap.”

			Casimir laughed and shook his head. “It’s only the uniform. The words are mine. Entirely. I don’t tell you often enough how brilliant you are, how I’ve come to expect the impossible from you, because you always prove me right. I think I take it for granted after all of these years, watching you do one extraordinary, defiant thing after the next.”

			“Hardly,” Sage said, lowering her eyes again. “Look at the mess I’ve landed us in.”

			“A curious, wonderful, beautiful mess of magic. Sounds like you, all right.”

			With a gentle hand, Casimir turned her chin back to him, taking her gaze that was so determinedly fixed on the bonfire for himself. She forced herself to meet his eyes, reminding herself that this was Casimir. Just Cas. Why was he behaving like this—his confidence softened, voice strangely husky, eyes reverent? And why was she behaving so oddly to match, as though she’d forgotten how her own respiratory system worked? Her melted brain seemed to have fallen somewhere into her feet.

			Casimir’s unguarded gaze dropped to her lips, then snapped back to her eyes, like he’d just caught himself doing something he shouldn’t. A shiver ran through her. It was a cold night, she told herself. Very cold.

			Her glasses may have a strong prescription, but she was by no means blind. The first time Casimir had ever spoken properly to Sage, hurrying to catch up with her in the university courtyard, she had point-blank ignored him, had assumed that this painfully attractive, tall, floppy-haired academic / future catalogue model, with his perfectly soft sweatshirts and reading glasses hanging over his pocket, must have been talking to somebody else. When he’d persisted, she’d looked over her shoulder to see who it was he was trying to speak to because it couldn’t possibly have been her. Only on the third try, as she noticed for the first time how his incessant grin did that outrageous lopsided sort of thing, did she manage to close her mouth and shake a string of coherent thoughts into a row to answer. It had been far, far too easy to get lost in the way he looked at her over the years—embarrassingly so. She had long since trained herself out of it, in an effort to protect herself from the inevitable, toe-curling humiliation if she ever did something foolish about it.

			Since then, his had become a face that she had learned by heart—every faint line and freckle, not to mention the frankly obscene dimple of his chin. But this time, really looking at him as he was lit by the bonfire and framed by the moon, she noticed a slight crease in his brow. And the sort of glint that she’d seen before over the years—his usual charming, daring arrogance, but coupled with a rare spark of hope and vulnerability. Any time she’d seen this look on his face before—late nights in the library, quiet dinners at the museum—she would always remind herself severely that it couldn’t possibly be real. She was exhausted or maybe delusional or maybe entirely insane, and actually, her infuriating friend gave that same look to every female he ever encountered.

			There had been something…once. Before they’d become anything even like friends. In the second year of university, before their “academic rivals” thing had combusted on itself and turned to friendship instead. They had been the last two souls in the department, the whole university practically deserted over the Christmas break, and there’d been a power outage—possibly caused by her fractured magic, although she couldn’t be certain. Only a couple of candles burned against the quiet darkness. She’d felt his eyes on her from across the common room, as she often did back then, before he’d quite figured her out. Hate was still disguising something else, masking intrigue.

			She’d stretched up onto her tiptoes, reached to grab a book from the top shelf and sensed him step in close behind her. His fingers had slipped over hers as he pulled the volume down for her.

			“You’re very distracting.”

			She felt his warm breath against the back of her neck, knee grazing the back of her thigh. Her breath stuttered. She determinedly did not turn around. Neither of them shifted for an excruciating moment.

			“Your move,” he added eventually in a low voice.

			His hand slipped down her side, leaving a delicious sort of electricity in its wake. Then she’d watched as he left the room without looking back, hands shoved deeply in his pockets, whistling as though nothing had happened.

			Sage had, naturally, made no move whatsoever, then or ever since.

			They had never spoken of the moment again. Sometimes she wondered whether she’d made the whole thing up, but then, she was never much one for imagination.

			Tonight was like that: a brave shift. There was something about the electrical charge in the air—maybe her bolstered confidence, maybe her newfound bravery or maybe a current of magic that permeated the cold October night and nestled itself between them—that made things feel different this time.

			Sage leaned closer, felt a tiny hitch in her breath. Casimir noticed it too, jaw tightening as though bracing himself.

			Laurel’s loud balloon pop of a laugh burst in the distance and snatched Sage’s attention. The bonfire beamed like a beacon, and she could see both Laurel and Robin silhouetted in front, gradually stumbling back towards them, waving with arms full of toys, prizes and brown bottles of apple cider.

			Sage shook her head, mind fuzzy with hazy memories. All part of the spell, she supposed ruefully.

			“This nonsense is doing awful things to you,” she said with a shaky laugh, leaning back against the railing. “Do you use these lines on all the fair maidens, Prince Charming?”

			Casimir cleared his throat. “Only the ones who could put me in a jar.” He looked away, out from the gazebo and across the celebrations.

			She found herself studying his profile. “Classically handsome,” someone at university had called him once, which she’d forced herself to scoff at when she told him. The sloped nose, the clear-cut jaw, the unfairly long dark lashes. So familiar that she could have drawn his exactness with a sparkler in the night sky. How had she, an archive-dwelling gremlin, ended up with a best friend who not only looked like that but who loved to let her know that he thought she was rather brilliant? It was obscene. An unexpected giggle burst out of her. He turned back.

			“What are you laughing at?”

			“Nothing, nothing.” Sage spluttered a laugh again, her whole body slumping with relief now that the strange moment had passed. “I’m glad you’re here, I suppose. Even if the handsome prince thing is turning you into a cheeseball.”

			Casimir faltered, evidently questioning the possibility himself. He always trusted Sage’s conclusions above his own. “You think it’s affecting me that deeply?”

			“Of course! You’re not calling me ‘beautiful’ off your own bat, are you?” Sage said, drumming her fingers on the white railing. “It’s the character talking.”

			“I’ve always called you beautiful,” he said, frowning at that.

			It was true; he had. Even when she looked like a hideous crone emerging from the depths of her cave after centuries of a cursed existence—otherwise known as when she finally completed a paper or even just a good book. He noticed when she changed things about her appearance and complimented her for it. He noted when she wore his favourite green blouse and spotted when she did anything different with her hair, which was not often, but still. He always called her beautiful.

			She looked back out towards her brother and sister, who were still making their way across the crowded green. He often called Laurel pretty too, Sage reasoned with herself.

			“Don’t worry,” Sage said, determined to strangle the strange conversation. She patted his hand on the railing in an awkward sort of way. “We’ll have this solved soon and get you back to your normal, marginally less alluring self.”

			Out of the corner of her eye, she thought she saw his expression falter slightly, a little twinge of something flashing across his face. His princely charm soon returned with a smirk. “You know, I’m very disappointed that my personal favourite fairy tale doesn’t seem to have been on Lilara’s radar. It would have been a lot more fun than this one.”

			“And what’s that?”

			“The Emperor’s New Clothes.”

			The little flame extinguished in a flash as Sage smacked him on the shoulder. As he laughed his smooth, deep laugh full of mischief, he threw a relaxed arm around her to drag her back into his warmth. Sage bit down firmly on her lower lip to control her own grin.

			The honey-gold harvest moon was the brightest, widest lantern she’d ever seen.

			It was a reluctant thought, but a giddy one that kept returning. This sort of magic was welcome here.
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				Moonlight

			
			It wasn’t strictly protocol to bring artefacts home from the museum. But then again, it wasn’t strictly protocol for them to be responsible for a spell that held the entire town in its palm either, so Sage had decided that Lilara’s grimoire was a worthy exception to the rules. She had slipped it into her bag after work that day.

			“Are you sure you won’t eat something proper, madam? I hate to think of you having such a sorry excuse for a meal.” Maggie looked personally affronted by the haphazard snack plate that Sage had thrown together. “Let me at least get you a bit of bread and butter. Maybe some chutney to liven things up a bit.”

			The food sat ignored at the end of her bed while Sage pored over numerous notes scattered haphazardly across the bedspread. The grimoire was wide open in the middle of it all and, of course, still entirely blank after almost a whole week spent coaxing it back to life.

			“Not now, Maggs,” Sage said, scowling at the disruption, then caught herself. She removed her glasses, then pinched the bridge of her nose. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to snap at you. I just need to focus.”

			“On the hocus-pocus!” Maggie said cheerfully, then deflated slightly when she received no appreciation from her friend. “As you wish, Sage,” Maggie said, the tone of sadness in her voice even wispier than usual. It made Sage feel absolutely terrible.

			“Actually, Maggs, I wouldn’t say no to something involving gravy, to be honest. Maybe it’ll lift my spirits. I’ll come and join you shortly,” Sage said, offering in compromise, which earned a much more satisfied response from the ghost, who floated off merrily back to the kitchen.

			Sage had spent the night reading until her vision blurred and her head ached, trying to decide whether her previous annotations around the spell, the element of danger and uncertainty that it had first struck her with, could still be applied alongside the joyful way that it had left her feeling more recently. Could such a combination exist comfortably? Was there such a thing as a malevolent good? And more importantly, what was to come next at the hands of the mirror charm, which was still stubbornly refusing to manifest?

			Sage’s eyes fell back to Lilara’s grimoire. Another spell of her own had been tempting her all evening, and her fingertips tingled at the call. Conjuring the flame had felt so good. Perhaps just one more piece of witchery for the sake of a neatly structured and satisfying investigation…

			It was a spell that she had become aware of several years ago, thanks to a newspaper clipping about a reported warlock who had tried to use magic to reveal a secret inheritance. His sister had received hers, but his portion remained missing. As it transpired, it was just that his parents thought he was a twit who’d waste it all away, but he’d left the words of the incantation scribbled on a napkin at work, which raised suspicions of the occult.

			With a deep breath, Sage cast the revelation spell to uncover hidden secrets of a page.

			“Ostendo Fateor Occultus.”

			A sprinkle of stars and then…

			Nothing.

			Dejected, she slumped back against the pillows propped up on her headboard. She kicked the book away to the very end of the bed.

			“Isn’t that a priceless historical artefact that proves the very existence of magic itself?” Mal leapt up onto the bedcovers to join Sage with an inquisitive chirp.

			“And a fat lot of good it’s proving to be,” she said, sulking.

			“In that case…” Mal took it upon himself to walk straight on top of the open book and settled himself into his favourite loaf shape upon the pages. “I shall sit on it.”

			“Be my guest.” Sage leaned her head back and closed her eyes in defeated silence. Half the reason she had kept herself so busy for the past twenty-four hours was to avoid thinking too much about the moment yesterday evening with Casimir. He had seemed completely untroubled by…whatever it was that had sparked between them in the gazebo, babbling so incessantly and effusively all day that he had given her a headache. So she had followed his lead and plodded through business as usual.

			But as soon as she allowed her eyes to close and her research to pause, the questions came flooding back. Uncertainty and confusion, but a quiet thrill too. What would have happened if Laurel and Robin hadn’t appeared until five minutes later?

			Sage groaned and thumped her pillow, then threw an arm over her eyes.

			“Cat got your tongue?” Mal asked, looking at her with distinct scepticism.

			“What does it all mean, Mal?”

			“Who says it has to mean anything? Not everything has a worthwhile explanation in my experience, especially the big universe-shifting things that we can’t plan for.”

			Sage peeked one eye open. “Do cats experience a lot of those?”

			“Any time you force me into that carrier box, for example. There’s never good reason for that,” Mal replied, earning a laugh. “I would imagine that the wise, selfless witch you’ve admired for so long is simply trying to remind you that magic really can be something kind. Isn’t it plausible that she doesn’t want you to make the same mistakes she did?”

			Sage made some sort of deeply frustrated, garbled roar of exasperation. “I know she’s trying to tell me more. I just need to figure out how to speak to her again. Or with her. Or…through her. Whatever it was last time.”

			Mal’s whiskers twitched. “And your revelation incantation couldn’t shed any light?”

			Sage shook her head, then sat bolt upright. “Light?”

			She lunged forwards across the bed and yanked the book towards her, cat still balanced on top of it.

			“What on earth do you think you’re…? Allow me some dignity, woman,” Mal said, outraged.

			She lifted him by the stomach and placed him back onto the duvet. “Sorry, Mal. But you just gave me an idea.”

			“I wish I hadn’t. I was perfectly comfortable there.”

			Sage bolted across to the bay window of her bedroom. She did her best to angle the open pages towards the few faint silvery beams that were making their way through the clouds.

			Mal peered over with a disgruntled “hrmph” of a meow. “What are you even…?”

			“When I triggered the spell the first time, it was nighttime. The moon was so bright.”

			“Yes, the moon does tend to show itself at nighttime, Sage. Even that idiot cat Bilbo next door knows that much,” Mal said, unimpressed.

			“The book was resting on the front desk, and I remember noting how perfectly the pages were catching the beam of—”

			“Moonlight?” Mal interjected. “Wow, I can’t believe I figured that out for you. I really am the most brilliant cat of recent times. Maybe ever.”

			Sage tilted the heavy book in her arms, jostling it to the most exact angle, encouraging the moonbeams to light the entire page. She couldn’t quite manage it. Each time, the tiniest fraction of a corner or an inch near the spine remained in shadow. The seconds, then minutes, sped by. She was running out of time. The clouds were rolling daringly close to blocking the moon. She couldn’t bear the thought of having to wait for another shot at it. She shoved back tendrils of her blasted hair and fumbled, rushing her way through to find a page that might spill secrets.

			She gasped so quickly and so intensely that she almost dropped the thing and had to start all over again. But finally, there it was. A whole week later.

			“Mal, this is it,” Sage whispered, barely daring to breathe.

			Beneath the silvery trail of light, just as they had the first time, the words revealed themselves to the moonlight, glistening ink as though freshly written. Gradually, the lines formed, becoming clearer and glowing warmer as they charged themselves from the moon’s magic for her to read.

			Mine soul does beg, how I implore

			So love may be yours evermore.

			They were different. Different words. Sage’s heart raced. Were these the banishment instructions instead? She’d assumed the blank grimoire would merely reveal the same incantation as last time. All she had wanted to do was read it again so that she could pick apart the words of the spell, make a proper record of it to understand it further and see Lilara’s message for what it was.

			But this was a whole new entry in the grimoire. Not only that, it didn’t feel the same either. There were no dramatics this time—no rush of wind, no shaking of the earth beneath her feet.

			Witch, leave this wicked life behind

			And flee the town in dark spellbind.

			This wasn’t the same kind of spell. Maybe not even an incantation at all. It didn’t seem to create any physical changes or encourage her magic to bubble and bloom beneath her skin. She couldn’t feel it taking hold around her.

			Her hair did not fly back. Her fingertips did not tingle. Her voice did not change—aside from the weak shake that broke and cracked as she read the final few lines. She could barely even speak them aloud. This was no spell or banishment. The words felt more like a promise. A confession.

			Witchcraft may never know another,

			No true kin, sister or brother.

			No joy, no light, no heart is worse.

			For who could ever love the cursed?

			Mal continued licking his snow-white paw and cleaning behind his ear. “What a pleasant, light-hearted ditty,” he said, distinctly unbothered.

			But it was all true.

			Sage had dared to let herself think that her story was being rewritten, that the ending could be a different one than she’d been anticipating. But as she had always stubbornly told everyone her whole life, she was never wrong. Every sparkling glimmer that she had been fortified by over the past few days extinguished with a single breath.

			Lilara knew exactly what was coming for her, and despite it all, Sage was insistently following in her very same footsteps. Lilara was doing what she could to prevent it. This was not an invitation, a celebration or encouragement, as Sage’s soft, naive sister had insisted. It was a warning after all: that she would always hurt the ones she loved.

			“Sage, are you all right?” Mal jumped down from the bed and padded over to the window. “I hope you’re not going to take any notice of that.”

			She slumped suddenly onto the windowsill, overcome by a feeling of heaviness and emptiness. “Cursed,” she whispered.

			Mal gave a little chirp of alarm and leapt up onto her lap.

			“Witches really are cursed. I knew it. I knew,” Sage breathed. An angry, smarting flash bit sharply at her. She had been so very, very deluded.

			“Knew what?”

			“Everybody tried to tell me it wasn’t true, that I wasn’t right. But I was. I always am.” She wasn’t even talking to Mal. She was lost to her own cruel thoughts. “How could I be so stupid? So ignorant?”

			Distracted by her own ego. Tricked by glitter.

			“Don’t be so harsh on yourself. You’re the brightest witch there is,” Mal said, nuzzling the top of his head under her chin.

			The first words that the book had revealed played over and over in her head. So, naively, she had allowed herself to believe they were an invitation to explore magic. Permission to find a freedom in joy that she had never let herself feel before.

			It was clear now, with these new words straight from Lilara’s own pen, that she had interpreted it all so very wrong.

			“Magic is not meant for me. It never was.”

			“You’re tired, Sage,” Mal said kindly but firmly, as only a good friend could. “It’ll look brighter in the morning. How about brushing me? That’ll help.”

			It was so unlike her, but there was no mistaking such a clear, dire warning anymore. Proof, written in moonlight itself, that she must leave magic well alone if she wanted any chance at happiness or any kind of love.

			Everything that Sage had ever suspected about herself was all but confirmed by the witch that she admired most. Who could know it better? She really was cursed—all witches were—and unlovable for it. It made sense that this was the price they all paid, in exchange for wielding this great power. Of course it couldn’t come for free. Laurel’s bruises flashed into her mind. Casimir’s cheek and Robin’s hand. All horribly close to real trouble. She must never let anybody else be harmed by the darkness of her magic.

			She would not allow herself to cry, though exhaustion and bitter disappointment soaked straight through to her bones like heavy rain. The swell of humiliation was beyond anything as useless as tears.

			Sage stroked the top of Mal’s head, lost in thought while her own brow rested against the cold window and she peered down onto the night below. Something had shifted. With this second correspondence from Lilara, it was as though the magic that had flooded the town for the past few days, dusting it in such a beautiful glitter, had changed from gold to a stark, icy silver. Port Sylvan suddenly looked cold.
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				Through the Glass

			
			Maggie’s mild bullying tactics involved gentle nagging and purposefully dropping the temperature of the room by a good ten degrees with her haunting capabilities. It worked to coax Sage from her room and guide her closer to the fireplace downstairs. Sage finally joined her housekeeper at the kitchen table after being lured by roast potatoes and gravy, followed by a cup of tea and a game of cards. Sage’s heart wasn’t in it, though. Dismay was a painful, heavy knot in the pit of her stomach, and embarrassment ached in a red flush. It might have been almost midnight, but there was little point in trying to sleep.

			“I wish you’d confide in me, Treasure. You really are terrible for keeping your troubles to yourself.” Maggie spoke softly, but Sage could hear the determination in her voice. “To drop three games on the trot, that’s most unlike you.”

			“Do you think you’re a good person, Maggs?” Sage blurted it out before she could stop herself, throwing her hand of cards down onto the table.

			Maggie startled at the question. “Beg pardon, madam?”

			“By that, I mean…” Sage swallowed, trying to figure out how to end the sentence in a way that wasn’t entirely mortifying. “I mean, do you think some people are ever just…cursed? From the very beginning? That love isn’t meant for them. That they’re not supposed to be happy?”

			Maggie tilted her head, then glanced out the window at the huge silhouette of the beanstalk. “Is this connected to all the bothersome antics of this pesky enchantment?”

			Sage only shrugged.

			Maggie smiled sadly, the silhouette of her silvery expression wavering in the candlelit kitchen. “Truth be told, I’ve wondered the same thing myself during many a night spent in contemplation.” She played with the hem of her apron. “Sometimes it has felt as though I must have committed some ghastly sin to end up living in such a strange loop. Ensnared the way that I am, bereft of a true love and void of companionship in a greater capacity than whoever claims this house. Surely such a fate would scarce befall a virtuous woman, would it?”

			Sage flared with defensiveness for her dear friend, sweetness and generosity personified. “That’s not true. There was nothing you could have done to affect your fate, Maggs. Your death couldn’t be helped, for one. Tuberculosis was highly contagious and there was no effective treatment in your day. You’re not at fault for any part of your fate. It’s terrible, that’s for sure, but it’s entirely out of your control.”

			Maggie nodded. “And I know that, deep down. It’s only in my darkest hours that such fancies take hold. My meaning, Sage, is that if you don’t think it of me and my fate, then why should it be any different for yourself?”

			Sage didn’t have a response to that. It was not the same. Maggie had not wielded unforgivable dark magic against those she loved. Maggie was unfairly caught up in some kind of messy, fate-twisting mistake, while Sage’s curse was warranted and inevitable, as a witch.

			The housekeeper leaned forwards and placed an ice-cold but comforting palm over Sage’s scrunched fist.

			“Luck may be unknowable, but love is much simpler. It is not a proud critic, Sage. It is generous and good. We’re all of us supposed to find it along the way. It’s usually there for the taking, should we only pause to acknowledge the loveliness that we’ve discovered.”

			“Usually there,” Sage said, echoing Maggie’s choice of words, “not always.”

			A sad sort of quiet blanketed the kitchen. The candles flickered between the two women.

			“Nobody, and I mean nobody—not even you, Treasure—is born cursed,” Maggie said softly. “Some folks find that dreadful things are written into their story, make no mistake.” She gestured down at herself, the shape of the chair visible behind her translucent arms and frilly apron. “This life in which we all find ourselves, whether ghostly or corporeal, can at the best of times be cruel and unkind and unfair, something rotten. You’re acquainted with such great grief, what with the loss that you’ve suffered,” Maggie said with a shake of her head, gathering the cards from the table to shuffle them together again. “But you hear this, Sage Hemlock: That casts no reflection on whether you yourself are made up of a good or a bad sort of magic.” She began to divide the cards between them again for a fresh game. “Some of us are dealt an unkind hand, but the cards you’re given aren’t up to you. What you do with them once they’re dealt, that part is yours to decide.”

			Sage could only sniff and push up her glasses. “Sorry, Maggs. Don’t know what’s come over me, all of this deplorable pondering.” Maggie was doing her best to brighten her mood, but the ghost was fighting a losing battle. A sleepy headache drummed at Sage’s temples, and a sickly sort of sadness was making everything feel heavy. “I think I might go to bed. Do you mind? It’s been quite a day. Quite a week, actually.”

			“Not at all, Treasure,” Maggie said kindly, rising to the faint outline of her feet. “But allow me to draw you a bath first, will you? Then you’ll retire straight to sleep. It’ll do you a world of good to warm your bones and fill your lungs with healing lavender.”
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			Maggie was right. She usually was, especially when it came to anything remotely comforting or good for the soul—neither of which were Sage’s speciality. Sage had never been particularly good at looking after herself. It had been a fortunate stroke of luck that her house had come with a benevolent and naturally maternal housekeeping ghost and that her best friend seemed to enjoy keeping a close, protective eye on her in the outside world.

			Sage lay in the hot bath, tendrils of steam wrapping her limbs in a mist of herbal smells and warmth. She wasn’t sure how long she stayed there, replaying the moments over and over from the past few hours that had changed everything so starkly. Casimir and her siblings felt a million miles away now. Lilara’s new words tangled with Maggie’s opinions until they all felt too loud, too contradictory, and Sage plunged herself under the water to try to clear her mind.

			Eventually, she pulled herself out of the tub and gathered up the fluffy towel that Maggie had left for her on the radiator, droplets running down the back of her shoulders and damp red ringlets clinging to the nape of her neck.

			She turned to the mirror to retie the scrunchie that was hopelessly attempting to keep her curls in one place.

			The scrunchie fell to the floor.

			Sage’s hands flew out to grip the sink.

			Behind the foggy glass, the mirror’s reflection wavered, distinct and unmissable, the same as it had the morning after the book had come to her. Like water, the glass rippled in rivulets.

			Sage leaned in and frantically cleared away the fog with her forearm. But the glass, rather than showing Sage’s own face against the pale blue tiles of her bathroom, had turned dark—almost entirely black, in fact, save for small circles of blurred gold that lit the image. They gave just enough light for Sage to recognize what she was looking at.

			The mirrors had come as a pair. She and Casimir had bought them together, but she had decided only one was necessary to feature in the exhibition. With Sage’s outright refusal to use her magic to refresh or update the charm connection strung between the two mirrors, much to Casimir’s annoyance, there hadn’t been a lot of point in displaying them together, so Sage had taken the other one home to replace her old bathroom mirror. It was pretty. But as she squinted closer, nose almost pressed against the glass, Sage balked. The link was now very much working.

			She gripped both of the gilded sides wildly. Rather than its own setting, her mirror was showing the reflection of the mirror placed within the exhibition—the one hung opposite Lilara’s cloak and beneath the spotlights which stayed on overnight at the museum. She could see the edge of the wooden cabinets, the shelves of other curiosities, the welcome plaque of gold writing. Sage squinted, eyes glazing over as she tried to be absolutely certain. But, yes, the faintly lit outline of the cloak’s hooded silhouette was indisputable, thrown over the faceless mannequin, casting it in shadow.

			This must be part of the spell. The reflective connection between the two locations had never shown itself like this before, like a direct portal of sight. There had to be a reason for it. Sage snatched for her glasses, balanced on the side of the bath, hastily unfolded them and shoved them onto the bridge of her nose in order to observe as best she could.

			She screamed.

			There was a face beneath the hood of the cloak. It gazed back at her, wide-eyed, open-mouthed. Barely lit, the spotlights only caught the shape of the chin. The bridge of the nose, the weight of the brow, a soft but strong profile. The eyes looked dark and round on a face that was ghostly pale but full of fire, black hair hanging heavily and wildly, unkempt and dripping wet.

			Sage felt as though her heart was seconds from bursting through her own chest. Fear welled solidly in her throat. Her hands flew to the mirror, pressed against the glass.

			“Lilara?”

			The edges of the mirror frame bit into her palms as she strained to see and understand, and Lilara Mournfell stared back from the darkness, holding Sage’s own gaze mercilessly.

			“Sage? Sage? Are you quite well, madam?” Maggie’s voice came from the other side of the door.

			Sage blinked, vision clearing, chest heaving.

			As she steadied herself, tried to slow her breathing, rationality came creeping back. And she saw only herself, reflected back against the shape of Lilara’s cloak on the other end, making her appear as though inside it, wearing it. It was her that the mirrors had shown, her own reflection imposed in front of the cloak in a combination of the two mirrors.

			“I’m fine…” Sage croaked to Maggie.

			Was she really there, at the museum? Some form of astral projection enchantment doubling her form, draping the cloak around her shoulders as she stood beneath it? Or was it mere chance and luck, the incidental hanging that they had chosen for the mirror so perfect to position her reflection in such a way? A trick of the light when the image of the dark bathroom and the dark museum came together?

			She couldn’t be certain, but the next chapter of the spell had finally unfolded, with such a jolt of surprise and blurring of reality that, for the first time since Lilara’s enchantment arrived, its presence truly scared her.

			From years of study, Sage was familiar with the fact that nearly all fairy tales took a deeply sinister turn to deliver their message or moral. The purple bloom of Laurel’s bruises, the dripping blood from Casimir’s cheek, the hidden wounds of Robin’s hand—they were all that she could see. As the droplets of water still clinging to her skin turned icy cold and made her shiver, it dawned on Sage that she had reached such a turning point.

			Finally, Sage knew what Lilara was attempting to show her. What she was trying to remind her of at the heart of the spell and could reinforce now that she was truly alone. No one was here to persuade her away from the truth, to distract her with the sparkle of a life and love not meant for her.

			The heavy herbal scents, damp air and heat of the small bathroom sent her swaying. She was breathing in shallow gasps. Stepping back towards the sink to anchor herself against it, she looked into the mirror once more.

			Her reflection fitted perfectly again to hang the cloak around her shoulders. This was her costume, her character. Lilara was keen to remind her that she had not been left out of the spell’s story at all. Sage would always be the witch.

			And in the realm of fairy tales that they had found themselves living within, witches were frightening, clever, scheming and dangerous. Best left alone to their bitterness, trouble and wrath.

			Witches in fairy stories were always, always wicked.
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				Burn the Witch

			
			“Why are you awake?” Mal wandered into the bedroom and stretched out his booted front paws with a slope of his whole body. “This is the time when I’m supposed to walk across your head while you’re fast asleep, a helpful reminder to make sure you haven’t forgotten that it’s time for my first breakfast.”

			He sat back on his hind legs and watched with intrigued, twitching whiskers as Sage spun around the room in a whirlwind. She hadn’t the slightest idea of the time. Somewhere near dawn? Hastily, she threw on the same outfit that she’d worn to the festival the other day and left tossed over the armchair. The shirt still smelled strongly of bonfire smoke, but she didn’t have time to figure out anything else.

			She had a plan. The fact that she had not gone to bed at any point seemed entirely irrelevant.

			“I’m going to the museum,” she told Mal as she gathered up the notes that cascaded over the bed, shuffling them into a rough pile, along with the handful of textbooks that she kept by her bedside.

			“At this hour? A little excessive, even for you,” Mal said. “I’m interested in assisting, you understand, but doing my level best to keep the outright curiosity to a minimum. Doesn’t tend to end well for cats.”

			Finally, she stacked Lilara’s own book on the top of the pile. Sage puffed her still damp hair out of her face as she shoved the whole lot into a book bag and scrambled to pull on a pair of mismatched socks.

			Mal hesitated, a frown forming between his whiskers. “Sage, I beg you, do not do anything rash without talking to Casimir first.”

			Sage halted her whirlwind and turned to her familiar. He would soon cease to talk, once her plan was complete. But she needed to protect him too. Who knew what the enchantment had in store for him?

			He had been by her side since university, a scrawny, underfed little thing that turned up unannounced one day. Mal had made his way over the fence of their back garden and cried at the back door to catch her attention while she was roasting a chicken. With all signs pointing towards him being a flea-bitten stray (you’d never have thought it to see him now, with his penchant for velvet stools and fresh fish), he had simply never left her side since. He was meant for her, her familiar, the constant heartbeat of her every day.

			She couldn’t be selfish about this. She would miss his quips and funny voice, so much so that a hefty sadness threatened to pull her away from her plan. But he would still be Mal. They would still understand each other, words or not.

			“Don’t worry, okay? I know what I’m doing; leave it with me. I’ll see you later, Mal.” She turned back to packing her satchel before he could see the hot tears that were threatening to fall. “Tell Maggie you can have kippers this morning.”

			In true cat style, Mal didn’t so much as bother to say goodbye before sprinting off to deliver her most important instructions.

			Creeping silently down the stairs, Sage peered back towards the kitchen between the banisters and saw the silver-grey trail of ghostly skirts. She couldn’t face seeing Maggie after their conversation the night before. The ghost would take one look at the bags under her eyes, her knotted hair, her crumpled clothes and know immediately that something was wrong—even more wrong than Sage had already confessed to. She tiptoed to shove her boots on and silently slipped on her coat before she crept out of the front door and eased it shut behind her. Maggie would understand eventually, once she explained why she’d had to rush away. She didn’t have a choice anymore. She had to end this shambles while she still could. How had she been so selfish as to think there was another way?

			The first fiery streaks of orange began to trail over the horizon in a blaze of dawn. The town was empty at this early hour. An expectant silence hung fragile and delicate over the entirety of her route to the museum, as though all were made of glass. The weather had turned, which didn’t surprise Sage. October’s dew had become the first fine white frost of the year. She had sensed the change almost immediately after the newest pages of Lilara’s grimoire revealed themselves; the uplifting, heartwarming magic that had enveloped the town for the past week like an old friend now seemed fractious. The enchantment had begun to flicker under Sage’s closer, sceptical scrutiny. The sparkle was gone, and in its place was a coldness—a barbed, jolting electricity that coated everything. Like Sage could simply touch the dangerous magic and it would crack like an iced lake, or the spell might prick her finger in a sharp, cold shock.

			The sign outside the museum swung back hard as she threw open the doors, overwrought but more emboldened by her decision with every step further away from home.

			She had no idea where to even begin, what pattern of destruction would make the most sense or be the most effective. All she knew was that everything had to go.

			She didn’t bother to turn on the lights or the heating to fill the place with cosy life. Normally she loved that moment each morning: seeing the lights come on, bringing a new day to their trinkets that had once been long forgotten. It had always brought her peace to think that old, abandoned, sorry things had been given a second chance at shining. But today there was no time; she had to act quickly, before the rest of the town woke up.

			Sage headed into the archive, grinding her teeth. But she faltered the moment she stepped between the familiar shelves and closed the door behind her. It was so peaceful, her safest of safe spaces, the room that held everything she had poured her whole soul into. Hours, days, weeks, years of thoughts and ideas stowed away just in case, ready for the moment she might need them.

			But it had all been a trail of proof, preparation and punishment. She had always known that magic would betray her again somehow. She had always thought, given all the work she had done to control and bind it, all the sacrifice she’d made to ensure those powers were “safe,” that she was ready for a time when it would surely happen again. But nothing could have prepared her for the tricksy, twisted way that magic had almost enticed her back.

			It was lucky that Lilara had been there for her last night, to give her the harsh but necessary wake-up call. She should have acted days ago, the very moment it began to change and endanger her loved ones. Sage was filled with fury at herself for delaying the inevitable, for daring to think that this could have ended differently.

			She deserved to be cursed, but they certainly did not.

			The effervescent anger erupting beneath Sage’s skin was more than enough to set her alight and put her to work. She didn’t allow herself to think anymore, to contemplate if there was an alternative decision to be found. Instead, she dove for the bookshelves, pulling out a couple of the emptier boxes to begin with and tossing their lids. Then she clambered up the rolling ladder and, with a hasty, sweeping arm, spilled the contents of the entire top shelf into the boxes below. Everything—thick textbooks, filled notebooks, curled photograph albums, rough newspaper clippings, quick scribbles, mind maps and the universe knows what else—toppled into a heap inside the boxes with a huge ear-splitting crash.

			She heard glass break, covers bend and spines snap.

			The damage to her precious books sent immediate, sickening regret and heartbreak through Sage’s whole body. But she scowled at her own weakness. This was the right thing to do. She was the shield to those she loved, and she would not fail them again.

			Sage scrambled back down the ladder, stumbling as she lifted the first box to waist height. It was so heavy. She thought longingly of the levitation charm that she’d occasionally permitted her witchery after particularly impassioned trips to the library. “Absolutely and categorically not,” she muttered to herself. More magic was the last thing she needed.

			Leaving the museum behind, the first early birdsong dotting the air, she marched towards the green. As she’d hoped, the structure of the bonfire had been left to die out by itself once the celebrations had ended.

			Sage’s nails sank into the sagging cardboard. Last time she was here, things had been so different. Casimir’s wide-eyed awe, her hopeful spellwork, the unspoken feeling that had been daring her to live life at the hands of magic. It had been so convincing, so…bewitching. She wavered, trying to keep her body stiff and certain, even though her knees felt as though they might give way.

			It wasn’t just more recent memories with Casimir that tugged her back. It was the distant past, a lifetime of his work too. It all meant so much to both of them. The achievements, the progress, the fulfilment and success were wins that they had shared together. Screams of excitement at new discoveries, a sometimes deluded hunger that kept them working into the night, the call of just one more page. Together, they had wandered hallowed halls, lanterns in hand, illuminating ideas and unearthing secrets.

			Academia was the only thing she’d ever been any good at. Without her smartness, Sage wasn’t quite sure who she was; she had always simply been the girl with her nose in a book. Most importantly, this obsessive body of work had come to be a symbol of the control that she had won for herself, her victory against the dangers of magic.

			But Laurel…The way that the spell was dangling her on strings with its pretty temptations. It had calculated so cleverly how to sweep her up, with all of her girlish joy, and keep her clenched firmly in its fist. She had the literal bruises to prove how tight its grip was, and her speech…it had seemed different at the festival, worryingly altered. Robin, also, who was the strongest man she’d ever known in so many ways. The magic had coiled around him already, with barely even a whisper of effort. It had taken only a matter of days to ensnare him, clouding his normally razor-sharp judgement.

			And Casimir. Perhaps he had managed to retain an inch or two of composure against the temptations of the enchantment, but he too was hurt. The spell had drawn real blood from him, her oldest friend. And…her mind gave a sneer of cruelty. He had shown at the gazebo, with his spell-clouded, “charming” confessions, that the enchantment was only taking tighter hold. It would be just a matter of time until all three of them were lost entirely to the magic, not to mention the rest of her cherished hometown’s residents.

			That kind of lovely joy was not hers to claim. She couldn’t lose them. She couldn’t lose anybody else.

			Sage let out a furious, bitter roar and tossed the contents of the heavy, loaded box straight onto the dead embers.

			A plume of thick smoky dust billowed out from underneath and swallowed all of her precious work in a filthy coating of ash. Her arm stretched out in front of her, and she wavered only for the briefest of moments. It was as though her magic acted separately to her mind, emboldened by her recent recklessness. The spell flew from her finger, and a perfect burst of flame erupted beneath the books. The papers caught fire quickly and mercilessly.

			Sage allowed herself only a moment to watch them burn, to see how the flames licked and devoured. She felt completely numb. The tears that pooled in her eyes were simply from the sting of the smoke.

			“Good riddance.” Her voice sounded shaky, but Sage shook her curls back vehemently.

			She turned her back on the flames and marched towards the museum again with renewed conviction. It was high time her naivety was quelled for good; it was time to grow up. This would only take a few more trips.
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			Not even half an hour had passed before Sage was watching her entire life’s work turn to acrid smoke and ash. As always, she had made light work of a seemingly impossible task.

			Although a more humane hour had come, the sun was struggling to break through to declare the dawn, and thick clouds swirled like the darkest of shadows. The late autumn light that had greeted them each morning of the past week with welcoming warmth and a reassuring goodness felt like a distant, disconnected memory.

			Her heart had cracked wide open several boxes ago. The sight of worn leather spines and well-read pages devoured by the flames was a devastating one. But, as she kept reminding herself over and over as her chest rose and fell in sobs, it all had to go. Magic had to go, in all its forms.

			One part of her plan remained, and the daybreak was a blinding reminder that she needed to hurry. Horse hooves and clattering cartwheels were already audible somewhere in the distance. Port Sylvan was awakening. Anyone could soon find her, and she wasn’t sure her resolve would hold up to any kind of persuasion.

			Surrounded only by empty cardboard boxes and their discarded lids, Sage dropped to her knees and turned to the satchel at her feet. She flipped open the leather flap and pulled out the contents with shaking hands. Lilara’s book was the final item that remained from her life as a scholar of magic. But before she could bring herself to burn it, before she could close this cursed chapter of strangeness and threat forever, she had one last, desperate requirement from the witch she had admired her whole life. Sage pressed the star charm on her bracelet against the lock, and the clasp gave a satisfying pop as it yielded. She opened the book on the ground, forcing the heavy pages apart to reach the centre page. Frosty dew drops from the grass clung to the cover and Sage placed her incantation finger into the inner spine. She wasn’t entirely sure how this all worked. It was something that she had never managed to find the specifics of, but she had long supposed that instinct and affinity were a valid sort of magic in themselves.

			It was time.

			She had to dig deep for it, really drag it up from the depths of her soul. But, as always, Sage managed to find the iron control that she clamped around her heart whenever she felt it was required of her. She forbade herself from turning back on her word.

			“Please.” The sorry waver in her voice wouldn’t do. “I call on the grimoire of Lilara Mournfell, once the witch of Port Sylvan,” she said more firmly, making sure to keep her breathing steady and her nod certain, “and all of the magic that she left behind in her wake. I call on her and her witchery to help me heed her warnings, as I should have done long before this moment. Please, take mine too. Take my magic.”

			The pages flittered either side of her finger in the breeze, but her words had no effect.

			With renewed determination, a need to prove that she could do it, Sage grimly set her jaw. “I don’t want it anymore. I never wanted it.”

			She struggled to keep an even, dignified tone.

			In all her years of research around magical banishment, she had only ever found one truly plausible lead. A reference to the darkest of spells that dragged up a witch’s soul to act accordingly when she was in the depths of despair. Sage had kept it up her sleeve for a long while now, this particular incantation, never even sharing it with Casimir. She was a little scared of it herself, truth be told.

			“Tenebrae Obscurum,” Sage said quietly, her voice carried away on the wind.

			She had discovered its existence a couple of years ago via a note scribbled in the margin of a text that she had borrowed from the British Library, a study on the effects of magic on memory. She had tried to match the handwriting to the lender on the library card, in hopes of contacting them for an interview, but found only the initials B. B. associated to the reader.

			Through further research, she had since found that all signs pointed towards it being a legitimate spell, but a kind of draining, difficult magic that wasn’t to be tampered with lightly. It was a spell that would assist in the banishment of not only her magic, but all recollection that she had ever even been that way inclined. All memory of this part of herself would be obliterated instantly.

			She had never been brave enough to attempt it, stowing it away under lock and key to come back to another day once she understood it more. Now she scolded herself for not being brave enough to try it before. It could have saved all this trouble.

			Lilara’s words had cemented the decision. There really was nothing to lose anymore.

			“Tenebrae Obscurum,” Sage repeated, furious at herself when she heard her own voice waver yet again. She balled up her fists, scrunched up her face. “Don’t you hear me? I don’t want this. I don’t deserve any of it. This magic is not for me!” The words sounded choked, but she was shouting now, unwavering and certain. “I’m not good enough. I’m not special enough. It can’t be mine. Tenebrae Obscurum! Tenebrae Obscurum!”

			She felt something. A shift. A change in the direction of the wind. A drastic, definite plummet, like the stomach drop on a roller coaster that, if it didn’t sound so frivolous, Sage would have said was an alteration in the make-up of her very soul. It was as though a cloak of heavy, leaden despair had been placed upon her shoulders, as though she’d never be able to stand under the sheer weight of it. Then, just when she thought her heart might give out at the stark emptiness it felt, she saw the magic leave her.

			It poured out of her. A burgundy stream that could have been blood if it weren’t for the glitter of undeniable, unknowable witchery that laced it. It poured out from the tip of her finger and leaked straight into the central binding of Lilara’s book. Greedily, the pages drank the magic from Sage’s system and took it all for itself, storing the sacred supply between the pages. Just the same as it had done for Lilara all those years ago, when she too had decided that no good could come from a witch’s cursed heart.

			Sage had finally done it. She had finally followed in Lilara’s footsteps. She had successfully banished magic from her life and soul.

			She watched in the strangest mix of heartbreak, horror and twisted happiness as her own magic left her, and with a gust of chilling, unkind wind that blew through the entirety of Port Sylvan, the cover of the grimoire slammed shut with the finality of a thud and a lock click.

			With the final ounce of strength that remained in her body, Sage picked up the treasured artefact that had, for reasons she understood now, found its way to her so strangely. It was always meant to be this way.

			She rose to her feet and, with one last stumble of energy towards the roaring bonfire, tossed Lilara Mournfell’s book, full of magic old and new, into the roaring flames.

			As could always be relied upon, Sage had done all that was required of her, and she had done a good and thorough job of it.
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				Into the Woods

			
			There was a rap on the bedroom door.

			“Sage, your gentleman friend is waiting downstairs.”

			But Sage couldn’t bring herself to see him. Her friend, so gallingly in tune with her moods, would know immediately that something had changed. In the days that had passed since the burning, she had strongly decided that he had no business being a part of this mess anymore.

			“I’m not coming. Tell him to go,” she replied to the door.

			There was a pause.

			“Are you sure all is well in there, madam?”

			“Fine.”

			Another pause.

			“Very well. I shall tell Mr. Everald again that you’re still feeling under the weather. I am sure he’ll understand.” Sage’s heart gave a whimper at the hurt in Maggie’s voice as she chose to shut her out again. She had been cold to her housekeeper since returning home after the fire on Friday morning. Maggie had tried several times to come into her room to check on her, but Sage had shouted. Really shouted.

			Finally, she had achieved her goal. She had banished her no-good magic. It was a great achievement, the one dream that she had followed like a North Star whenever she felt herself floundering. She had done it; she was no longer a witch.

			So why, in all hellfire, did she feel so utterly bereft?

			The spell had not been entirely successful. The memory-wiping effect of Tenebrae Obscurum that her research around the dark spell had always promised had yet to take hold. Sage remained all too aware of the witchcraft that she had stripped herself of, and the knowledge of all that she had lost only served to make the haunting, ripped feeling of grief even worse. She supposed it was a well-deserved punishment, the bitter cherry on top of the cauldron that the kinder side of the spell had failed.

			In some ways, it was fortunate that she still had some recollection of her magic. It meant that she could clean up the residual mess more effectively. Today, she must begin the repairs that were required of her. On her return from the bonfire, she had barely been in control of her own limbs or her own mind. She could not remember getting home. It felt like a blurry blackout, a supernatural amnesia, and she had not left her bed in two days thanks to feeling more unwell than she could ever recall.

			As it had transpired, magical banishment was incredibly unpleasant, and frankly, she had not had it in her to care about answers until now. Would the spell have ended entirely, or would there be trace amounts still lingering across the town?

			Once Casimir had left, probably in a strop, which she’d no doubt have to bribe him out of at some point, Sage would go and examine the front of the house for damage caused by the gingerbread. She was annoyed with herself for leaving the silly facade on display for so long; no doubt her home insurance would have shot through the roof. The beanstalk was surely eviscerated; her knowledge of Earth Sorcery made her fairly certain that such vegetation would not survive without a source of potent magic nearby.

			Then she would see about contacting the school that had visited the museum last week and ensure that the children who experienced the unfortunate side effects of their visit were back to normal. With any luck, their wings would already have vanished or at least begun to fade, now that the spell was over, as would the other tropes and characteristics given to the locals. She would make sure that Laurel’s bruises had faded, Robin’s hand had healed and Casimir’s injuries had eased. With any luck, they would be left with no memory whatsoever of the whole charade.

			It all seemed a rewardingly neat conclusion, which at least satisfied an itch in Sage’s meticulous nature. Although the one factor she couldn’t bring herself to contemplate was Mal’s articulate ways. She had grown rather fond of the cat keeping her company, offering smart words of sarcasm, and despite her best efforts, she failed to find any argument as to why her smallest, most trusted friend was better off without a voice.

			But who was she to believe that she was deserving of such a special thing?

			While the curse had been broken, one troubling possibility lingered over her like a dark cloud: By ridding herself of her powers, creating a wildly swinging imbalance of magic—Lilara’s running wild and then both magics suddenly banished, along with her concealment spell—she would inevitably have alerted the coven. She had almost forgotten about their threat entirely amid all of the distraction. They were bound to appear soon, in one form or another. Surely they did not leave unclaimed magic lying around, like a Lost and Found Department. Not that it really mattered anymore. Now that she was non-wicche, she supposed she could just tell them to piss off and leave her be. It was simply a habit to fear them.

			Murmurings buzzed downstairs between Casimir and Maggie, as they had done on and off since Friday, but eventually Sage heard the front door close, signalling the former’s exit. The clattering of pots and pans from the kitchen followed as Maggie turned to the day’s errands. Under the thick covers, Sage breathed a sigh of relief. She had been in bed for days and might just stay for another. She couldn’t bring herself to do anything other than sleep.

			Just then, something small and sharp pelted her bedroom window.

			Sage growled. He really was the most presumptuous person she’d ever known.

			Reluctantly, she dragged herself out of bed, throwing the covers aside with a scowl. She went to the window and lifted the sash to call down to him. “What, Casimir?” she barked.

			“Crikey, if Juliet had been this unpleasant, I think poor Romeo would have told her to sod off, and he would have lived a long and fruitful life.”

			Casimir stood in the front garden and threw another stone up towards her at the glass. It landed on the windowsill inside. It wasn’t a rock at all, but a hard chocolate button from the transformed shale in her front garden. There were still remnants of her edible house, then. She promptly threw it back down at him.

			“Ow!” he called up. “What’s wrong with you? Are you all right? I’ve been worried. There were a fair few morning tickets sold for the exhibition today, remember. And why have you locked me out of the archive?”

			Sage crossed her arms tightly around herself. “I’ll be there later. Maybe. I have…errands to run.”

			Casimir’s brows shot up. “Errands, indeed. Would any of said errands happen to involve an enchanted forest?”

			“A what?” she replied crossly. She didn’t have an ounce of patience left for him to be talking in his infuriating riddles.

			“The signposts. The third one’s changed, so grab those maps of yours. We’ve got town charting to update. One enchanted forest coming right up, followed by a troll bridge towards the dell. That one we’re already familiar with, at least. And the woodsman’s house in the direction of Robin’s place, by the looks of it.”

			Sage could have sworn her heart stopped beating. It was only then that her murky mind cleared enough to realize that Casimir was still in his princely attire.

			“Oh good, you’re up. Now, about second breakfast…” Mal blinked angelic, round eyes up at her.

			Sage gasped.

			There was no way that the curse could still be running riot. After everything she had surrendered in exchange. She had ended it. She had put a stop to all of this, done what Lilara had asked of her. Her magic was gone. The grimoire had been destroyed. She had saved them all. The enchantments around the town should be winding down—and quickly. Otherwise, why had she made the ultimate sacrifice? She leaned further out the window to grip the frame. “You must be mistaken, Casimir.”

			“Oh, must I? You know, you really are the rudest…” He shook his head, hands on his hips. “Hurry up, will you? I thought we’d better make sure Robin’s not encountered any evil queens with gruesome vendettas. He’s far too nice. He wouldn’t stand a chance, poor bloke.”

			“I’m coming down!” Sage shouted frantically, leaping back from the window, and Casimir waved impatiently in a way that meant Hurry up, I want a coffee. Throwing on the first things she could see in her wardrobe—a black turtleneck and green plaid pinafore—she just about managed to find the presence of mind to grab her satchel and lace up her boots before sprinting down the stairs, almost breaking her neck in the process.

			“Sage! Madam! Prithee, slow down, will you? You’ve seemed so unwell this past weekend. I’m not sure you should be out of your bed if—”

			“Honestly, Maggie, I haven’t the faintest idea whether I am all right or not.” At least it was an honest summation. “I’m sorry, I’ll…I’ll explain at some point.”

			Sage tore out of the front door, which, she noted with a hollow dread, was indeed very much still made of gingerbread. She didn’t bother to approach Casimir, instead running straight past him in the direction of Robin’s house, which sat a few roads across from the Equinox Gallery.

			Casimir yelled after her. “Oi! Specs, where are you…? What’s the rush?”

			“There’s been a change in circumstances,” she replied curtly, struggling to snatch her satchel further up her shoulder as she ran.

			“Another chapter, is it? Or you got something out of the book again? Specs, slow down, for the love of—”

			“Can’t. I need to make sure of something.”

			“Namely?” Casimir asked, exasperated and tugging at the tail of her coat to pull her back.

			“Namely, Casimir”—Sage stopped abruptly to turn to her colleague, breathing heavily—“namely that I have in fact put an end to this absolute nonsense.”

			“You want it to end? But at the bonfire, you—”

			“Of course I do. It’s high time this was all over. I’m certainly not having fun anymore. I’m certainly not finding the whimsy or the wonder in any of this.” She flung out her hands in despair. “Are you?”

			Casimir frowned. “I don’t hate this outfit anymore, honestly.”

			“It’s not about the outfit, Casimir!” she shouted, exasperated. “It’s so, so much more than that. Magic has changed this place, don’t you see it? It’s affecting things, affecting everyone, affecting you. It’s toying with me, it’s cruel. We had it all wrong…Actually, strike that, you had it all wrong. I was very much correct, as usual.”

			Sage began to storm off again, power-walking while Casimir’s long legs kept easy pace beside her. “I told you all along, and now I know it for certain. Lilara’s spell was designed to remind me that magic was not to be trusted.” She said the last word emphatically, then swallowed hard, catching her anger just in time before it ran away from her and she did something stupid, like burst into tears.

			“But, Specs…” He tugged at her coat again.

			She spun again to face him in a rage. “No, Casimir! We are done here. It was all a mistake. This has come to an end.”

			His eyes searched hers before those familiar deep lines of realization appeared between his brows. “You’re saying ‘was’ an awful lot. Have you done something without consulting me? Have you done more magic?”

			It wasn’t a lie simply to give him a small, curt nod. She had indeed done more magic. He didn’t need to know that it was the last and final magic she would ever do. Not yet anyway. It would break his heart to discover it.

			“But that’s a good thing, isn’t it? I don’t understand what’s changed. If you’re worried about the coven, then…” He scooted in front and ducked his head to her face, determinedly trying to catch her eye for answers, but she couldn’t bring herself to meet his gaze.

			Sage swallowed. “I can’t think about the coven right now. I can’t think about myself at all. I have to make sure that Laurel and Robin are safe and unharmed and that things are reversing, at least gradually returning to normal.”

			Evidently, she had not managed to bring about the abrupt end to the spell that she had hoped. But her sacrifice had to have made at least an inch of difference, surely.

			“Once that’s done, then we’ll deal with your…leggings.” She stormed off in the direction of Robin’s house.

			“I think you’ll find they’re breeches!” Casimir yelled after her.
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			Robin’s house was on Poet’s Corner, which, on a normal day, required passing by the Founders’ Fountain, then a pleasant wander through the rose gardens and a sloping right past the Equinox Gallery. But where Sage would usually take a shortcut to head under the bridge and through the dell, she froze at the kerb.

			She blinked hard, disoriented. The landscape had changed.

			The dell that she and Casimir frequented so often was normally cradled in the heart of Port Sylvan, the grassy hollow dipping softly in a precious space held between the town’s hands. The trees up top usually leaned over the dell in an enveloping bow, as though keeping it a secret only for those who knew of its whereabouts. They were sparse enough for dapples of sunlight to drop patches of gold over the grass and pathways that wound through. The dusting of wildflowers could be spotted from a mile away, and tufts of thick, fluffy moss lined the bridge’s brickwork. There were always dogs to be greeted, birds to be watched, picnics to be envious of. It was an alcove of slowness and rest to Sage—soft and lush and changing with the seasons, meant for brisk snowy walks in winter, spotting the first flowers in spring, quiet sun-drenched contemplation in summer and the purr of lulling raindrops against an anorak in autumn.

			But that familiar dell was not the sight that greeted her.

			Instead, there stood a forest.

			Strangely, the first thing that came to mind was a circus tent: huge, imposing and appearing from nowhere overnight. The thick forest was like a purpose-built structure, fixed and rising and solid. Dark and richly coloured, with a wall of pine trees knitted and knotted from branch to root, pressed so densely together that a shout on one side would have struggled to make it to the other.

			And the rose gardens, growing increasingly wild each day since the spell began, had started to spread through the entire town. Their stems were popping up everywhere. It wasn’t entirely beautiful anymore, almost too wild. They trailed both sides to border the forest in a definitive dark red line.

			Sage did a double take, then risked a hesitant run a few yards closer to make sure her eyes weren’t playing tricks. But it was real. Trunks gnarly, branches impossibly high, a canopy that blocked out the light and plunged everything beneath into darkness. The air around the forest carried neither the birdsong nor the breeze that normally felt so light and airy there, replaced by only the occasional groan of wood as trees shifted under their own vast weight.

			“Specs, will you please slow down, just for one minute? I’m not caffeinated enough for this,” Casimir groaned, and shoved his hair back.

			Sage fell backwards against him willingly, unable to find words to answer. Instead, she simply lifted an arm and pointed at the forest.

			“Ah.” Casimir’s mouth turned into a tight straight line. “I know I’m not the most observant, but I’m fairly sure that wasn’t there yesterday. Or was it?” He scratched his head, doubting himself. His eyes glazed over for a moment. “A new feature to the realm…”

			Sage silently shook her head, gathering the courage to ask the question. “Do you think…Do you think Robin’s in there?”

			Casimir’s arm tightened around her front, as though he were trying to protect her from her own fears.

			“The woodsman in the woods, I suppose it stands to reason,” he pondered. “But he’s a big boy, isn’t he? He’ll be fine; he’s not scared of the dark. We’ll see him later at the Dap to ask him all about it, okay? He’s probably doing something impressive and philanthropic with the opportunity anyway. Building a tree mansion for orphans or befriending some wise community-led beavers.”

			But Sage’s heart was beating more quickly by the second. She did her best to try to steady her pulse, but looking at her fear head-on for what it could be, for what it might turn into…

			“He’s my little brother. I have to make sure he’s all right.”

			“Specs, did something happen that I don’t know about?” Casimir spun her around to face him properly. He rested soothing hands on her shoulders, and the concern on his face felt like honey to her stinging, dry throat. “I know you took the book home. I know you’ve been investigating it without me. Tell me what you found, Specs. We do this together, okay?”

			“I…” Sage was so close to telling him. She wanted to. She wanted to see the look on his face that always came when he was listening carefully to her, weighing up her theories, asking the right questions that she hadn’t quite approached herself yet.

			But this time it was different. He could not possibly understand this, and a big part of her didn’t want him to discover the horrible, shameful truth. She had grown accustomed to his endless pride in her.

			“I’m not putting any more of this on your shoulders,” she said firmly.

			It earned a long-suffering sigh back. “If you won’t let me save the world with you, then at least let me treat you to breakfast,” he pleaded.

			Sage turned to look over her shoulder in the direction of Robin’s house, the roads towards her old family home entirely eclipsed by the forest.

			Casimir tried again. “He said the girls are with their mum today, so he’s probably at home, enjoying some off-dad-duty time.”

			Sage nodded uncertainly. “That’s true. We might even bump into him somewhere.”

			“If not, then I vow, upon my honour, to see you safely through whatever frightful dark forest lies in your perilous path, okay?” he said, squeezing her as he turned her towards the café.

			Casimir, although extra dramatic in his choice of words today, was probably right. Robin was a grown man. He had always been so steady and solid and safe. She could trust that he would remain so for a fraction longer. It was nothing but her own skittish paranoia at work.
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				Stop Me If You’ve Heard This One

			
			Sage and Casimir reached the Hedgehog House after an uncharacteristically quiet walk. No jibes flew between them; there was no heated debate, no excitable chatter of discovery or thoughtful questioning to note for later. Both were silent with their own thoughts, wrestling with those that should be shared and those that required private investigation instead. Casimir knew she was holding something back, and while Sage wasn’t ready to confess, it felt wrong to be hiding anything from him.

			Casimir pushed open the coffee shop door to the tinkle of the brass bell, and the familiar wall of warmth and chatter flooded out towards them. They joined the queue at the counter, unwrapping their scarves and unbuttoning their coats. Heat blared, condensation bloomed in each windowpane, and a strong earthy coffee scent flooded the whole café with bitterness. For a brief moment, Sage registered a twinge of relief; some normality had at least remained here, if nowhere else.

			“Oh, you’ve got to be…Well, the ominous forest was somewhat of a giveaway, but, yes, I suspect events have taken a decidedly less than cheerful turn,” Casimir said. He looked aghast, and Sage soon saw why when the crowd parted a little and they approached the till.

			The usual selection of Bridgey’s incredible pastries, sweet treats and freshly baked golden goods behind the glass were not on display. The polished marble countertop had gone. The gleaming coffee machine that regularly saved their mornings had vanished. Instead, a large brass pot dangled in the open fireplace, and on top of a roughly hewn wooden crate, there was a giant vat of magically overflowing porridge. So much for normality.

			“Porridge?” She grimaced. “Of course.”

			“Why is it always bloody porridge?” Casimir moaned.

			It had never occurred to Sage before, but there really was a lot of porridge in fairy tales. They both stared daggers at the stuff as Bridgey slopped two enormous grey ladlefuls into bowls and handed them over the counter.

			“I used to feed travellers at my cottage door; now they just call it a café.” Bridgey chuckled at them, looking thoroughly pleased with herself.

			Sage looked uncertainly at her friend. The last thing she needed was small talk today. “Erm…Quite.”

			Bridgey turned to Casimir. “Oats and stories both thicken if you let them sit awhile, that’s what my nanna always used to say.” She tossed her rag over her shoulder, folded her arms and nodded at him triumphantly.

			Casimir leaned over the counter and lowered his voice, one eyebrow cocked. “Nannas, always so wise…Bridge, are you all right? You seem a bit off. How much do we owe you?”

			Bridgey grinned, her ruddy complexion shining with a sheen of sweat, unsurprising given the roaring open fireplace behind her. “Coffee’s on the house if you promise to tell me what you’re wishing for today.”

			Sage and Casimir shared a glance. This wasn’t right. Bridgey was different, even compared to the changes they’d already witnessed at the autumn festival. The huge grin on her face was strained. Her stance looked tense. Her usual friendly, laid-back nature had been replaced by something unfamiliar and rigid. Sage was about to ask Bridgey if she’d like a sit-down, perhaps a drink of water, but they were elbowed out of the way by the next customer in the queue, and Bridgey’s attention moved away.

			“I used to feed travellers at my cottage door; now they just call it a café,” Bridgey said to the man who’d been waiting behind them. It was followed by a chuckle at the exact same pitch as the one she’d given before.

			Sage shot Casimir another side look and found that he was giving her a matching bewildered reaction in return. Bridgey spoke again, cheeks taut. “Oats and stories both thicken if you let them sit awhile, that’s what my nanna always used to say.”

			Sage felt a hideous, sickly dread trickle down her spine as she watched Bridgey toss her rag over her shoulder, cross her arms and nod at the man.

			“How much’ll it be?” the customer asked her.

			“Coffee’s on the house if you—”

			“Promise to tell me what you’re wishing for today,” Sage and Casimir said in unison.

			This was not the end to magic that Sage had assumed she would find that day. In fact, it was anything but. The spell raged on and, if anything, had only grown in potency.

			“She’s stuck, isn’t she?” Sage said, swallowing hard. “A moment in time, a page in a story. She’s not herself anymore. She’s a character.”

			“And not a very good one at that,” Casimir said, ushering a horrified Sage over to the same secluded table behind the coat rack where she had found herself last week, before all of this madness had unfolded. Sage would do anything to go back to that moment, to leave the damn book well alone and not let her cursed curiosity or her selfish ego get the better of her.

			She slumped back into the chair that Casimir had guided her to and stared into the distance, half aware that she was watching Bridgey and each of the customers in the queue follow the same loop of behaviour and repeated lines of dialogue over and over. A quick, disturbing thought that, until now, she hadn’t dared consider entered her mind. What if this spell, this curse, was a problem that could never, ever be solved? What if everything had changed forever? What if there was no way to return to normality? Port Sylvan may be trapped. And that meant…She turned to Casimir, still in the same ridiculous clothing for yet another day. As the realization of what was unfolding began to truly dawn on her, the blend of worry, anger and dread turned into sheer fright.

			“All right, we can get the worst part of this out of the way first. Go on. Say it. You told me so,” Casimir said as he took a seat opposite her. It was enough to snap Sage’s attention back.

			“Well,” she sniffed. “I did.”

			He gave her a conceding nod. “Maybe this is a somewhat more sinister series of events than I initially gave you credit for.”

			At least reality was still managing to crack through the shell of Casimir’s solidifying character. Although she had noticed the change in his syntax already that morning. He was losing grip of himself. “And the decline makes perfectly logical sense too. Fairy tales start with some sort of beautiful dreamlike imagery and gradually spiral into the most horrifying, twisted nightmare for their unsuspecting characters.”

			“Lilara knew exactly what she was doing, all right. Bitter old wi—” Casimir cleared his throat. “Woman.”

			Sage’s defences shot up to defend Lilara. “It’s not bitterness, Cas; it’s genius. She’s so smart, she knew how to make me sit up and pay attention. It’s truly the perfect spell; it’s only my fault for not heeding her more quickly.” Although, even as she said it, Sage had to wonder how entirely she still believed that sentiment. A cloying, claustrophobic feeling left her tugging at the high neck of her sweater. She steeled her conviction. “The sinister parts of fairy tales are never just cruelty for cruelty’s sake, are they? There’s always an important message at the end of it to be taken as a lesson, and this is mine.”

			“And what, precisely, is that lesson meant to be? Maybe it’s about all of us as a community or me and you as a…partnership. Friends, obviously. Our working theory has always been that you’re the protagonist in all of this, but what if…?”

			Sage dropped her gaze and tugged at the ends of her black sleeves.

			“I knew it!” Casimir shouted. “There’s more, isn’t there? Spit it out, Specs.”

			She still couldn’t bring herself to anything like honesty. The thought of admitting to him that she was something like unlovable, something like wicked, and knowing how he’d insist that she was wrong despite all the evidence…

			“I don’t remember all of it,” Sage lied yet again through gritted teeth. She could have recited every ugly word of Lilara’s warning to him, so burned was it into her brain. “But, yes, she brought me another message. The key part was along the lines of…something, something…‘flee the town in dark spellbind.’ They were her exact words.”

			Casimir scoffed. “Or what, she’ll turn us all into NPCs like poor Bridgey? Who does she think she is, demanding that you get up and leave?”

			“Casimir, stop it. You’re not taking this seriously.”

			“Of course I am! But please, allow me the privilege of protecting you, and this villain will trouble you no longer.” There it was again. He wasn’t fully in control of his own words anymore. He was unknowingly slipping into the enchantment, hour by hour.

			“Look, look at her!” Sage hissed her words, trying to keep her temper contained. They glanced back at the counter, where Bridgey was throwing a rag over her shoulder for the hundredth time. “Everything we do is following evidence and learning lessons. We can’t ignore that just because this time it doesn’t suit us. Then what…what happens to you? To everyone else?”

			For once, Casimir didn’t have a retort to fire back. He trudged his spoon through his gloopy bowl of porridge, brows knotted while he followed his trail of thought.

			“I have to listen to Lilara’s warning,” Sage said quietly, a little calmer as she reeled herself back in. “She knows what I am and what will happen if I pretend otherwise. She understands the danger. No one else can understand it, but Lilara does.”

			“But I’m trying my best to under—”

			“I know you are,” Sage said heatedly. Her heart gave a grateful kick at the pained look on his face. “I know,” she softened.

			“Do you think everybody in Port Sylvan is facing the same fate? That they’re going to fall deeper and deeper into this fairy tale?” His usual confidence was fading.

			Sage sniffed. “Yes.”

			His brows shot up. “Even me?”

			Sage couldn’t bring herself to reply. There was no doubt: It was already happening. The truth hung unspoken between them, but he always said that she was terrible at keeping her feelings from her face.

			Casimir leaned back and blew out a long breath, hands slotted behind his head as he processed her conclusion. After a moment, he rocked onto the front legs of his chair and leaned in close. “Specs, I am far, far too good-looking for a fate like this.” He said it with an emphatic finger on the table and such sincerity that she couldn’t help but laugh, despite everything. He had always had a somewhat wonderful talent for making her do that. “How do we fix this?”

			“We do not fix anything, Casimir. I fix this. I keep working to prove to Lilara that I understand her warning and I await her next instructions. I thought I’d done enough already, but…At least she’s thorough; I appreciate that better than anyone,” Sage said uncertainly. “It’s a task that I have to complete alone. I refuse to involve you—or Robin and Laurel, for that matter—in any more of this.”

			She gestured to the unnerving chaos around them. The tables, filled with familiar faces and people who they walked by and interacted with every day, had existed in the same loop of simple conversations and repetitive motions since they’d sat down.

			Casimir was desperately trying to read her face for the finer details that she wasn’t willing to hand over. It almost made her buckle and admit her fate to him. But then she saw the shift in his demeanour. The shoulders broadening, the chin raising, the glazed look.

			“Be at peace. As the laws of academia dictate, you may bar the gate, but curiosity slips still through the keyhole. You cannot shut me out, fair Specs. I won’t let you.” He threw down his napkin and shot to his feet. “I have trained for this all my life. Destiny wrote our names side by side long ago, and who am I to fight it? I remain your champion.”

			Through the ridiculous princisms, Sage thundered, “Cas, don’t you d—”

			“I’ll be back, Specs. I must see what I can uncover. Go straight home, stay with Maggie, lose yourself in the safety of research. Do not go into that forest alone. Don’t do anything…I shan’t say ‘stupid,’ because you’re too brainy for that to ever be the case, but don’t do anything reckless. Don’t do anything hasty. And most likely, knowing you, don’t do anything self-sacrificing. All right?” He dragged her up to her feet too and held her by the upper arms, shaking her slightly for emphasis. He had no idea that she had already done all of the above. “Promise me, my lady?”

			For one insane second, Sage was fairly certain that he was going to kiss her. Instead, he pulled her in for a painfully tight hug, left a dramatic kiss on top of her wild curls and shot out of the Hedgehog House, sword swinging behind him, leaving her to fall back against the table.

			She took a moment to catch her breath and plan her next move. She couldn’t be certain how much of that display was the real Casimir and how much was the prince—the lines between the two were blurring—but he was right about one thing: She should go home. She should ask Maggie for advice, calculate a new plan before acting on any further hasty inclinations. She just had to stop by Laurel’s house first, then Robin’s, to make sure they were still holding on.

			Without Casimir to distract her from her thoughts, the cloying warmth of the café intensified. The looped chatter seemed endless, a sharp shriek of laughter playing on repeat. The clatter of spoons in starchy bowls, the scent from tankards of burnt coffee. A damp, salty sheen of sweat began to cling to her skin; panic pulsed everywhere. She grabbed for her coat and scarf and lurched through the front door. For once, Bridgey did not follow to check on her or wave goodbye, and the small loss only made things feel worse. These people, whom she had come to care deeply for in such passive, quotidian ways, were lost. She hoped with every fibre of her being that Lilara knew what she was doing.

			Sage felt the chilly air hit her face as she leaned against the outside wall. She swallowed it in greedy gulps as she clung to a handful of ivy, now interspersed with the wild overgrown red roses, to steady herself. When she felt secure on her feet, she buttoned her coat to the top and took a few steps in the direction of the theatre, where Laurel lived nearby.

			Until she heard it.

			It was soft, but there was no mistaking it. Caught on a chilly breeze that threw her hair back in knots, Sage heard the voice of her baby sister. Laurel’s voice, trapped in a trailing tangle of rustling leaves and groaning, pained, bowing trees.

			It was coming from the forest.
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				Hollow

			
			Laurel had always called on Sage whenever she needed help with anything. Sometimes it was outfit advice, where Sage was surprisingly useful, in that Laurel would then wear the exact opposite of whatever her older sister deemed suitable. For a while, it had been relationship problems, but Sage had had to caveat her suggestions by reminding Laurel that she would generally prefer to be stuck in a conversation with a houseplant rather than most men. Of course, there was sometimes career advice too, but that one always hit the same stalemate, whenever Laurel’s reply was “Well, that doesn’t sound very fun.” Whatever the topic, the help and advice would inevitably be followed by bickering about Sage’s dreary lack of whimsy versus Laurel’s unwise lack of reality. The next time they spoke, it would be as though nothing had ever happened; such was the circle of sisterly life.

			So, when Sage heard the youngest Hemlock’s voice caught on the wind, strained and struggling as though it were made of something slippery and ethereal, she did not think twice about the implications. Everything else ceased to matter; even the presence of a witch’s enchantment that was growing increasingly twisted was irrelevant. She simply knew she had to help her sister and be by her side, where she had always belonged.

			It took a fleeting moment to hear it again. Blundering into the road, following her instincts blindly, Sage spun on the spot several times as she tried to locate Laurel, simply to pinpoint the direction of her shouts as a starting point.

			“Laurel?” she yelled at the top of her voice, not caring whether anyone stared.

			For a second, she wondered whether she’d heard anything at all. The magic or lack thereof, freshly drained from her system, was making her edgy and slow. Ears pricked like a fox, she strained against the sounds of the town around her to find Laurel’s voice again.

			“Sage? Sage, I’m here!” The forest. It was definitely coming from the forest. “Come on, quickly! Hurry up!”

			When had she last seen her sister? What had she said her plans were? Laurel had said goodbye to Sage and Casimir at the bonfire, throwing her arms around her sister and yawning obnoxiously loudly into her hair, which Sage only remembered because she had grimaced at it and told Laurel that she was disgusting. In her defence, Laurel had apologized and told her that she was absolutely exhausted from writing and auntie duties and everything in between and that she was looking forward to a few long lie-ins. Why would she have gone into the forest?

			Sage ran towards the wall of trees that was once the dell. She couldn’t make herself move quickly enough; it was as though the path towards the forest stretched out longer and longer, some kind of cruel trick at play. Eventually she reached it, however, and the moment her hand landed on the first cold, rough trunk to catch herself from falling, the darkness within felt all-consuming.

			Sage peered over her shoulder to glance back at the town. People were going about their morning business. Everything looked as it had done recently, brighter and louder, the sheen of glittering magic greying but still coating everything in sight. Music still lingered in a constant background lullaby. But turning back to the forest, it was as though a pitch-black night had fallen. It seemed to swallow her rationality. Everything was silent.

			She had promised Casimir that she wouldn’t go in alone. But what choice did she have if Laurel needed saving? As the eldest, that had always been her job. The Enchanted Forest…Sage racked her tired brain, tugging on old, frayed research to try to quell her fears. The forest was a liminal place in the world of fiction, a physical marker of the turning point between the life that was and the changed life that was still to come. The dark forest, where a character can lose themselves completely to a unique sort of madness or find unknown new strength if they possess the courage to fight their way through.

			“Sage, come on!” Laurel’s shouts grew louder, more desperate by the minute, strained and struggling. “Please! Where are you?” Maybe she’d fallen and hurt herself. She was so clumsy, forever bumping and scraping herself when they were young. But whatever had happened, Laurel was in there somewhere, and for reasons that didn’t particularly concern Sage all that much, she needed her help. So she would go. It was always as simple as that.

			A rolling silky mist breathed above the forest floor, a fine veil of damp silver curling around her ankles. There wasn’t time to assess whether she should mark the way for them to follow back out. That part didn’t matter. She’d figure it out once she’d found Laurel and made sure she was safe.

			Sage took only a few steps inside before the town behind her fell silent and disappeared completely from view. The bark that wrapped around each towering pine only caught the slightest hint of daylight, swirling in gnarled patterns that blurred at the edges of Sage’s vision. Her boots sank deeply into the soft, misty mulch, slowing her pace.

			If she hadn’t fallen, she had probably got lost—Laurel was hopeless like that. Her sense of direction was practically non-existent, and it had landed them in trouble several times over the years. Her sister, in all of her sweet, silly ways, wouldn’t have been able to resist the prospect of an Enchanted Forest. She’d probably taken a walk to try to clear her head and somehow ended up deciding that being alone in a sinister, looming forest was the perfect location for it. Idiot girl. It was easier to be mad at her than scared.

			“I need you! Sage! Hurry, please!”

			Laurel’s voice turned fainter, softer. There was a fragile feeling to it, as though she were tiring. She sounded younger somehow. This was the Laurel that Sage had taken under her wing, a broken baby bird all those years ago, and vowed always to look after.

			“Laurel?” Sage’s voice cracked, dry with fear. No answer. Only a rustle that could’ve been the wind—must have been the wind—the scent of damp moss, rotting flora, something faintly metallic that caught at the back of her nose. Was…was the coven here? Were they waiting in the shadows that clung everywhere, ready to snatch her from her life before she could save everyone? Was it a trick? She didn’t permit herself to think on it. Sage pressed on, hurrying, but as quickly as she called out her sister’s name in the hope of a reply, the dense forest swallowed the sound up whole.

			Panicked, Sage threw out her left hand to cast a small, unassuming incantation to light her way. But her stomach plummeted when only a splutter and a stalling sensation came where magic had once flown. Of course. It had gone. She’d forgotten. She couldn’t do that anymore, not ever again. She tried to slow down her breathing, which was coming in shallow, quick gasps with her lumbering pace.

			It could have been minutes or hours that passed. It was difficult to keep her wits about her as the need to find Laurel brought the blood rushing to her head. At long last, she squinted as a shape she recognized finally flickered between the trees. It wasn’t her youngest sibling, but it was tall and solid and so welcoming in its familiarity.

			“Robin! Oh, thank the universe.” With the last of her energy, Sage ran towards her brother’s silhouette up ahead. “You heard it too? Where is she?”

			But Robin didn’t turn around, didn’t respond to her cries. And her brother’s silhouette…it wasn’t quite right. The inky shadow that stretched out from his feet, somehow even darker than the rest of the black forest floor, bent in a way that shadows shouldn’t. It was odd. Angular, too solid in its shape. And as the thickly knitted canopy of leaves above them shifted, allowing the slimmest beam of daylight to find its way down towards them, Sage gasped when she saw him. Or something like Robin. Something that wore his face, but it wasn’t her brother. It couldn’t be him.

			His skin was deeply mottled. Gnarled and dry, wrinkled, formed into something aged and worn and rough. The broad, sturdy shape of his torso was only faintly recognizable as the one that she had been hugged by so many times over the years, always just when she needed it most. She wasn’t sure when her “little” brother had grown so much taller than her. She still got a shock sometimes when she saw him, realizing that he wasn’t as she remembered him on that day anymore.

			It was him and yet it wasn’t.

			He was rigid. All sharp lines. Jarringly cold.

			The woodsman had become one with the woods. The spell had taken him.

			“Robin…” Sage gasped, her hands flying to the branches that had once been his limbs. The bark that had crept over his skin was still warm to the touch, pulsing faintly beneath her fingers. She must have only been seconds from saving him. Sage stumbled back, and her blood ran cold when his eyes opened slowly, painfully.

			“Sage.” Robin’s voice rasped in recognition, the sound muffled by sticky sap and splintered wood. “It hurts. Please…I heard Laurel. I came running but…”

			Sage fell another pace back, struggling to stay upright as horror warred with love. Around her, the other trees shivered and sent down a rain of pine needles as a wind blew through them. She saw more faces, half-hidden within the patterned bark, mouths twisted in silent cries. The forest was full of them.

			“Robin!” She gasped for air, any last composure cracking. “What do I do? How do I help you? Tell me!” She fell towards him and shook the branches desperately, as though it might loosen his real form and let him escape.

			“Where’s Laurel?” He managed to groan beneath the wood.

			Sage desperately spun to try to spot her sister, hoping and praying that she was hiding in the shadows, scared. “Laurel? I don’t know! She’s…she’s not here? But I heard her!”

			In a flash of pale light, the chain around her wrist glinted and caught her attention. The next charm had transformed. A pine tree all along.

			She had been tricked. Sage felt sick. The curse, so humbling in the way that it left her wrong-footed, over and over, had wanted her to come and find Robin. His change was the latest twist to remind her of the incomparable chaos that magic could wreak upon the people she loved.

			“I followed her voice too. I tried to leave…When I knew she wasn’t here,” Robin croaked, sticky tears of amber sliding down his wooden cheeks. “It won’t let me.” He groaned, the ache and regret audible as he tried to twist his rigid wooden form towards Sage but found it unforgiving.

			“But I gave it up!” Sage shouted with a sob. “I gave my magic up! That should have been enough! This isn’t fair! I was trying to protect you both; I was trying to…”

			As the mist thickened at her feet, something behind her—roots, tendrils, hands—brushed her ankle and held it tight. Sage kicked out, a scared animal noise coming from somewhere at the base of her throat.

			“Go, go!”

			Sage heard her brother offer those final, generous words of wisdom to her.

			And she ran.
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				The Top of the Tower

			
			Finally stumbling out into the light, Sage bent double and grasped her knees to find balance, choking down heavy, chest-heaving sobs. The magic running amok across Port Sylvan must have been at play in guiding her out. Perhaps it had plans for her; the spell needed her to survive in order for it to complete its story. Letting her stay in the darkness of the forest and miss whatever nightmares were coming next would have been too kind a mercy for her mistakes.

			That couldn’t be her wonderful, kind brother’s fate. She would not let it be. She had spent her whole life existing on the assumption that she would fix it—all of it—eventually. It was a bittersweet mentality of strength and a presumption that sometimes drove her half mad, but one that she had to hold on to.

			The difference now was that she was without her magic. Not that it had ever really helped her before, but she couldn’t rely on even the smallest of emergency incantations anymore. Nothing would be instantaneous. She could not fight fire with fire. She could only rely on herself and the quick mind which had never failed her. That was a small, strange comfort.

			Sage took a series of steadying breaths to try to calm her thumping heart and carelessly swiped at her wet face to gather some composure. For now, as much as it broke her heart to admit it, there was nothing she could do for Robin, other than see this through and end the spell for him. But there was still time to save her sister. While she couldn’t be sure yet of her safety, Sage clung to the one silver lining that at least she had not met her fate within the forest.

			Not only did she need to protect Laurel, but a career with Casimir at her side had taught her that two heads were nearly always better than one. Her colleague was otherwise occupied, but no one could understand better than Laurel the unexpected turns that stories often took. Her sister could always see things in a different, brighter light.

			Laurel lived behind the Port Sylvan theatre, and Sage set out in the direction of her apartment with something that felt like either determination or madness. Putting one foot in front of the other, even when she felt hopeless, was still some kind of progress. That was a fact she could hold on to. She kicked off the mud that was still clinging to her boots and shoved her hair carelessly out of her face. Sage winced as the cold charms on her bracelet brushed with a sting against the scratches on her face from the forest.

			She had forgotten to take it off and probably should have included it in the burning with everything else. But even if she had, Sage wasn’t certain that it would have been destroyed.

			Within her work, Sage was not so proud that she couldn’t rectify and update her findings, admit that she had made an error along the way. It was not a sensation that she relished, of course, but it was vital nonetheless, and this time was no different. By pouring her own magic into the book and banishing it, Lilara’s magic surely should have trailed after it, satiated and trapped back between the pages, too, in order to bring a swift end to all of this. Yet the spell lingered and continued to grow.

			Lilara’s magic remained. And what if it was the chain, rather than the book, that was the vehicle for Lilara’s enchantment? Sage had been carrying it around with her this whole time—a storyline to follow. She wished that Casimir were there by her side. He would either be softening each of these sharp, painful revelations with a ridiculous joke or helping her to uncover the secrets still to come. Discoveries and developments were considerably less gratifying when they could not be shared with her partner and met with that mesmerized glint in his eye.

			Not for the first time in her life, however, Sage found herself alone. The only one keeping everything afloat. The loneliness of that felt almost unbearable.

			She knew the existing pattern of the charms by heart: the star, the house, the wings, the leaf, the hearts, the crown, the mirror and the tree. Perhaps there was no solution. The spell could not be brought to an early stop. She simply had to see it through to end it all. Four moons and stars were left to make their transformation.

			“Make that three,” she muttered to herself. The next moon along, no bigger than a pinkie fingernail, was already refashioning as she approached Laurel’s house. She had to be on the right track, getting closer to the next chapter unfolding. The silver metal straightened its crescent into a line and swapped its slim, curved shape for one looped end and one angular, boxy shape at the other.

			“A key?” Sage tripped as she tried to walk and examine the charm at the same time. Her first instinct was simply the front door of Laurel’s flat. She hoped she didn’t have to bash it down; brute force was not her speciality. She would have to run back home and dig out the spare key she kept in the junk drawer in case of emergencies. But that all felt far too literal, anyway. Too real, too easy. Every other clue that the chain held had required much more whimsy to match to its secrets than simply producing a spare key for a locked door.

			Glancing back over her shoulder, she considered the ever-changing landscape of Port Sylvan, and the signposts at the Founders’ Fountain not too far in the distance caught her eye. The fourth and final post had finally changed.

			“Royal Tower?” she yelled, reading the clue. “What the bloody hell do you want me to do with that?” There were various passers-by, but nobody was listening.

			In fact, nobody was taking any notice of her at all. They hadn’t since she’d emerged, sobbing and filthy from the forest.

			A sickening realization sunk in as she approached the theatre, passing more and more residents of Port Sylvan at one of the town’s busiest points. Faces she knew, generations of families she’d grown up alongside. Everybody, even as she power-walked, frantic and tearful and spluttering, was oblivious to her. Not one single person stopped her to ask if she was okay, why she had been crying, whether she needed a lift home. Nobody ushered her to a bench or told her to take a deep breath. This was not the sweet, supportive community that she knew so well, that had welcomed her back when she had most needed them to. She could have been a ghost. She waved a hand in front of the faces of two women who strolled past—Adela from the greengrocer’s and Uma from the cobbler’s, locked in a looping conversation about the weather. They didn’t even flinch, didn’t bat an eyelid, only repeated their same two lines of dialogue over and over as they walked on. Sage went completely unnoticed. She had been cut off from the town’s residents as they each slipped deeper and deeper into the enchantment. She was entirely alone.

			The thing about true rock bottom was that it at least made honesty easier. There was nothing left to break. Admitting it could no longer split anything open or send her crashing down. Sage had turned the evidence of Lilara’s intentions over so many times, looking for the version that still allowed her to believe in a hero and that the data had not changed, only her willingness to accept it. As she had found so often in research, the conclusion to her studies was unexpected and unwelcome, but precise and proven.

			If she could not fight her way out of this, then Lilara would get her wish. A wish that could not possibly be as compassionate as Sage might have first believed. Sage would have no choice but to leave the town behind, to distance herself from everyone just as the book had warned, or everyone within it would be trapped in the darkest of spellbinds. After Robin’s fate, this could not be considered benevolent magic. So she had to make it to the end of the story and close the book, despite the fear that laced her veins, and the little sister whom Sage loved so fiercely had to know how to get there.

			A key for a princess implied the existence of a tower. Laurel’s apartment was nothing like a royal tower; the place was always a terrible mess of old paint water and discarded socks. What was the closest thing that Port Sylvan had to a royal tower? She felt like tearing her hair out, floundering on the spot and trying to decide on the most likely location of her sister when her attention was stolen by the tall pointed spire in the distance. The grand ruby red brickwork that made up the tallest point of the town’s architecture.

			“The Lyceum. Of course!”

			Historically, the beautiful hall had been built as the original school in Port Sylvan—Sage knew the facts and the dates by heart from her fail-safe tour script. These days, it was more of a community venue, a space for mums and toddlers, retirement boules clubs, eighteenth birthday parties and absurd town meetings. But, crucially to Sage’s theory, it boasted an impressive tower covered in star-shaped tracery and pretty, circular windows. The sort of place that a princess might find herself imprisoned, if she were so inclined. The thought shot Sage with a bubble of sudden adrenaline. She was surprised by her instinct towards imagination. This was the soft Laurel-like thinking that she needed to lose herself to if she was going to win any sort of momentum against the spell’s hold.

			Thankfully for Sage’s already-struggling lungs, it wasn’t far. Too many years in dark and dusty libraries had ensured that her fitness was not up to this, but at least Casimir was not here to witness her huffing and puffing or to make any more terrapin references. She wheezed her way to the front door of the Lyceum. The crimson roses of the gardens had taken a particularly firm hold of the tower, the whole structure newly encased in trails of determined writhing stems, an abundance of burgundy blooms creeping their way up the stone.

			Only when she faced the door, daring herself to try it, did it occur to Sage that she did not have a key to the place, nor any magic for a lock-picking spell. She slammed an incensed fist against the door, then promptly fell forwards when it swung open straight away with a pained, awful sort of creak. It was unlocked, no key required. Strange.

			“Laurel?” Sage called up the spiralling stone staircase. “Laurel, are you here?”

			No answer here either. Only a ghostly sort of silence as she poked her head up and around the stairs to find a musty smell of stagnation breathing out of the slim tower. Too aware of the noise of her own footsteps brushing and knocking against the stone, Sage took a cautious few steps up. This wasn’t right. It should require a key to make any sense of the bracelet’s clue. But she would have to climb it now she was here—for clarity and meticulousness, if nothing else.

			The fronts of her thighs screamed and struggled against the endless steep incline. Sage’s head spun with dizziness as she went round and round, further and further up. The Lyceum was evidently enchanted; she should have easily reached the top by now, but the inside of the tower kept unravelling into the clouds. She wheezed Laurel’s name as she rose higher, but still there was nothing in reply. The thought that she was barking up the wrong tree—or clambering up the wrong tower—was persistent, but Sage had to make sure; the key could be a metaphor for the princess in the tower. The locked door might be waiting at the top of the staircase. Or, at the very least, it would be one more possibility exhausted of where to find her sister. Finally, Sage reached the last few steps and halted.

			A soft, defeated gasp escaped her. She willed her legs to move forwards, but nothing happened.

			The top of the tower opened up to a round room which, rather than the same stone walls, was held within the twisting rails of an intricate golden cage. Hundreds of the finest bars of pure gold, like tendrils of the sun, spanned the room and encased the space like a beautiful prison, forming a domed top and a small entryway that was, thankfully, unbolted. The rose stems that climbed the tower outside tumbled through the window, carving crimson paths up and around the golden cage, surrounding…Laurel.

			In the centre of the room, the princess in the tower, just as Sage had theorized. But Laurel was not waiting to help her sister solve clues or unravel stories. She was not waiting with the answers. Laurel, the little bird whom Sage had always done her very best to take care of, was lying stone cold and perfectly still atop an intricately carved wooden bed, an abundance of roses surrounding her unmoving body.

			Worst of all, Laurel had spoken her fate in black and white at the bonfire as she snuggled, yawning, into her sister’s hair and left clues of what was written at the hands of magic. But Sage had been too selfish, too distracted and preoccupied with all the blasted wonder that she had decided to prioritize to take any notice of the vital hints.

			“The long sleep…” Sage whispered. The strange, arcane state in fairy tales that hung so precariously, like blown glass between two realms, childhood and adulthood, innocence and experience…One wrong move and a princess would shatter.

			Slowly, Sage dragged her feet towards her sister and fell to her knees at the bedside. She reached for Laurel’s hand and held it tightly between her own.

			“I’ve been looking for you all day, you know that? As usual, Laurel, you continue to be the greatest pain in my arse,” Sage said softly, “even when you’re sleeping.”

			Sage could feel it in her soul—whatever was left of it. Her steel resolve and endless determination was dwindling so, so quickly. She was losing faith in her own abilities to problem-solve, losing hope that she would figure out how to fix it all. Her two most treasured, precious people had succumbed to the spell, and she had not even the first idea how to break them free from it. Just as Lilara had warned, a cursed witch like her could never deserve true kin, a sister or a brother.

			“It might not seem like it, because I’m doing a horrible job, but all I’ve ever done is try to keep you safe. It was the very least I could do for you two, after I was the one who took them from us,” Sage told Laurel, moving her sister’s long red hair away from her face in a sweeping way that Laurel would have absolutely hated and moved back immediately. “And you couldn’t even be bothered to stay awake to help me out.” She chuckled dryly. “Sounds about right.”

			Sage was trying not to let her shoulders shake, trying not to let her bottom lip wobble pathetically. Trying not to let the tears break free. She wasn’t sure she’d ever be able to stop if she gave in.

			“Look, I know I’m hard on you. And very difficult to be around at the best of times. I know you’ve always been stuck with me, even when you don’t really want to be. And I know you have to be so patient. But I get a shock every time I see you, Laur. Every time I spot you in the corner shop buying a million magazines or I open the front door and find you waiting with a tub of ice cream and a DVD when I have reading to do. Or when I meet you at the train station because you need a lift. Or…” Sage rambled into a crushed, dejected sigh. “I can’t believe you’re not the little sister I remember anymore, the one I had to sweep up in my arms and rush out of Mum and Dad’s bedroom. That day when we found them…It’s the same with Robin too. I think something in me froze in time that day.”

			She sniffed. For the briefest of moments, Sage thought she felt the smallest of flexes between her fingers from Laurel, but as quickly as it flickered, it was gone again.

			“I didn’t just lose them when it happened. I lost myself too. And I lost the ability to loosen my grip on anything I even remotely care about. It’s all choked and clawed and ruined because of me; I squeeze the life out of everything.”

			Sage was barely talking aloud anymore. The words were a whisper, her forehead leaning on her sister’s cold arm. But still, it felt important to tell these things to Laurel anyway. To finally offer up some form of twisted, humble apology to explain why she was the impossible way that she was. Always desperately clinging on as much as she could, white-knuckled, scared that it would all slip away from her. Why she was never fun or spontaneous or distracted by laughter or fun. She had never been able to risk it again.

			“A fat lot of good it’s done me, living like that,” Sage laughed bitterly. “I’ve still lost everyone. I always will.”

			A gentle breeze blew through the turret windows and sent a ripple through Laurel’s hair. Sage settled it back down and left a gentle kiss on her sister’s forehead.

			“Alone again,” she whispered to herself.
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				A Trail of Breadcrumbs

			
			Sage stayed by Laurel’s side until the watery sun had almost disappeared from view. Her body ached against the cold stone and her eyes strained as the last of the light reflected brightly off the golden cage. But none of that discomfort mattered, and there was little point in leaving.

			“Please, Laur. Please, wake up.”

			She had lost all awareness of her surroundings, registering nothing but the chill of her sister’s skin and the most occasional of wispy breaths from her—until there was a sudden shuffle of boots on the stone.

			Sage bolted upright, head turned to the stairway. Someone was calling for her again. Surely the enchantment wouldn’t be so cruel as to keep tricking her, over and over. Lilara had more than made her point—and in such an extreme manner. She didn’t have it in her to face another cruel hoax.

			But this time, it was a name that only one person ever called her.

			“Specs? Are you up there?”

			Casimir. He had come back, just as he’d promised. He shouted breathlessly for Sage as he climbed the staircase at speed, his voice echoing around the stone. “If you’re not up there and this spell is making me climb all the way up for no good reason, I swear I’ll…Specs!”

			He turned the corner of the final step, his eyes widening at the sight of the golden cage, then he ran and fell to his knees beside her. “Are you okay?” He grasped her face, stroking it with his thumbs before turning to look at Laurel. “Is…is the princess okay? She doesn’t look all that okay.”

			Sage faltered. “The princess? You mean Laurel?”

			“Who?”

			“Laurel…You just called her the bloody princess.”

			“Did I?” Casimir shook his head, fuzzy with confusion. “Sorry, sorry…Maybe it’s the altitude. Maybe it’s this pissing feather slowly but surely piercing my brain underneath this hideous hat.” He batted it out of his line of vision with a grimace.

			Sage knew exactly what it was. She was rapidly running out of time to save him.

			“Where have you been?” she asked gently. She hadn’t the energy to be frustrated or annoyed or confused that he had decided to take off. The soft tone of her voice towards him sounded quite uncharacteristic, even to her, but she was fast losing the adrenaline that had been keeping her spirit alight.

			“Where have I been?” Casimir asked himself, straining to remember. “That’s a good question.” The enchantment was blurring his memories, Sage knew it. “Well, I tried to get on the train to bring in reinforcements. I have a contact in supernatural beasts, a chap I met at a Cambridge conference once who I’ve long suspected was magically inclined. Strange fellow, very grumpy, always wearing a Stetson, of all crimes, not that I can say much about headwear in my present state…Anyway, it struck me he might have some advice about this curse or at least negotiating peace talks with the giant. But I only ended up sitting on the train for ages, going endlessly in a loop around Port Sylvan for quite some time. It would seem that there’s no way in and no way out.” He visibly shuddered. “But worry not, a noble prince such as I is not short on bravery, no matter how public transport may try to thwart me. I assumed I’d find you at the museum, Specs, but you were gone, the archive still locked, and then—it probably sounds mad—but it was as though all of my instincts suddenly knew that there was a damsel nearby who may or may not be in distress…”

			“ ‘Distress’ is one word for it,” Sage murmured. He wasn’t himself, reality and story blurring at the edges of his speech and movements, but it still felt good and right to have him nearby again, in any form he could manage.

			“She’s only sleeping, isn’t she?” Casimir faltered, leaning over Laurel to check her pulse. “It’s faint. What about that bloody useless knight who we released? I know he’s still pottering around, the size of a walnut, but she’s the princess of the realm. Surely, we should be able to bank on him reappearing soon to save her?”

			“Oh, come off it. Since when can one rely on men to do anything?” Sage said crossly, leaning back against her sister’s bed in a slump. “It’s the key charm we need to solve if we want to move towards any kind of conclusion. I still haven’t found a suitable explanation for it; it’s behaving differently than the rest. Like it wants us to go looking.”

			Even in the most surreal of circumstances, it felt oddly comforting to have assumed their usual position. Backs slumped against the golden cage, they sat side by side on the floor, as they always did whenever time was ticking by and a deadline was imminent. Sage longed for the day, if it ever came, that they could be back in the dark cosy archive together, and the rest of the world would leave them well alone to each other’s comfortable, safe company.

			“A key? I see where you were going with the tower. Good thinking, Specs,” he said. “But the spell wanted us to find Laurel easily; she’s not locked away. So, what could it be that is?”

			Sage sat bolt upright. The motion of her brain cogs coming to life again, whirring with the electric spark of an idea, felt familiar, comforting and a reliable trail to follow. Her thoughts ran away from her at speed, and soon she could see the faint, flickering blossom of new possibility ripe for consideration. What was it in its purest form? What was the seed to be planted and nurtured?

			She had to keep moving forwards to get closer; it would come more into focus as she approached. Just the same way that…

			She grabbed Casimir by the front of his doublet. “Who do we know who’s locked up?” she breathed, drunk on the rush of inspiration.

			“I think Terry who runs the newsagent did a few years once for drink-driving, now you mention it,” Casimir suggested.

			Sage simply blinked at him. A sense of serenity washed over her with the confidence that she had come to a correct conclusion, and an immense glow of satisfaction flooded her veins. The high that she was forever chasing in her studies.

			“No, Cas. I mean, who do we know who’s both literally and figuratively locked away, caught in the most impenetrable of entrapments?”

			Casimir’s eyes widened. “Maggie.”
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			Sage and Casimir burst through the front door of the gingerbread cottage with such haste that one of the edges crumbled into pieces onto the doormat as it rebounded off the wall. The loud sound sent Mal’s ears scooting backwards and elicited an extremely unimpressed “Do you mind?” from his perch on a stack of books. He returned to his snooze with a hearty sigh, ignoring their continued panic entirely.

			“Is it the curse making me woozy, or did that fell beast just talk?” Casimir asked uncertainly, creeping closer to Mal. “Pray, are you some kind of chimera? Manticore? Perhaps a small griffon?”

			“Are you?” Mal asked, eyes still closed and highly unimpressed.

			“Maggie? Maggs? Are you here?” Sage yelled through the house, speeding down the hallway to peer around the living room and then rush into the kitchen.

			Maggie was at the kitchen counter, singing to herself while she shaped a batch of perfectly round and scored bread rolls. She dusted off the flour from her hands and threw them onto her hips, looking thoroughly unimpressed. “Of course I’m here, Sage. When have I ever not been here? Prithee, why do you look like you’ve seen a ghost? Well, aside from”—she gestured down to herself—“the obvious answer to that, o’course.”

			“We need to talk to you,” Sage said, panting, swinging around the kitchen doorframe, trying to steady herself.

			Judging by the shock on Maggie’s face, she must look utterly insane. She caught her reflection in the dark of the evening window and saw that her pale skin was blotchy and tear-stained from having no choice but to leave Robin and Laurel behind again. Her hair was even more of a windswept tangle than usual. Angry scratches from the forest covered her face and mud was splattered everywhere. The bags under her eyes were frankly frightening.

			“What about, Treasure?” Maggie hurried over, visibly concerned as she took Sage’s hand. “Is everything all right?”

			“Not really. In fact, it’s not all right at all. Technically speaking, the existence of ‘all right’ in modern verbiage implies the existence of ‘all wrong,’ so perhaps it would be prudent to add that into our vocabulary, given current circumstances. But that’s probably beside the point,” Sage garbled. “Maggs, if my theories are correct, you are the very last person in this blasted town who I’ll be able to talk any sense with by the time the night is done.”

			“Oh, thanks very much,” Casimir tutted from the hallway, where he had made amends with the cat and scooped a sleepy Mal onto his shoulder for their usual cuddle.

			“Sorry, Cas, but it’s where we find ourselves.”

			“As long as I draw breath, no shadow shall touch you, fair Specs. My honour is true and my heart is yours,” Casimir said, then caught Maggie’s baffled expression. He gave a shrug and a grimace. “Alas, it would seem my words may have galloped a touch beyond dignity.”

			“Listen to yourself. You’re losing the last of your grip on reality, and everyone else has already long surrendered,” Sage said. The dawning realization of Maggie’s relevance had come with the very welcome additional conclusion that the ghost must likely be immune to the enchantment. “Luckily, it seems safe to assume that Maggs remains unchanged, seeing as she’s not technically, you know…”

			“Alive?” Maggie shrugged.

			“Quite,” Sage said, rushing back into the living room to turn on the lamps against the night’s darkness. She ushered Maggie and Casimir to join her, then plonked down onto the sofa herself.

			“Let me at least fix up some tea first, will you?” Maggie said, rising and heading back towards the kitchen.

			“No, Maggs. For once, this is something that a cup of tea can’t solve.”

			The look of horror on Maggie’s face was all too real. At the revelation that there wasn’t even time for tea, she seemed to register the gravitas of the conversation. Maggie slowly lowered herself into the rocking chair beside the fire and opposite Sage. She held her hands neatly in her lap and kept a rigid posture.

			“What is it?” Maggie chanced nervously.

			“We may not have discussed this curse at length, but you’re smart, Maggs. You’ve noticed the strange goings-on around here. Even more strange than usual, that is,” Sage said a little self-consciously, tugging at her sleeves.

			“Madam, you know I strive to conduct myself with due regard when it comes to your professional—”

			“Yes, and normally I very much appreciate our boundaries,” Sage said, interrupting her. “But this time, I need you to stick your nose in as much as you like, Maggs. I need to know whether you’ve noticed anything we haven’t already discussed over the past week—and if that brilliant mind of yours has come to any conclusions. I suspect you are, quite literally, the key to all of this.”

			“Me?” Maggie asked. She shuffled uncomfortably at the attention. The housekeeper was never one to enjoy being the centre of a story; existing as a ghost had encouraged her in the art of slipping into the shadows as much as she could.

			She had told parts of her history to Sage here and there over the years, but it was rare that any of her own memories were clear or strong enough to share, beyond a hazy snapshot of a summer’s day or the powerful, nostalgic feeling from a family Christmas. Always something fleeting and beautiful that Sage would grasp on to greedily, keen for a little more insight into her most peculiar of friends.

			Sage nodded in what she hoped was an encouraging manner and not a terrifying one.

			“Speak freely, my lady. No fragment of truth is too slight to aid in our quest,” Casimir said, perched on the arm of the sofa next to Sage with the cat wrapped contentedly around his shoulders like a scarf.

			“What is he yapping about?” Mal asked Sage, twitching his ears up in a way that implied disapproval.

			“Easy now, little one,” Casimir said, affronted. “A humble feline would do well to mind some courtesy when royalty graces the room.”

			Mal somehow raised one long eyebrow. “Who are you calling ‘little one’?” He turned back to Sage. “You’d think he was the one who’d just learned to talk, the way he’s going on.”

			Casimir frowned, and Sage softened at the way his cheeks flushed with embarrassment. It was so unlike him. She cleared her throat hastily. “What Casimir means to say is, I haven’t told you both the full story. You wouldn’t believe the chaos that’s been unfolding outside this house, Maggs. And we suspect you are the next key to our understanding.”

			“I wish I could have seen it out there for myself,” Maggie said wistfully. “I confess, I did wonder about your change of fashion, Mr. Everald. Your curious choice of chapeau, for example.” She nodded towards the obnoxious feather.

			Casimir sighed. “Yes, yes, we all hate the hat. Anything else?”

			“Why, only the obvious. The gingerbread décor, and there was the beanstalk, plain as day. I did note the sudden influx of textbooks left strewn about the place to be tidied away, Sage. I assumed it must have been a peculiar experiment that you weren’t quite ready to share…But then the cat started to impart his tips for the weekend’s horse racing, and my suspicions did take flight more readily…”

			“No one appreciates me around here,” Mal said, giving a yawn from Casimir’s shoulder.

			“Is there anything else at all that you can possibly share, Maggs?” Sage asked, trying to keep her impatience in check. “Three blind mice that shot out of the drainpipe, maybe, or lying wooden puppets or a pig that’s moved in over the road and decided straw was best for his kitchen extension? Anything at all.”

			Maggie faltered. “Well,” she said with a hopeless shrug, “I did think it most peculiar that you had taken to wearing jewellery, madam.” She pointed at the chain of charms around Sage’s wrist.

			Casimir lifted Sage’s arm to the light and out closer to Maggie. “What, this? You really don’t miss a trick, do you, Maggs?”

			Maggie smiled. “Madam is not usually one for frippery, that’s all. Never seen you wear so much as a brooch in all our years together, Sage, and I couldn’t help but wonder where you might have found it after all this time.”

			Sage and Casimir exchanged a wide-eyed glance. “You’ve seen this before?” Casimir asked, voice full of confusion.

			“Not only that, but you remember it?” Sage rushed the question out, shaking the bracelet towards her housekeeper. “You mean to say this chain is a clear memory for you?”

			“Indeed, the moment my eyes beheld it. A veritable joy to see it again, different though it is. I recognized the distinctive style all the same.” Maggie nodded keenly. “It brought back a few faint, fond memories of happy times. With Lily.”
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				Your Dear Friend

			
			Cups of tea had in fact never been more necessary.

			It was Casimir who made them, while Sage slumped back on the sofa in a state of shock, Mal licking her hand in an attempt to coax her back while Maggie rushed upstairs to fetch a cold flannel. The revelation that her housekeeper had been best friends with Lilara Mournfell before both of their demises was a little too much to handle, the cherry on top of an already rather chaotic, overflowing cauldron.

			“I can’t believe it. All this time,” Sage remarked to no one in particular. Glasses catching orange reflections from the fireplace, her eyes were unable to focus on anything other than the blur of the flames.

			The moment Maggie had revealed herself to be the key, Casimir had bellowed and made them all, including the cat, who skittered behind the curtains, jump out of their skins. He pointed to the chain around Sage’s wrist, which quickly revealed the next transformed charm before they had even caught their breath after the last. This time, the smallest silver spinning wheel.

			“Oh, Sage, I am truly, truly sorry for it,” Maggie said for the millionth time, dabbing at Sage’s forehead gently. “Had I known the importance…My memories are quite muddled, even under the best of circumstances, but pray, forgive me. A hundred or so years will have such consequences for a girl.”

			“ ’Tis no fault of your own, my lady Maggs,” Casimir said, taking a seat and placing a reassuring hand on Sage’s thigh. It was normally the sort of contact that would send her into a spin, leaving the burning imprint of him on her leg for hours afterwards, but there wasn’t any room left in her mind to give it the slightest question mark.

			Besides, it felt nice.

			“He’s right,” she said to Maggie, shaking her head. “Of course it’s not your fault. If I’d been open with you sooner, maybe even asked for your help, we would have made this discovery days ago.”

			“So, where do we go from here?” Casimir asked.

			For once, Sage had no answer for that. She leaned towards her friend. “You can help me understand, Maggs. You can help me to finally see what it is that Lilara has been trying to show me. You knew her as she truly was. You’re the key.” She might as well be frank. Now was not the time to suddenly pretend that she was a particularly polite or reserved person.

			“I’m not sure I can, Treasure. All I possess are the faintest moments, the merest flickers of recollection. Lily is etched upon my heart like all the best of friends are. I know that she was a good friend for a long while.”

			Maggie reached over to Sage to take the hand that wore the bracelet and held it between her own chilled hands. Brushing a gentle finger along the chain, something in her seemed to stir at the contact. The ghost frowned. “But I recall that…Well…”

			“What?” Sage was desperate for Maggie’s memories. “What is it?”

			“I seem to recall that she changed,” Maggie replied quietly, a cautious expression forming under scrutiny, as she tried to keep up with the lace of delicate memories. “Yes, that’s right. Before she fled the town, Lily changed. I scarcely recognized her as the girl I’d been so close with since our youth. We…” Maggie stopped herself, confused by all that was coming into focus.

			“We were girls together, Lily and I, the most unlikely friends in many respects. My family, residing in this very abode, were under the employ of the Mournfells, whose manor sat beyond the town. My mother served as something of a nanny to their only daughter, and I, although a mere slip of a girl, accompanied her to start work myself. One day, Miss Lily ventured into the kitchens to say hello—she would be chastised for it time and time again, for mixing with the servants. It was a kindness that was part of her nature, unconcerned by social standings or rank. She was a blur of pink, so much pink satin, which I always coveted, and shiny black hair,” Maggie said vaguely, with a soft laugh as she remembered. “Lily was a veritable whirlwind and ever merry. A romantic heart that believed in happily-ever-afters. Immediately, she declared us kindred spirits upon first meeting, like strange sisters, and thus we grew together. But then…”

			“Yes?” Sage hung on every word, personal information she had never managed to find about her hero. “Anything, Maggs, anything at all.”

			“She shared her magic.” Maggie was talking so hesitantly, as though she didn’t even quite trust the words that were coming from her mouth. A mere touch of the chain had extracted them from her. “Yes, she told him…” Maggie shook her head, faltering, but then changed her mind again into a nod. “And she showed him the truth of her magic.”

			Sage’s eyes widened. “Lilara did? Lily, I mean. Lily shared her witchery?”

			“As I do recall…”

			“But that can’t be. All she ever wanted to do was be rid of it so that her beloved town could be safe. She never wanted to share or celebrate it with anybody.” Sage said the word “celebrate” like it was forbidden.

			“Perhaps my mind plays tricks, but her parents…they were indeed fearful of her magic the moment it revealed itself. They were concerned by its dangers, how people might respond to a witch in the lineage of the famous founders’ family. Their reputation could not be risked, and their fears only grew when other witches made contact to try to welcome her into their fold. But Lily maintained that it was good and valuable to the future of the town, if they insisted that she was to take leadership. She never did win her mother and father over, but she was certain still that her love would see its beauty as she did.”

			“No.” Sage shook her head adamantly. “It’s written in every resource, every record of her life, that she rejected it immediately, wanted no part in magic. She refused to risk the town’s safety. Maybe you’re mistaken.”

			“No, I’m sure of it.” Maggie, finally, seemed certain. “Lily fell in love.”

			Sage slumped back against the couch again.

			If Maggie was right, this changed everything. Sage had always pictured Lilara as a serious solitary figure and had been so inspired. Reassured by that. A woman of independence and selfless sacrifice. Someone who had rejected both societal and supernatural power to claim her own kind of power instead, with the very decision that Sage had admired and used as fuel for so long.

			But the story had been rewritten.

			Maggie shot to her feet. There was a look of hesitation on her face, a little dazed as she changed her mind and sat back down again. She fell back against the cushions, momentarily rebuffed by her own mind, but then bolted up again.

			“Maggs?” Casimir asked.

			The ghost hoisted up her translucent skirts and hotfooted it upstairs, muttering busily under her breath as she bolted for the back bedroom. It was something like a bedroom anyway—ghosts weren’t exactly in the market for a dedicated space to sleep, but Sage had always insisted that Maggie needed a private space for herself, nonetheless. On the odd occasion that Maggie left the door ajar while spending time inside, Sage had seen her at the window seat gazing out longingly onto Port Sylvan, watching the world go by without her. How peculiar and confusing it must be, to watch society change through that small pane of glass without being able to step out into it and understand more.

			It was also where Maggie kept all of her crafty equipment: her knitting, her darning, her very old-fashioned, hand-wheeled sewing machine. Sage had always admired it—a beautiful antique thing built into a small wooden table with cast-iron legs, curving lines and painted golden details.

			That was it.

			Sage shot after her, knocking Casimir out of the way and swinging frantically around the banister to take the stairs two at a time. She had just about enough presence of mind to call back to him. “Cas! The spinning wheel!”

			She heard him sigh and mutter something about peace and quiet with a glass of red wine.

			Sage burst into Maggie’s room behind her. The ghost had pulled out the small drawer which made up the base of her sewing machine, and the contents had been emptied out onto the desk. Amongst it all, Sage spotted an embroidered handkerchief, scalloped at the edges. A small dried corsage, a tiny glass elephant, a Bible no bigger than Maggie’s little finger with pretty gold edges, and in her hand, the housekeeper held a bunch of slightly crumpled yellowing envelopes.

			“I had long forgotten the existence of this drawer, but her bracelet…” Maggie said self-consciously. Sage reached out to squeeze her upper arm and encourage her. “Things I have from my past. Little things. A heap of old rubbish, really. I know they don’t look as though they could possibly have meant much, but they must have done. Once. And among it all…” Maggie swallowed, looking, entirely baffled, from the contents of her hand back to Sage. “I kept her final letters.”

			
				Saturday 14 October

				Dearest Magnolia,

				Oh, how I have dreaded picking up my pen to begin this letter to you. I know you are going to be plain furious with me. I can see your disapproving look, even from across the town. Promise to still be my treasured friend and confidante after this letter is done?

				Despite all of your wisest warnings, to heed caution above all else, I confess I cannot keep my wonderful secret from him any longer. Maggie, you know how it has weighed on me for so long now, surely you can understand and see it from my eyes? I have to share the truth that plagues my mind, body and soul each night, the one that sends my mind spinning like a top and that runs through my veins like a stream of fire.

				The answer to every question he has ever wondered about me. Don’t you see? It isn’t fair to keep it from him anymore. Why shouldn’t I share this beauty, this precious special blessing, with the one I love?

				“Lily,” he whispered in my ear just last night, his breath sweet with wine, “you beguile me, you charm me, your sweet strangeness would never allow me to leave here without you. There will never be another that compares.” It was the finest promise I have ever heard. Perhaps a greater woman would have kept the secret for herself, but I have never claimed to be great. I am simply a girl who, for reasons I know not, has found herself with a dazzling gift. You were so welcoming of it. I know he shall be too.

				Your dear friend,

				Lily

				
					[image: ]
				

				Sunday 15 October

				Dearest Magnolia,

				I told him. As soon as the moonlight came—and it really was the most beautiful moonlight—I knelt at his feet and bloomed a single rose from the air. Just as I have shown you before. The perfect rich shade of red, with petals like silk and thorns that could mark a diamond.

				I presented it between my hands as an offering, a simple display that I had hoped would impress him with the wonder that lays at my hands, for it has always been such a beautiful miracle to me. I pleaded that he take my gift to show me that he will accept me for who I really am, the way that you have done and the way that Mama and Papa cannot. If they had only permitted me to know the other witches, others like me, I may have known better.

				Maggie, the answer is too painful to make permanent with ink upon these pages. My cheek is scratched from the thorns, a single petal still entwined in my matted hair. His face was thunder and fright, his voice louder still. I felt the spittle land upon my face, and even with closed eyes, I felt the accusatory finger pointing straight at my soul.

				Please do not visit. I cannot face your disappointment as a final blow. I will write again when I can bring myself to form the words to tell you more and when my heart is not so splintered. I fear it may never be whole again.

				Your dear friend,

				Lily
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				Friday 20 October

				Dear M,

				I know you are worried about me. You have always been a woman of the kindest heart and softest sympathies. I am dreadfully sorry for ignoring your gentle letters and for sending your brother away with no word for you as to my state. But I have nothing to offer in the way of friendship or kindness. I am weak and tired and…Mere sadness does not brush against the feelings that weigh upon me. I can barely bring myself to write this note, but as my oldest and most cherished friend, I owe you as much as the news that I am still here, however much I may wish otherwise. I wish the same could be said for him.

				He has fled. He has left me, Maggie. Oh, how the darkness of this ink berates me! The permanence of its shadow on the paper feels an extra cruelty, as though it is something that I can never change.

				But it has to change. I would do anything to ensure it. I would give up all of this beauty and marvel and magic if it meant that he returned to me. He will return. He has to return. He must return, for I know not how I can go on without his hand in mine. I must tell myself again and again that there is a good and simple reason for his departure. You and I both know how Mama is forever reminding me that a positive spirit can fool even yourself.

				Perhaps he is seeking advice from a kind soul who will understand this sort of shock and teach him how best to approach such a wayward woman as he has been cursed to fall for. Or maybe he is simply seeking the quiet of solitude to best understand his own opinion first on all of this madness. It must have been quite the revelation for him. I left so much at his feet, and he deserves his time to agonize.

				I keep faith that he will come back for me. I must be patient and true above all else.

				I know not how to be without him anymore. There is nothing I would not do.

				Your dear friend,

				Lily
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				Wednesday 25 October

				M,

				Five days have passed, and still there is no knock. I have thought I heard it several times, rushed from my bed still in my nightgown to throw the door open, but I only find the moon. I think it is my heartbeat that I hear, banging and rattling in a treacherous, empty torment. Tell me what to do, Maggie. You were always so clever. What do I do?

				I do not sleep for fear of missing his return. I do not eat, for everything might as well be ash. I cannot face the world and how it continues to spin as though it should not have stopped entirely without our love to keep it turning.

				Once did I venture to the market for supplies—not that I had wanted to consume them, but simply in the hope that I might spot the top of his hat. Recognize the tread of his boots, be able to run to him and fix it all if he saw my face before him.

				But all I heard were whispers, Maggie. Not only has he gone for good and left me in a life that he will never return to, but I fear he has told others of my secret. How could I be so stupid as to celebrate something so shameful? How could I think that goodness and light such as him could ever be compatible with this dark magic?

				Not that it matters anymore. Let them feed me to the wolves for all I care.

				What do I do, Maggie?

				L
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				Sunday 29 October

				This magic. This treacherous, abhorrent, wild magic. It has ruined everything. No good can ever come of it, of that I am most certain! It renders me more and more alone by the day. If my soul were a red rose, it would be rotted in the ground that it grows from, petals all lost, no more beauty to linger, nothing but fodder to the creatures.

				There is no one. I have nothing, aside from a heart that whines a pitiful mew of a beat and a palm full of power that disgusts me to my core.

				Maggie, I hope that either it dies or I should die before it and send it back beneath to the worms, where it belongs. No good shall ever come of magic.

				While magic beats within a heart, it seems that love may not. They repel one another; I see that now. It is how the story of a witch must be written. What a fool I was to think it otherwise!

				Still, I must find him. A love as beautiful as ours cannot possibly end in such tragedy. I know you will wish otherwise for me, but there will be no persuading it. Besides, it is too late. I have drained the magic from my palms, banished it from my soul.

				Perhaps now he will consider me again.

				A boat departs at dawn tomorrow, Maggie, and the few belongings I require to survive are packed into the pockets of my coat. Take what you wish but burn the rest. Everything else—my favourite cloak, my precious jewels, my pretty things that were once so important and full of silly hope—can perish.

				Along with this whole town. A curse upon it.
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				Monday 30 October

				My true friend,

				You were always too kind to me, always too understanding and forgiving of this darkness, this blight that spreads inside me. You are a rare treasure, Magnolia. I only wish that the rest of the world could stand up to the measure of your goodness. I see now that perhaps you were an unfair example as a friend, one I could never have hoped to follow in the footsteps of with this cursed heart of mine.

				There must be some good to come from this agony! There has to be; otherwise it is too cruel to comprehend. But perhaps I can save the next poor soul who comes along.

				So, when next a witch of real magic should find herself treading these cobbled streets, I call a curse upon her. A curse upon them all, in fact—every member of this forsaken, hollow town of treachery and judgement.

				When the day does come that the next true witch after me should stumble through the threshold of this town and find my magic hidden, it will call to her. Let it be she, the witch, who must endure such heartbreak, of having known a perfect life and then to watch it fall away from her. Let it change her. Let it awaken her eyes to the truth of this all before it is too late. Teach her that no good can come of magic.

				I am no wicked witch, Magnolia. Perhaps bitter, perhaps jaded or perhaps merely weary of the world and its cruelty. Still, I am not wicked. It will only be for her own good, so that she will never feel a pain like this. Now she may find love instead.

				Until she does come, Port Sylvan will remain a place of my own magic, for better or for worse. Let it be wrapped in the stuff. A place of happiness, a ribbon of golden sunshine tied around it, a sense of wonderment like rain showers each day. Someone ought to enjoy it.

				Then, if she ever finds this book of blackened sorcery that found its way to me, the final tangle will be upon her. A twisted web of wickedness that she must unpick, just as I have had to fight to find my way through. She must not be greedy enough to think that love and magic can exist in tandem. Perhaps if she were able to embrace the impossible, to find the joy in this world anyway, to find that love and magic and softness can still somehow endure, then the curse may be broken. Such an impossibility earns reward! But I defy the moon, the sun and the stars to ensure that joy can fight its way through this wretched, hardened world.

				A life of solitude with only magic at hand does not feel warm in the mornings. It does not make the tea or bake the bread. It does not share a story of the day before one falls asleep at night. Let her meet her own wickedness.
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				Tuesday 31 October

				It is done. I am away. Farewell to my once home, to Port Sylvan.

				Farewell to my true self, for no good ever came of her.

				Maggie, if I am ever to return to this cursed town, for better or worse, my dearest hope is that you are here to greet me. I hope you live the very longest of lives, and may you never have to flee the home you have always loved so dearly. May the walls of it keep you safe forever. I hope the next witch may find herself a friend just like you. Without your heart entwined with mine, I would have perished long ago.

				May lost magic trapped between the pages betray the next foolish one who finds it, so that she may learn quicker than I ever did.

				Happiness was not meant for a witch like me.
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				Before You Met Magic

			
			Sage always wished that the ground would swallow her whole the moment she became the centre of attention. She had been that way ever since she was first dragged on-stage and forced to participate in a school play against her will. She had never quite recovered from being Sheep Number 3 and found that the only way to combat the hideous feeling was to launch into some sort of academic spiel that no one else gave two hoots for. They would quickly turn their attention elsewhere, and she could continue passing the minimum amount of time required of her in the shadows of said social situation.

			Standing in Maggie’s room with her two closest friends, having learned that an ancient witch had cursed her to open the grimoire a hundred years before she was even born was just such an inconvenient, awkward occasion.

			She glared at them defensively and offered a tight scowl.

			“What?” she said crossly, arms folded tight. “Oh, stop looking at me, will you?” Her irritation only grew when she saw the silent, loaded glance that Maggie and Casimir shared between themselves instead. “And stop looking at each other, for that matter.”

			“Where exactly would you like us to look, Specs?” Casimir asked, a gentle version of that lopsided grin of his creeping in, even still.

			“Sage, I…” Maggie’s eyelids fluttered. Her hand flew to her throat as though she were trying to keep a hold over her emotions.

			“And you can stop with the pitying tones too. I’m not an injured vole that you need to wrap in a blanket.”

			Casimir rolled his eyes. “I think an injured vole would bite less.”

			She glared more fiercely at him, but his face only softened in return. “For once, Sage, let us know what you’re thinking, will you? Bravery is no burden to be borne in solitude. Speak your heart.”

			That was it. The gentle offer was the very last thing she needed to hear. Even beneath the ridiculous, princely facade, it was still there—his continued, unrelenting kindness, which she had done nothing to deserve. It made her snap. She threw the handful of letters to the floor.

			“Of course I have to be brave!” Sage shouted. The anger could have choked her. “Because what happens if I stop? How do I possibly begin to be okay? There has never, ever been another option but to be brave, Casimir. What don’t you understand about that?” Her temper was white-hot at the sheer unfairness of it all, at the mess she had found herself in and at her lack of choice but to keep on wading through and hope she wasn’t pulled under.

			“We still have to solve this,” she thundered on. “The letters don’t change that. We might finally have an explanation of some kind, but we still have the spell—curse, hex, whatever this is—to lift. In case you’d forgotten, we still have my brother and sister…” Her shouts wavered. A choke gave way to a sob. “We still have my brother and sister to save. I cannot be anything other than brave every single day of my life, and it is…It is so exhausting.”

			The dam burst. Sage buried her face in her hands and her curls closed out the world as all of the fear that she’d been trying to keep contained inside herself for weeks—or maybe even her whole life—refused to stay a secret anymore. Her whole body was racked with deep, hearty sobs that shook her from shoulder to shoulder. It was so self-indulgent, so horribly embarrassing to hear herself cry, but she wept for the simple unfairness of it all. She lived every day with a leaden, guilt-ridden shadow that followed her round in chains, whispering spitefully in her ear when life became quiet that she didn’t deserve the good, could never deserve the good. And now she knew that her mistakes were not only stupid and careless, but fate-driven too.

			Sage cried and cried. The impossible thought that other people simply existed in this world without being weighed down by loss and grief and solitude as commanding forces? The concept that they would never once know what it was like? To feel your chest crushed by a tidal wave of guilt, the repercussions rippling through the rest of your life while nobody else even remembered you were holding on to them. Life must be so, so sweet without it.

			It was probably making Casimir feel endlessly awkward and probably making strong Maggie think less of her, but Sage couldn’t care less anymore. She didn’t care that it made her sound petulant or childish. She wasn’t sure how she had made it this far, with an impossible loss on her back that pulled her down beneath the waves like a wrought-iron anchor each day.

			Lost to the unfairness of it all, Sage gave a slightly stunned whimper when a pair of wide warm arms pulled her in tight and a second colder presence stroked her hair. Casimir and Maggie both held her tenderly and simply let her cry.

			Sage wasn’t even sure what it was that she was crying for anymore: her failure to fix the one unsolvable problem that she had ever come up against, the mess that she had been dragged into against her will or maybe the surprising revelation that perhaps she couldn’t be entirely to blame for every single part of it.

			“The fairy-tale spell from Lilara was not something new,” Casimir said quietly into the top of her hair. “Her bitter curse has been there all along, waiting for a century for you to unlock it from the book and begin the story.”

			While the arbitrary and unfair nature of Lilara’s decision to curse her was maddening, as well as the way that she had walked blindly into it, something about the inevitability felt like an odd sort of relief, in some ways.

			As Sage blew out a steadying breath, attempting to claw back some air as well as some dignity before she could look Casimir in the eye, the colder pair of hands slipped from her shoulder with an affectionate tap.

			“I think we all need something a little stronger than the kettle tonight,” Maggie said.

			“Hang on, Maggs.” Sage reached out for her friend’s shoulder and inevitably found her hand slipping through her form. Maggie turned back with a soft, sad smile. “Are you okay? We should talk about what Lilara did to you, your fate, that last letter…”

			“It’s rather a comfort to have an answer at last, as I’m sure you may feel too. The last time I read these letters, I was alive and well. I could not have known the weight of her words, or what they meant for my future,” Maggie said, finding the silver lining that she always somehow did. “Lily, although good and kind, did sometimes fall victim to spoiled tendencies—a golden upbringing will do that to a girl. And unrequited love does peculiar things to the best of folk. We have plenty of time to talk about me. I’m certainly not going anywhere.”

			Her gentle words somehow managed to break Sage’s heart all over again. The ghost excused herself to head back downstairs, and Sage heard the tinkling of glasses and the rattle of the bar cart as she prepared each of them a drink.

			Sage risked a shrinking glance at Casimir. “Go on, then,” she said, embarrassed that her voice sounded so nasal and, well, soggy. She sniffed and wiped at her eyes indignantly with the backs of her hands. “Say whatever it is you need to say.”

			“I don’t need to say anything,” Casimir replied quietly, only reaching out with the end of his sleeve to mop up the couple of stray tears that were still stubbornly refusing to stop falling. “I only ever really want to hear what you think, the marvellous way your mind works, Specs. You always have far more sense to offer than I do. Especially now that I’m often talking with such…horrific pizzazz?”

			Despite herself, Sage’s own hand reached for his, and they rested together on her cheek. She just needed something to hold on to. “Even I don’t have the words for this one. I have no answers anymore. No suggestions, no proposals, no summation. Nothing.”

			Casimir gently stroked his thumb over her cheekbone. “Well, you’re a woman who has always appreciated facts and evidence,” he said, “so don’t ignore the ones we’ve just uncovered.” He stooped to gather up the letters from the floor and held them out to her determinedly. “Sage, what else do you need to hear to believe that you were never evil, bad or wicked? I certainly never believed you on that one, and look. It’s written in genuine historical resources, no less. Our favourite! You were caught up in an impossible legacy decided by the fates long before you even met magic. You might try to go a little easier on yourself.”

			Stubbornly, on instinct and reflex, Sage shook her head so vehemently that her curls trembled. She didn’t have to examine them to know that several would be in the shape of lightning bolts by now.

			Casimir laughed throatily. “You don’t even know what you’re disagreeing with me on, do you?”

			“It doesn’t change anything. Not really,” she said. “The curse might explain the mess we’re in currently, the fact it was waiting for me in the book, but it doesn’t change the darkness of my magic or my terrible mistake before that.”

			Casimir sighed. “Regardless, you’re not a bad person, Sage,” he said, holding both of her shoulders. “If only that beautiful soul of yours might find the grace to forgive.”

			Was that the prince or Casimir talking?

			“Forgiveness for Lilara?” Sage considered the idea.

			Being betrayed by her heroine was the toughest of pills to swallow. But it was evident from the letters that Lilara had sadly descended into the kind of hasty, unsteady madness that only comes from the rawest of first heartbreaks. Sage knew better than anyone that a magical sort of mind felt those things even more deeply than the non-wicche. If there was one thing that Sage could never stand, it was irrationality, but she could see so clearly how Lilara had changed from the Lily that Maggie had known and the plain, cold-hearted cause of it all. Lilara had been rejected and hurt by her lover, her parents, the entire town, left with only her fears and self-loathing for company. It was clear where her bitterness and wrath for the next witch had come from.

			Sage couldn’t hold this against her. In fact, she understood it all very well. Sometimes, finding even a single glimmer felt impossible.

			“I meant forgiveness for yourself.” Casimir’s hands moved to her shoulders and he held her steady.

			“Oh,” Sage faltered. “Then no.”

			Casimir gave a short laugh. “By my crown, you are the most unyielding woman I have ever had the honour of meeting. A stubbornness that could bring a kingdom to its knees.”

			Sage scowled at him, officially giving up on trying to figure out whether it was Cas or the enchantment talking anymore. The revelations from the letters had brought her into a new type of exhaustion; she was entirely strung out, as though her brain wasn’t quite looping one thought to the next as it should. She had never realized until it was gone just how much her magic had always acted as an extra uncredited force to be reckoned with against the distinctly non-wicche feeling of…tiredness. She missed it. She missed everything about it.

			Sage tried to hold on to the sudden realization, but before she could examine it, it slipped away again.

			“It’s Halloween tomorrow; the timing couldn’t be more perfect. I’ll face whatever Lilara has in store for me then.”

			Casimir looked at her as though she were being ridiculous. “Specs, I’m not just going to leave you to go out there by yourself and face whatever this end to the curse might be without support.”

			Sage shrugged. “I can manage by myself.”

			“We’re a team. There’s no way you’re going out there—”

			“Casimir,” Sage said firmly. She looked him directly in the eye. “I have lost everything.” She enunciated the last word specifically. “I have lost my life’s work. I have lost my magic.”

			At that, his mouth fell open. “Specs, your magic?”

			She rushed on. “I have lost my heroine too, and, of course, my brother and my sister. All in one fell swoop.” Her voice was calm and even-tempered. “I cannot and I will not lose you too.”

			She prepared herself to argue her case further when Casimir jumped up from his seat, taking the argumentative stance that they often found themselves in at the archive, ready to butt heads over best approaches. But instead, he shut his mouth again and only gave her a small nod of defeat.

			“Come on,” Casimir said gently, slipping an arm around her and guiding her down the hallway to her own room. “Don’t get me wrong, we will be discussing these questionable decisions of yours thoroughly, but perhaps when you’re not quite so distraught. On my honour, I am yet to meet a trial that a nap could not remedy: headaches, tasks, being stood up…I believe it happens to less handsome princes of other realms. The revelation that you are lifelong bound by the unfair, twisted curse at the hands of a heartbroken wicked witch is not so unlike the others.”
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			Sage awoke with a start. She and Casimir had fallen asleep as soon as they hit the pillows, her head resting on his chest and his face buried in her hair. She groaned at the sight of the night sky hung behind the open curtains.

			Sage rubbed her bleary eyes, trying to adjust to the darkness, but as everything came into focus a little more clearly—her neatly folded clothes on the armchair, the organized chaos of books and papers, Mal snoring loudly at the foot of the bed—Sage realized she was mistaken.

			It wasn’t the lullaby thickness of a night sky that had turned the world dark. They had slept right through. There was some daylight, the bleakest of greys and the deepest of maroons fractionally visible at the window. Halloween had arrived.

			Sage eased herself from the covers, trying not to wake Casimir as she slid out from underneath his arm to escape his warmth, then flung herself at the glass, nose pressed up against the window. The darkness was courtesy of thickets and thickets of tangled dagger-sharp thorns. Impenetrable, intricate, thick knots of deep red roses, nauseatingly fragranced, had walled off the whole world. The broad razor-like brambles spanned the entirety of the bedroom window and crowded against the glass. She could make out snippets of Port Sylvan through the tiniest of gaps between the weave of thorns, but hardly anything was the slightest bit visible through the overgrowth. The roses went on for miles, stretching as far as she could see. Thorns had swallowed the town, spilling out of the rose gardens further and further as they grew out of control under the curse’s lock-tight grip. Yet another reminder, the sharpest and most threatening kind—sacrificing her magic had brought no progress. Danger lingered still.

			Sage found herself longing for the warmth that it had shared beneath her skin. She had never noticed these small unspoken elements of her magic until it was gone.

			“You know what they always mean in a fairy tale, don’t you? Roses, thorns.” Mal sat up sleepily to address her.

			She turned, and her heart gave an extra thump at the sight of her familiar at the end of her bed, tucked snugly in the divot between Casimir’s feet. And, yes, perhaps at Casimir himself too. It was troubling how adorable he looked, hair sticking out at all angles on the pillow. She physically recoiled at the very inappropriate thoughts that had entered her head without permission. There wasn’t time for this idiocy.

			“Thorns appear at the point where the hero has admitted defeat or taken a bow out of her own story. All hope is lost,” she replied quietly, gnawing at her lip and tugging at her pyjama sleeves as she took a seat on the bay windowsill.

			“Great. That’s the motivational talk we’re looking for.” Mal rolled onto his side and gave a lazy yawn. “That may be true, but you forgot the most important part,” he said, stretching out his hind legs. “When the time comes and our hero realizes that they deserve more, that she is more”—Mal jumped down from the bed, blithe and unbothered as he tucked his tail underneath him with an easy flick—“she emerges bravely and batters her way through. Torn and tattered, maybe, but stronger than ever before.”

			Sage, despite herself, felt her eyes well up all over again. “Oh, so you just decided all of this on my behalf, did you?”

			At her feet, Mal gave a very blatant shrug, which was something that she had never seen from a cat before. “You normally trust books above all else to make you feel better. I thought it best to speak to you in the language you understand.” He leapt up next to her on the windowsill and curled himself against the side of her thigh with a slight headbutt of reassurance. The round ball of ginger cat sighed contentedly.

			Since Maggie had shared Lilara’s letters and they had both discovered a new version of the truth, everything felt trackless to Sage. The inevitability of a curse written into her fate, one that she had walked so blindly into the path of, made it feel hopeless to keep fighting.

			But still, somehow, Sage could not help but sense the tugging pull of an incorrigible smile as she glanced down at her loyal familiar and across to the bed to find Casimir similarly unwilling to leave her side. The wise words from Mal were difficult not to take to heart. She kept the stubborn smile squashed into a determined, twitching line.

			“Plus, this does all prove that he and I were right all along, just so you know. Maybe don’t tell him that part, though.” Mal’s words immediately put a stop to her smile. She raised her eyebrows at his feline arrogance.

			“I know you noticed it, too, in those early letters,” Mal said sleepily. “Lilara was unquestionably proud of her magic once. She was fond of it. So much so that she risked it all to tell her love about it. She wanted him to share in it. That doesn’t sound like inherent dark magic to me. I propose it was simply her own doing—her later resentful behaviour—that curdled it.”

			Sage bristled, as she always did whenever someone tried to insist that she was wrong and they were right.

			“Just”—Mal blinked up with drowsy eyes—“promise me you’ll think on it.”

			Sage answered him with a chin scratch. “If I’m going to be served this fluffy, blasted nonsense by you, then I’m going to at least need coffee and pancakes to go with it.”

			After a quick shower to reset both her mind and her resolve, she grabbed a hair tie and set about securing her spiralling curls into a plait, then reached for the collared white shirt and olive-green trousers that she saved for days when she truly meant business. She hesitated, then threw on an old soft sweatshirt of Casimir’s that she’d stolen years ago. It was scruffy and worn and far too big, but the scent brought comfort, and she wanted it for luck. She suspected she might need it.

			Then she grabbed the bottom of the bedcovers to seize them away from Casimir in one fell swoop. “Up you get, Your Highness.”

			“Oi! Fortune smiles upon you that I remain ensnared in my costume,” Casimir shouted, bleary-eyed and confused as she marched downstairs. “Without it, my indecent state would have been most unprincely!”
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				A Change in the Heir

			
			At the brunch table, as the sun brought forth Halloween in an orange blaze, Sage gave Maggie the biggest and most heartfelt hug that she had ever given anybody in her entire life. Extreme circumstances called for an overt display of affection. The revelations within Lilara’s letters had been such a shock for the both of them, but they had also been invaluable, and it was all thanks to Maggie. Sage really owed her one. Or two, actually, given that she entered the kitchen to find a wobbly stack of fluffy, syrup-soaked pancakes being piled onto a plate from Maggie’s pan.

			“How do you always know, Maggs?” Sage said, doing her best to squeeze her spectral friend close to her, with one arm hovering somewhere around her silver shoulders. Maggie had a knack for knowing exactly the sort of comfort food that was required, one of her many endearing qualities that Sage was so fond of.

			“I had a suspicion that it may just be a pancakish sort of day, madam,” Maggie said with a shy smile at the praise. “Will Mr. Everald be partaking in breakfast too?”

			Sage shrugged and dove into the pancakes unceremoniously. She was suddenly ravenous. “He’s in a foul mood, always grumpy after a nap. Like a giant baby that way,” she said between careless mouthfuls.

			Maggie chuckled as she took the pan to the sink. “Pray tell, did sleep bring any clarity? Or at least, I hope, a burst of renewed resolve?”

			Sage swallowed a giant bite of pancake and washed it down with the black coffee that her guardian angel Maggie had already prepared. “Well, I suppose I should start to throw together something that vaguely resembles a plan, don’t you agree, Maggs? You know, considering the whole town is smothered in thorns and I have discovered that my destiny was warped around a twisted witch’s heartbroken curse, I feel surprisingly buoyant.”

			“That’ll be the sugar, Treasure,” Maggie replied happily. “Its own sort of magic, I’ve always thought. Icing, syrup, cinnamon spice—it’s all rather important in its own—”

			Her theory was interrupted by the arrival of Casimir, who stumbled into the kitchen, still bleary-eyed and looking distinctly grumpy. He paused in the kitchen doorway and glanced at Maggie leaning against the sink and then at Sage still devouring her food. Out of the corner of her eye, Sage could have sworn she saw his whole body tighten, the fingers of his left hand flexing ever so slightly at his waist, where the sword was sheathed on his belt.

			She set down her cutlery with a clatter and dabbed at her mouth with a napkin as she turned to him. “Someone woke up on the wrong side of bed. Come on, there’s work to be done.”

			Casimir said nothing, only continued staring her down.

			Sage gave a scowl at his rudeness—she did not have time for his theatrics when there was a plan to be hatched. “I know you’re sleepy and this is exhausting, but that’s no excuse for being an arse. Sit, eat something, drink caffeine. It’ll do you good.” She gestured to the pancake stack.

			“Work, indeed. Then let us begin.” Casimir spoke solemnly as he snatched the second chair out from the table, scraping the legs across the kitchen floor, and slumped down tensely across from her.

			“When you’ve quite finished,” Sage said, dismissing his morning mood with a wave, “there are only two charms left on the chain, so I’m relieved to say we must finally be near some form of conclusion. Penultimately, following the spinning wheel, I’ve woken to a wilted rose in the eleventh spot, which”—she gestured to every window of the kitchen, all of which were clouded over into darkness by the dense presence of endless thorns and roses, the beanstalk’s bright green trunk no longer visible—“should be a fairly self-explanatory chapter, I would hope. Particularly apt too, given Lilara’s letter, which documented her gifting her lover his own enchanted rose. A rather poetic, if not extremely depressing, addition to the curse, I’ll give her that. Poor girl.”

			“And the last charm of which you speak?” Casimir asked in a low voice, with such an unrelenting stare across the table that Sage shifted a little uncomfortably. He was annoyed with her for the rude awakening or…maybe he felt embarrassed to have woken up in her bed? Her face burned. Of course he regretted it; it was close contact, even for them. They had been crossing some kind of unspoken line for days. Not that she’d minded.

			Reluctantly, she held out her wrist across the table towards him. “This. It changed just as I was dressing this morning, once I’d discovered the thorns. The final chapter.” She angled the chain to find the light, showing him the unspecific swirling vortex-like shape that had manifested as the ultimate silver charm. Maggie wiped her hands off on a tea-towel and hurried over to see too.

			“Perchance I am too optimistic—it certainly would not be the first time—but does it not appear as though it could be a sort of…end?” Maggie said, hope audible in her voice. “As though the enchantment, the curse, might dissipate into the ether, a swirl much like cream stirred into a cup of tea?” She beamed delightedly at the comparison.

			“Perhaps,” Sage said, tapping her chin, “but it is strangely obscure and abominably unspecific when compared to the rest of the chapter charms. They’ve all been, if not clear signposting, then at least highly connected to the latest development of the curse. This one is…different.”

			Casimir reached across the table to take hold of Sage’s wrist, just as he had done when he had first fastened the chain into a bracelet. But this time, his grip was rough and tight. Too tight.

			“Ow, watch it, Cas…” Sage faltered. She tried to withdraw her arm, but his fingers tightened further, pinching her skin. Sage glanced at Maggie, whose eyebrows were raised.

			“Mr. Everald, are you quite well?”

			“I assure you I have never felt better. Fear not, my pure-hearted spirit,” he replied to Maggie, but his burning gaze did not leave Sage. “Once you had succumbed to sleep’s embrace upon the night just passed, my mind raced with thoughts I could not still.”

			“Always a dangerous start to your sentences,” Sage said tensely, breaking away from his grip. The quick, curt smile that he gave her in response did not reach his eyes. Something flickered behind their usual chocolate-brown warmth. The glint that she knew so well was no longer a fond one of familiarity and concern. It was calculating, restrained, measured…His voice was cold and formal in a way that stopped it sounding like his own.

			“Were I less certain of my senses, I might well deem you a being not of this realm. Some kind of mischief. A shadow. A spectre…” His hand slipped to his hip beneath the tabletop, and his fingers wrapped around the hilt of his sword. “I sense a strangeness within you.”

			Sage swallowed hard. “I could say the same about you. You’re not yourself, Casimir.”

			Casimir shot to his feet. In a flash, he’d drawn his sword and lashed it across the table, the point landing directly under Sage’s chin. She shot back from her chair, spine hitting the kitchen wall. Somewhere behind him, she registered a shriek from Maggie.

			“Mr. Everald!”

			“I see it now,” Casimir said, raising his voice louder, his fingers flexing more tightly around the sword’s golden handle as he glared at Sage. “You have beguiled me.”

			“Cas, please…” Sage gasped, pressing herself up against the wall as tightly as she could to avoid being skewered.

			“You are no fair maiden, as your cunning facade made claim. But instead a creature masked in false beauty and double-crossing temptation.” He was staring at her with pure hatred.

			“Mr. Everald, I really must warn you—”

			“This isn’t you, Cas. This is the spell—”

			“By heaven and all the realms,” Casimir hissed, “you are the wicked witch!”

			She whimpered and swallowed against the sword pressed to her throat. She had lost him. He had turned. Even someone as clever and quick and good as Casimir could be taken by the curse. It really would stop at nothing. Hot salty tears streaked her cheeks as she searched his eyes, trying to find any sign of the Casimir she knew and loved still in there, imploring him to recognize her. But there was nothing.

			“I fear this realm of goodness and light has no place for one such as you, witch.” He spoke pure bile through gritted teeth, and his words cut more deeply than the blade at her throat ever could. The sharp point pressed more tightly, nicked the skin. Sage squeezed her eyes shut. This wasn’t how she wanted to see him for the last time. Palms flattened against the wall, heels scuffing against the boards, she waited to feel his sword deliver the final blow.

			There was a yell. A crash. A caterwaul. An enormous unnatural sound of metal against something solid and a heavy thud against the kitchen floor. Sage’s eyes shot open to find Casimir collapsed, knocked out cold. Mal, having leapt down from a kitchen cupboard onto Casimir’s back to distract him, was looking thoroughly smug, a paw resting triumphantly on the prince’s chest.

			“Look what the cat dragged in,” he said, sinking a flex of his claws into Casimir’s doublet.

			Mal looked up approvingly at Maggie, who was stood over Casimir, wielding her biggest saucepan above her head with shaky arms and heavy breathing.

			“Now, I shall have absolutely none of that in my kitchen, Mr. Everald! You are not yourself, sir!” Maggie shouted at him, despite the fact he was entirely out cold. She straightened herself and squared her shoulders. “No soul has ever been more welcome in this house than madam, and you’d do most well to remember it.”

			“Maggs!” Sage suddenly came back to her senses, bolting around the kitchen table to her housekeeper’s side. It was as though Maggie snapped out of a trance, suddenly aware of herself and what she’d done.

			“Oh, madam! Forgive me! A thousand apologies. I know not what came over me. I was simply compelled to make sure of your safety. I didn’t mean to…”

			Sage clapped her on the back before touching her own throat, rubbing at the tenderness that the sword had left behind. “Didn’t know you had it in you, Maggie. You’re a regular badass. Remind me to never cross you and your saucepans.”

			“Erm, hello? What about me?” Mal said, climbing up Sage’s leg and batting her knee for attention. “Did nobody see the death-defying manoeuvre I just performed to bring that fool to his knees? Now who’s the little one?”

			She stooped down to scoop him up and gave him a grateful scruff on the head.

			“Where would I be without you?” she asked fondly. “You’re the bravest cat I know.” He purred in reply.

			Even in Maggie’s distinctly grey state, her face was still lit up with a pleased, proud blush at the compliments. “Madam, you mustn’t tarry. Leave this, ahem, matter to me. Clean-ups are my speciality, after all, aside from being a simple…badass.” She gestured to the heap of handsome prince at their feet, who gave the slightest stir and a scrunch of his nose in sleep. “Mal and I shall deal with the prince when he comes to. Fortune permitting, we may have even knocked some sense back into the actual Mr. Everald.”

			“Where will you go?” Mal asked, his pupils wide with concern.

			Sage had never felt more grateful for her two housemates. “There’s only one place of note left in the town where I have yet to venture.”

			Mal raised his eyebrows in an “ohh?” response.

			“The Equinox. The art gallery,” Sage told them.

			Maggie nodded excitedly, clapping against her saucepan. “Lily would choose the grandest building in the town to enact the end of the curse. Oftentimes, when we were younger, we would promenade through the gardens to admire its splendour when the weather was warm.” The ghost’s face faltered at the newest memory. “ ’Tis the jewel in the crown of Port Sylvan.”

			“It’s taken on the aesthetics of a castle of sorts since the spell took hold. There’s a strong likelihood of some kind of showdown,” Sage agreed with finality, rushing through to the hallway to gather her coat and shoes. “I’ll make my way through the thorns, and the most likely probability is that I’ll meet the very last chapter of the curse inside. It seems a satisfying hypothesis.”

			“Should you have some books for us to turn to while you continue on your quest, Sage? Perchance a few notes for Mal and me to consult? I always fancied myself as an adventurer; we might discover prior research on fairy-tale castles or—”

			“There’s nothing left. I got rid of it all,” Sage said, batting a hand as she slipped on her coat. Now was as good a time as any to drop that bombshell.

			Maggie reeled. “Madam?”

			Sage sighed. “It’s gone. All of it. Technically, I’m no longer a witch, if you really want to get into the specifics of it all. I banished my magic.” Maggie’s hand flew to her mouth, and Sage was horrified to see glittering, silver tears pool immediately in her friend’s eyes.

			“Oh, Sage,” Mal said quietly, shaking his head.

			She jutted up her chin and swallowed hard. “I did what I had to do. And now I have to end this, once and for all.”

			Blinking back tears, Maggie nodded silently. Despite their many differences in nature, they had always understood each other. The moment was broken as a grumble came from Casimir, who was clutching his head and attempting to sit upright on the kitchen tiles.

			“You must go, before he apprehends you once again. I’ll watch over him, madam,” Maggie said, trying to reassure her friend as best she could. “And Mal too. All will be well, Sage.”

			Sage gave a singular, defiant nod. Her heart was hammering so fiercely in her chest that she wondered if she might have been having some sort of medical emergency. Whatever it was, it was an emergency that would have to wait until she had finished her to-do list, just for a change.

			There was a curse to see through to the end. She had a family to save.

			“I know.”

		

	
		
			
				31

				The Echo

			
			Sage grumbled her entire way through the thorns. Not only was it a painful trudge, battling her way through sharp, broken brambles that felt like a million cat claws lining her walk, but the roses that surrounded the narrow path she forged filled the air with the most pungent, headache-inducing fragrance, enough to make her woozy, even without the bleeding.

			Sage muttered as she lumbered, thinking longingly of the sword that had clattered onto the kitchen tiles so many hours ago, which she absolutely should have commandeered. “Idiot girl. What kind of fool presents herself willingly at the finale of a cursed spell without wand or weapon on hand?”

			Of course, in the name of accuracy and an informed neutral stance, Sage also forced herself to consider the possibility that the spell may in fact never be over, that their attempts to follow the chain’s story to the end would not bring the conclusion and instead only serve to drag her deeper and deeper towards the nucleus. The Sage Hemlock she thought she knew had never gone a day in her life being unprepared. Never once had she lazily surrendered her control to anybody else, and now, when the stakes were highest, she found that she had no choice but to do just that. She had arrived at this crucial crux in her findings without knowing what would be required of her to succeed.

			She winced as her trouser leg caught on yet another tiger claw–sized thorn, which shredded the green fabric. She gave a guttural growl and a stamp of her foot. “I liked these ones.” Her last crumb of patience was wearing thin.

			A walk that would have usually taken her half an hour or so had taken several. Even under a grey sky and the frost-tipped thorns, she sweated beneath her clothes from the effort. Each thorn that crossed her path required slow, careful hand placement and sudden brute force to snap the stems and crack the spines out of her way.

			Finally, framed in brooding clouds, perched on its hill and breaking through the jagged horizon, the domed top of the Equinox Gallery came into sight over the towering thorns. What would normally have been the borders of the rose gardens had become a blurred tangle of crimson and deep brown overgrowth, but just beyond their walls, the true extent of the gallery’s enchanted transformation revealed itself.

			The pale wide pillars that once surrounded the gallery had stretched higher and wider, turning into the palest pink turrets, which framed the main body of what was now, undeniably, a castle. Arched stained-glass windows, forked railings, even a grand wooden drawbridge that lay open over the town stream, which was now a moat surrounding the castle. The gallery’s gilded roof reflected the first of the early twilight stars, beaming them back over the town in bolts, and every stone wall was draped in crimson roses, flowers losing petals in a red rain over the ramparts. The window of the tallest slender tower, crowned with a pale blue turret, caught the lilac light and glowed faintly. It looked as if someone was home.

			A faint path had been trodden ahead. Had someone arrived here before her? It certainly seemed that way. Maybe it was Robin. He could have broken free from the forest; he was a problem solver by nature. It could even have been Laurel; she was flighty but unswayable when she wanted something; she could have managed to pull herself from the depths of sleep. Perhaps she’d even find the both of them together. The daring hope was enough to light a fire within Sage’s broken heart and drag her onwards.

			Sage winced as she sliced open the back of her right hand on a thorn in her hurry, but eventually, she came to the first of the wide steps at the foot of the gallery-castle, the stairs leading to the grand doors. The left one was ajar, stems of roses contorting around it and down the carpet, growing before her eyes around the gap. If her siblings really were in there, she only had to walk inside to find them.

			Sage wasn’t ever one to admit when she felt afraid, but there was no one left to bother hiding it from. No one to prove anything to. On her own, fear swept through her, but she had to make herself keep moving forwards, again and again. Sage slipped through the heavy doors and made her way into the gallery.

			The place was completely, unnaturally silent. In the collection of palatial, floor-to-ceiling portraits that lined the walls in gilded frames, painted eyes seemed to follow her as she took a few cautious first steps. Every figure on canvas, every smooth statue standing against the walls, was watching, and Sage held herself in an equally frozen stature in an effort to creep through the gallery unnoticed. By whom, she wasn’t sure yet.

			Sage had always admired the gallery and thought it very beautiful, with towering high ceilings, intricate old cornicing and a beautifully polished floor. It was a sanctuary that she used to save as a treat for an afternoon to lose herself in the beauty and history of the paintings. But then, at some point or another, she had started to feel a little silly whenever she took a seat in front of her favourite works of art just to look at them by herself, enjoying them for what they were. She hadn’t been back since. Although Laurel had often encouraged her to go again, it was another small example of how she had stopped letting joy ever make a decision on her behalf. Things like that felt so insignificant the older she got. Sitting before a painting for beauty’s sake was never important and there was never time.

			But it occurred to Sage, seeing the old works of art amid the darkness, that time would pass regardless, whether wonder was permitted among it or not. There was not some prize to be won for being the most serious or the hardest working. She was only losing out, wasting strength on pushing it back. Why not let it leak in sometimes, morning light through the curtains to wake up more gently, more happily? Time would pass regardless.

			It wasn’t until she was in the very centre of the gallery that Sage spotted them. The outline of a figure gazing up at the largest painting in the whole of the Equinox. The work was a famous classic in oils that depicted Port Sylvan in its glory days. It was on the postcards that they sold at the museum. It showed all the landmarks: the historical buildings, the stops on Sage’s tour, each one of her favourite nooks and crannies of the town. Beams of layered paint shone golden upon Port Sylvan, wrapping the space in sunshine from the very outer borders of Pridian Manor, all the way to the Founders’ Fountain at the very centre. Proof, perhaps, that it had always been something straight from a fairy tale, that magic had forever been buried below.

			Sage couldn’t decide if it was Laurel or Robin—the height wasn’t what she expected to see for either—when she took a few steps closer. And the figure was cloaked. Through the low light, Sage could only make out the smallest details.

			Plain dark velvet, threadbare in patches, the rich shade of black faded to a ghostly silver. A few stains from aged damp, but the faintest trails of starlight and constellations stitched lovingly into the fabric. And the careless dash of dark red that Sage had always treasured as proof of the real, living woman that had once worn it.

			“There you are. My kindred spirit.” The soft, musical voice spoke out of the darkness as she turned towards Sage and lowered her cloak hood.

			“Lilara?”

			The woman smiled and nodded, black hair bouncing and a pretty grin in the most familiar shade of crimson lipstick spreading across her face.

			If Sage had ever been one for dreaming, it felt like an impossibly long time ago. However, if she really did permit herself to try to remember such a time, usually too painful to do so, she knew that it was true. Once, she really had looked for fairy doors. Stuck out her tongue for snowflakes. She had forever chosen the pink option, been a girl who had loved so many “silly” things: fiction books, soft animals, glitter pens and (have mercy) maybe even a boy band or two. It was an unguarded, instinctive sort of love and one that was always full of wonder. That part of her had left so long ago, holding hands with the part that permitted magic freely and recklessly. So much time had passed since then.

			But standing face-to-face with Lilara Mournfell—or some hazy, nebulous version of her, at least—the witch who had lit a single spark of hope in the fifteen-year-old who couldn’t find one for herself, was the closest she had ever come to something feeling like a true dream come true.

			It was as though she were viewing her from underwater, beneath misty moonlight. Her faint form wavered, loose and glassy and glittering.

			Lilara held out her hands.

			Despite herself, despite all that had happened, Sage rushed towards Lilara and hugged her tightly, in a way that made her feel like her own sister. She felt translucent and silk-like to the touch, a formation of memories and thoughts and magic. Sage couldn’t help but laugh in strange delight at the realization that Lilara smelled just like the museum, like history and memories and life long gone.

			“You have done me a great justice.” Lilara smiled with closed eyes into Sage’s hair. “All of the work and dedication that you have given me, Sage, it has been remarkable to see. My gratitude knows no bounds. I am so very honoured.” Lilara held Sage out at arm’s length to look at her properly. “We are two sides of a coin, are we not?”

			Sage nodded self-consciously, reverence making her feel like a starstruck little girl.

			“What are you? A ghost?” Sage couldn’t help but enquire as to the logistics of her arrival. It was a fascinating development. Lilara was there before her and yet couldn’t be said to be real at all. A complex interplay of light and shadow or early form of astral projection? Although surely impossible for a witch long dead to perform any sort of remote presence—

			“Does it matter?” Lilara laughed brightly. “I suppose, to your enquiring mind, it will. You might call me an…echo.”

			“An echo,” Sage repeated in wonder. Some sort of lingering memory embodiment, then—spellwork residue left behind with her magic when the banishment occurred. Yes, that felt right. Lilara looked to be in her late twenties, like Sage, around the age that she was known to have left Port Sylvan. An imprint left on this plane, only visible once her magic had been freed from the book. Now probably wasn’t the time to consider the papers she might write about such a discovery, but still.

			“I’ve waited such a long time for you to meet me here, at this very moment. The old and new witch of Port Sylvan,” Lilara said, still smiling. “Together.” But the glint in her dark brown eyes was unsteady. Her gaze darted over Sage’s face somewhat erratically, as though she were hunting for a sign of something, expecting something and not yet finding it.

			It was disconcerting enough to pop the bubble of exhilaration. Before her was the one responsible for all the terrible things that had happened to her loved ones of late, to her lovely home. Sage gave a physical shiver. She had so many unresolved questions—a feeling that never sat well.

			“You have questions for me,” Lilara said knowingly, her composure returning.

			“Of course I do!” Sage barked a sceptical laugh. “So many of them I hardly know where to start. Lilara, why have you done this? To me, to this town? Even the answers I think I can settle on still haven’t felt whole. It’s like there are secrets between the lines, words in the margins, footnotes that I have yet to find.” Sage was rambling, thoughts pouring out of her in an undignified fashion, but she couldn’t hold herself back. “I don’t understand why we’re here, why you’re here. Or why you’d bring the town to its knees like this.”

			Lilara laughed again. If it were anyone else but her hero, Sage would have found the laughter patronizing and rather annoying. “I’ve always been protecting you, Sage,” Lilara chimed, as though it were obvious. “The very least I could do. I would have thought you would be quick to see it. From my heartbreak came at least one beautiful, essential vow—that I would never be so selfish as to let the next witch of Port Sylvan feel the pain that I did, at the hands of our cursed magic. You understand that now, I’m sure.” She gently twirled a ringlet at Sage’s ear.

			Sage flinched away as subtly as she could. Only Casimir was allowed to do that.

			“We have more pressing matters to attend to. Please, my friends, my siblings, this whole town is…” Sage stopped.

			“Oh. You are…displeased?” Lilara’s smile remained, but the edges of it twitched, the very slightest fraction, but enough for Sage to notice. She seemed disappointed, confused.

			How could she not expect Sage to question this conclusion, though? Sage suspected that she should probably say that she appreciated the kindness, that it was the right thing for Lilara to take control of her destiny in such a considerate and thoughtful way.

			But it was not in her nature to be demure for diplomacy’s sake.

			“Well, quite. To say the least. You’ve got this all wrong. Your pain wasn’t caused by your magic, Lilara. I know it might feel that way, that you wanted something separate to blame for the outcome of your bravery. But your pain was simply at the hands of a cruel, disappointing man.” Tact had never been her speciality, but Sage still made more effort than she normally would to ensure she at least sounded kind. “There was nothing wrong with your magic. It was him and his judgement, his quick reactions, his closed-mindedness…”

			Lilara’s face twisted. Sage wondered whether she’d imagined the fracture in her calm.

			“You’re naive, still,” the spirit rushed to say, linking a blurred arm through Sage’s and encouraging her to walk with her through the gallery, back towards the doors that led out onto the town. “And I forgive you for that. It is hard to find oneself at the precipice of such a lesson. The despair that comes with it…That something so dark is within you, I understand why it may take time to—”

			Sage shook her head, stalling back. Her mouth had gone dry. “Your magic wasn’t at fault, Lilara. I promise you. How can you not see that?”

			“How can you not see that it was?” Lilara said, the composure in her voice wilting like the crimson flowers creeping through the doors. Her grip around Sage’s arm tightened. “I am most sorry to be the one to share it, but no one can ever love a witch. I had to make you see that before you were lost to the grief that I was. The sooner you could realize it for yourself…”

			Sage untangled herself from Lilara’s arm. Images of Casimir and Maggie and Robin and Laurel flashed across her mind. “That is not true. It defies logic. I am loved. Perhaps it’s undeserved, but I have been loved and I am loved still. And so were you.”

			A sinister confusion lowered Lilara’s brow. That maniacal glint caught the light again. Sage’s stomach clenched.

			“Did my spell not show you all that would wait for you if you did not heed my warnings?” Lilara’s pleasant voice was chillingly controlled.

			“It certainly showed me how magic can cause incomparable chaos if left to its own devices, ignored and uncared for.”

			Lilara’s restrained smile flickered again. “Precisely. And did it not show you how magic, even in its purest and most celebrated form, is a slippery slope of temptation and time? It can never be safe—not for our kind, not for you.”

			If there was something that Sage could not stand, it was someone insisting that they were right when she knew otherwise. Nothing lit a fire inside her faster. Yet she took a deep breath and spoke as firmly but as kindly as she could. Something in the air felt dangerous. She had to be smart about this. “For a moment, I agreed with you, I’ll admit. I thought it couldn’t fit together.” Sage sighed. “But it can, Lilara. It does fit together.”

			Lilara lost all pretence now. Anger was evident on her face, her jaw set firm. “But you banished your magic,” she spat. “My spell worked; I saved you.”

			“Quite. I did, but I think I made an error. It has been known to happen, once or twice,” Sage said begrudgingly. “Because it hasn’t saved anyone, has it? It hasn’t stopped the spell or changed anything. You let it all roll on, regardless.” She took a few steps back, further away from Lilara, relieved at the growing distance between them.

			There was an unsettling chill radiating from the old witch, biting at Sage’s cheeks like first snow. “So, it stands to reason that it wasn’t my magic at fault. It never was. And the thing is, Lilara, I could let magic go, turn my back on it forever and see myself less full of life but undeniably safer. That has never been wrong of me to want. There’s a lot to be said for a life like that when everything before has been difficult.”

			“You must,” Lilara whispered.

			Sage gave Lilara a pleading look. But there was no softening in Lilara’s glare to meet her in the middle, only a quick, molten anger rising in her eyes and a smile that was turning into a sneer.

			Sage rushed on. “Your spell did work. Not in the way that you intended, I’ll wager, but often they’re the best and most satisfying outcomes in learning. I was never going to be one to embrace chaos.” Sage shook her head at the ridiculous prospect. “But you showed me that so much good can come from it. If only I had allowed myself to let magic have a say a long time ago. If I had leaned into lightness sometimes and the unpredictability of life. Noticed flowers in long grass and rainbows in puddles…”

			She felt her cheeks flush.

			“Oh no, I sound like Laurel.” Sage swallowed and threw a hand to her head to steady herself. “Regardless, I know which one of those sounds like a fundamentally richer, more magical life. And shouldn’t that be what we’re all striving for, no matter the bad decisions and terrible blunders we’ve made along the way? Surely everyone is deserving of that, even witches. Especially witches. It’s in our blood!”

			Meeting Lilara’s curse had been the final proof—she could never protect anything in this life with guaranteed safety. And she had been so young, just a girl, her witchery unbridled and wild. Yes, she had made a terrible, tragic mistake. But it was exactly that: a mistake. And rather than being the cause of such cruelty, magic would have, could have, should have always been the antidote—if only she had permitted it to be.

			“There has to be magic in all of this,” Sage said. “There simply has to be.”

			She had denied herself so much joy. It was time to forgive herself.

			Lilara’s face contorted and she laughed again. This time it was higher, colder, a little unkind. “You are mistaken,” she hissed, but Sage shook her head.

			“To lose your goodness and your joy and your lightness with love…That will take everything from you,” Sage said firmly, imploring Lilara to see her way of thinking. “You found that out for yourself. I was nearly there; I almost joined you. But I don’t want that.”

			“You think you’re more deserving than I?” Lilara shouted, all composure now lost. “You think you’re more deserving, after what your magic did?” She spat the last part, startling Sage with its venom. She recoiled from Lilara. “It could not be so for me. Why should it be for you?”

			The gallery doors flew open with a deafening bang that made Sage yelp. She sensed a strange motion coming from behind her, sprawling out slowly from the depths of the gallery lanes and leaking across the floor of the main space. It was a swirl of darkness that blew in from every side room, growing and growing on its approach until it engulfed the entirety of the room around them. The dark cloud whipped up a freezing wind as it bled out into every corner, carrying a sweep of blackened rose petals in its wake that twirled through the room in a gust. Sage shielded her face, the outside air damp and ice-kissed as it rushed in. She squinted, trying to understand what Lilara was creating—a form that threatened to swallow them both whole as it overtook the gallery. As it settled, turning into a roiling mist of darkness and petals around her, the force solidified into more definite, structured shapes. A stretching long lick of corridor wound ahead and through the rest of the gallery.

			“A labyrinth,” Sage breathed.

			The room had plunged into pitch-black, and such a cold chill that her breath plumed out in front of her in a white cloud of pure winter.

			“So be it!” Lilara’s high-pitched cry rang out in echoes. The cloak that Sage had cherished for so long billowed out behind her like a second shadow. “Your prize, what you love most, always waits at the centre of the labyrinth, for better or worse. So meet your magic at the end, witch, if you love it so. Face it for what it is. Lose yourself to it forever.” Lilara threw the hood of her cloak back up over her head. “A wicked soul will always be drawn to wickedness. May it be known I tried to save yours.”

			Sage’s stomach had plummeted to somewhere near her feet. “Lilara, this has to stop. I have to—”

			“Follow it!” Lilara had calmed again, the sing-song voice and chiming laugh returned to her. She took slow, deliberate steps backwards, away from the entrance to the labyrinth, until her cloaked silhouette blended into the shadows and Sage could no longer make her out in the darkness. “Magic has been at the helm of all your nightmares and yet here you are, still celebrating it, still glugging it greedily, an unteachable fool. Perhaps you’ll see the truth when it’s spelled out before you one last time.”

			Her voice, now a whisper, trailed away into nothing.

			“Lilara?” Sage called out into the darkness. “Lilara? Wait…”

			The old witch of Port Sylvan had gone. Sage turned back to face the labyrinth. The tunnel ahead looked impossibly dark.

			For the first time in a very long time, Sage found herself wishing.

			It was a wish that ached like a tender bruise in its longing to only be noticed. A strange dichotomy, Sage thought to herself, that something of such precious and plain magic as a wish could carry so much weight that it physically hurt to acknowledge it. Perhaps that was a thought that required further investigation with Casimir; the incomparable power held within the heart of a wish. They would write a good paper on that—if she ever made it out of here. If she ever saw him again.

			Sage rifled through her brain to steel herself the only way she knew how—with knowledge. Labyrinths in fairy tales…The journey to the subconscious, the truest and purest form of self. Trials to emerge from, facing fears and desires. Maybe even a monster to be slain. Lilara had said that nightmares lay waiting but that love did too.

			Sage had to make it to the heart of the labyrinth.

			While shoving up her glasses and tucking a rogue ringlet back into her scrunchie, the final charm on the chain caught her eye. The final ambiguous silver swirl that she had remained unsure of: a labyrinth.

			There was only one thing for it. She supposed she might as well. She had a lifetime of making up for a distinct lack of wishes to work on. Perhaps she’d earned a surplus, and it was almost certainly what Laurel would advise. Her sister was a walking wish, her brother an abundance of trust, and her best friend, with all of his charm, was the jammiest fool she had ever encountered. With all of that magic on her side, Sage wondered if she couldn’t possibly be rather lucky too.

			With closed eyes and wintery breath blooming before her, Sage shoved back her curls and wished.

			She wished on every star that she had ever borne witness to across her whole lifetime. All of the ones that she had wasted by keeping her head down, staring at the floor or explaining away with sombre facts about burning out and impossible, far-off distances.

			She wished for her loved ones to be okay. More than okay. She wished it so hard—that this tangle of a fairy tale could lead to their true happiness and that she could simply be there to witness them with it. That was all she truly wanted. She wished that all of this pain would not have been for nothing.

			And for herself. Sage even kept a wish for herself. She couldn’t ignore the prospect that after everything she’d been through and despite the mistakes she had made, she deserved one too. She wished, selfishly and hungrily and childlike, proudly calling to magic and hoping it would hear her.

			“I wish for a happy ending.”
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				Courage and Joy

			
			The black mist soared in high walls, thick as wool and fading into a swirling top that brushed the castle ceiling. Coldness curled in gnawing bites at Sage’s ankles, but she pushed herself to keep moving. At each turn, the fog and shadow up ahead parted to reveal further narrow corridors, leading off in both directions. Occasionally, Sage glanced down at the chain in an attempt to vaguely follow the swirling path that the charm’s shape hinted at, but her breath fogged in front of her and the razor-cold air sliced at her cheeks. She winced when one particular left turn triggered a flurry of snow. Crystals of white and silver fluttered to her feet. She would have to hurry; this was not kind weather to linger in.

			Finding only endless dead ends, another doorway woven in vapour and moonlight dissolving before her eyes, Sage gave a furious and desperate growl of resentment. What had started as not much more than her stubborn temper to prove Lilara wrong about their twin magic was beginning to solidify into something that felt very close to fear. She could not, and absolutely would not, allow herself to panic. That was how one made reckless, ill-thought-out decisions and tangled themselves up into more complications that were difficult to rectify. This was not a paper that she could crumple up, reconsider and begin again. She had one chance.

			For the hundredth time of late, Sage longed wistfully for her magic.

			She had used the odd emergency wayfinding spell once or twice over the years—usually because Laurel had driven down the wrong country lane or led them down an unbeaten track on a Sunday morning walk—and it would have been so useful now. She was about to chastise her rotten, obstinate core for the decision to banish her powers once again, but this time, she caught herself. Sage was amazed by a newfound gentleness that was finally speaking up loud enough to be heard.

			She had done the best she could in that moment. As she always had.

			The snow was getting heavier, a fine white dusting clinging to her eyelashes and melting into the ends of her red curls. She held out a hand to catch a particularly fat snowflake in her palm, blinking fast through the flurry, but her focus was quickly distracted again. What was that? Sage spun on her heel and stared back the way she had just come. It wasn’t a sound exactly or the distinct call of a voice like there had been in the forest. It was more like a feeling. A magnetic pull. It coaxed her to wander and told her where to turn. The feeling, the pull, was strong, taking over all of her instincts and telling her that, yes, this way was correct, and, no, take a left instead this time. She picked up the pace, leaving footprints on the snowy ground. A particularly ludicrous part of her brain sulked that she didn’t have a tape player or a Dictaphone to record the sensations as she came upon them. This would have made for a fascinating, incomparably unique case study. Award-winning, probably.

			At long last, with inches of snow caked to the tread of her boots, the air grew still along the stretch of corridor ahead. The snowflakes slowed, still falling but at a sleepy pace that felt almost…dreamlike. Lilara had made specific mention of nightmares. This had to be it. Sage glanced to her right and saw only more dark stretches of labyrinth, but the left turn…There was that tug again. She followed it around the bend and finally stepped into a clearing. The black misted walls unfolded into a dead-end curve and shut off her way to make a round space. The heart of the labyrinth.

			And in the very centre, underneath an unseen spotlight, was, of all things, her desk—at least, an otherworldly version of it. All was as it usually was inside the archive, with familiar piles of notes, stacks of reference texts, a few artefacts waiting to be catalogued properly. There was even a forgotten cup of coffee and a couple of jam biscuits waiting to be eaten, but everything glistened with a thin veil of snow and was formed from the same curls of moonlight and mist that had breathed the labyrinth to life.

			Perfectly in the centre of the mahogany tabletop, waiting for her to take a seat in her chair, was Lilara’s grimoire. The book that held her own magic.

			How? She had destroyed it, seen it turned to ash in the flames of the bonfire. Yet here it was, returned to her. Perhaps Lilara had saved it somehow. Perhaps the spell had fought back against the fire. Or perhaps genuine magic could never be destroyed entirely and would always find a way to return when it was most required.

			Sage felt it again, that same tugging sensation, but far more intense now. Like a supersonic wave breaking over the crown of her head and travelling like silk down her entire being. It was forceful and heady, a ripple that boomed out from the book itself. It was the most incredible sensation, and she immediately knew it for exactly what it was. Her magic was calling to her, banging and bellowing between the pages of the leather cover.

			Sage hastily lurched towards the desk, but reason caught her before she could place a hand upon the book. Magic was acting in the way that she feared the most. It felt irresistible. So beautiful, full of temptation and complete distraction. That feeling of danger she had sensed crackling in the air between her and Lilara had returned.

			The first time she had opened the thing, she had invited untold chaos and devastation into the lives of everyone she knew. Perhaps no good could ever come from between the covers of this book. It had played prison to Lilara’s abandoned, heartbroken powers for so long, happily unleashed a curse on another witch and had greedily drunk from Sage’s own witchery the moment she had offered it up. Bottomless, thirsty in its acceptance, holding secrets in its depths. Like a wishing well—apt for a fairy-tale curse.

			But Sage could see now that there was a crucial difference between Lilara’s magic and her own. Lilara’s had turned dangerous and bitter, but only at the hands of the woman who possessed it. It had been good and she had consciously decided to knit a spell of such destruction and agony.

			Sage’s own magic was not the same. It had not yet turned. It could still be trusted.

			Lilara had spoken of nightmares and love. Sage had to let herself fall between the pages for her answer and embrace what she had found, through all of this, to be the two unfaltering things that would probably steer her right in the end.

			“Courage and joy,” Sage said quietly. She took the bottom corner of the cover gingerly between her fingers and threw open the book.

			
				The new jeans that Sage had received for her fifteenth birthday a couple of days ago were not doing what they were supposed to be doing. Emily Mathers had looked like a literal supermodel in them at Katie Fenwick’s party, and Sage had decided at the bowling alley that they would completely solve all her problems if she could own them too.

				But annoyingly, the addition of sequinned jeans to her wardrobe had not simultaneously managed to tame her stupid hair into a sleek, straight style. Or get rid of the freckles which were the absolute bane of her life. And they had also, crucially, not cured her eyesight, so that she wouldn’t have to wear the ugly glasses that she had chosen in a huff because Mum wouldn’t let her get the expensive ones that everybody else had. The jeans sadly did not hold the all-powerful magic that she had been hoping for.

				She made a mental note to ask at the library if there were any examples of witches in history who had been particularly cool dressers and if the librarian knew how they’d managed it. Maybe it was time for a new look. Or maybe, now that she’d discovered these cool powers that seemed to be in her system for some reason, she should surrender and go full cloak and pointy hat. Sage sighed. That was probably her spinster destiny, to be honest.

				Her bedroom door flew open and Laurel bounded in. Her eleven-year-old sister dove face-first onto the lilac bedding and went straight into a headstand against the posters on the wall. She had unicorn stickers stuck to her face. “Mum said tea’s nearly ready. And that you have to plait my hair for me.”

				Sage made a face at her sister via the mirror. “She did not say the second part.”

				“She did!” Laurel whined, speaking to her sister upside down. “But she also said don’t ask her whether she said it or not, because she’ll get really cross with you if you do.”

				Sage sighed. “Whatever. Fine. Actually…” She whipped out the sparkly purple ribbons that were tied onto the belt loops of the stupid jeans. “We might as well use these; they’ll look better on you anyway.”

				The look of delight on her little sister’s face was worth the sacrifice. On the days when Sage felt like the single most tragic case in all of tragicdom, that face made her feel at least an ounce of cool. Laurel was obsessed with her, which was something, she supposed.

				Laurel plonked herself in front of the mirror, and Sage crossed her legs to take a seat behind her.

				“I saw them again, you know,” Laurel said, a lisp to her voice which had arrived recently, thanks to the loss of one canine and a wobbly premolar. It made her look even more feral than usual. Sage carefully undid her sister’s current bunches and grabbed a hairbrush.

				“You did?” Sage asked uncertainly.

				Laurel nodded frantically, which made it very hard to brush her hair. “And I know for a fact they were definitely fairies and not bugs, because I smelled strawberry sherbet when they took off. That’s how you know.”

				Sage bit down on her lip so as not to give anything away. Her sister’s obsession with seeing fairies in their garden was her current favourite thing to hear about. Particularly given her own recent and most magical incident…

				On her fifteenth birthday, three days ago, Sage had been doing her English homework because, honestly, she enjoyed it anyway, and the piece of lined paper that she was writing on had begun to fold itself into an intricate origami star. All by itself. It had levitated directly in front of her, spinning beautifully, before landing perfectly in Sage’s palm.

				She was excited to tell her mother and father about this newfound magic—if not a little unsure of how to break the news. Being two university professors, she hoped they would be thrilled and begin their research keenly to help her understand and nurture it properly.

				The three days with magical powers at her fingertips had changed everything. She had decided that it didn’t particularly matter that she wasn’t pretty or skinny or destined to be a pop singer in a crop top. She was clever, which people sometimes liked about her, and now she seemed to be able to conjure extra marshmallows into her hot chocolate on demand, so nothing else mattered all that much. The presence of magic had blown Sage’s entire world wide open.

				“After tea, you can show me again, all right?”

				“You believe me?” Laurel asked into the mirror, surprised. She yowled as Sage tugged her hair a little too hard.

				“You know what, Laur, I think I do,” Sage said with a conspiratorial wink. “Rob, on the other hand, might take a bit more convincing. Boys are much more boring with that sort of thing.”

				Having wolfed down their dinner at record speed, Laurel had barely even let Sage and Robin finish their last mouthful before she was tugging them out of the back door and into their garden, a thin but long stretch of wilderness that led to a stream at the very back. Laurel sprinted off into the distance, calling to fairies, while Sage hung back with Robin. The pair walked side by side with crossed arms.

				“Has anything else weird happened?” Robin said in a lowered voice. “I really think we’re going to have to tell Mum and Dad soon, especially if you end up blowing anything up again. They’re going to notice the scorch marks on the sofa cushions.”

				“That wasn’t my fault. You’re the one who wanted to see the flame spell again.”

				Robin scoffed a laugh through his thick braces. “It’s fun having a secret from them, to be fair. They normally know everything.”

				“This one’s just between the three of us.” Sage grinned before ruffling his hair in the sort of way that only an older sister can get away with. “These post-spell headaches are pretty intense, but it’s worth it. It won’t be long until they realize something’s up, though. Dad, we could probably convince that it’s just hormones. That usually scares him off. But Mum never misses a trick. I’m going to get it out of the way tonight.”

				They strolled past a part of the garden which, thanks to their mother’s talented growing, was always thick with the most beautiful rainbow of flowers, no matter the season. It was Sage’s favourite spot. Completely pointless, entirely wild and extremely beautiful, just for the sake of it. She loved stuff like that.

				“Go and keep an eye on the little rat bag, will you? I’ll catch you up,” she told Robin, who nodded and slunk off after the youngest Hemlock sibling.

				Sage knelt to the flowerbed and happily plucked a couple of handfuls. If she was going to break the news of this magic to her mum, then it would probably help to be armed with a little bouquet of beauty. She gathered up a bunch of the pink-purple heather, which was her mum’s favourite colour. Her own too. Then a few of the blue forget-me-nots, some white cow parsley, orange poppies. Finally, using the secateurs that her mother left in a basket nearby, she took three long-stemmed red roses to add into the mix. They were beautifully, brilliantly red. Three was a magical number in their family.

				“Ouch!” Sage’s hand shot back, then she brought it to her lips as it caught a sudden sting. It felt like an electric shock, a sudden crackle, a sharpness that burned against her skin. Must have been a thorn.

				With witchery such a freshly blooming beauty beneath her skin, Sage had not yet come to realize that new, untrained magic would sometimes snap in such a way if it sensed uncertainty or unfamiliarity in the air. If a clash of magic felt uncomfortable. If it came to butt heads with a curse that was already at play and had been since the witch was born.

				
					[image: ]
				

				“Mum! Mum! Why didn’t you wake me up? I’m going to be late!” Sage hop-sprinted from her bedroom to the bathroom, calling downstairs as she yanked a sock into place while simultaneously brushing her teeth. She tugged on her school tie, then took a quick look in the mirror and sighed. Her hair was even more out of control than usual.

				“Ugh, Mum? I’ve got my French test this morning. Mrs. M absolutely hates it when anyone is l—” Sage burst into her parents’ bedroom only to find that they were still in bed. “What the hell? It’s not the weekend, you know! Why aren’t you…?”

				Sage blinked, confused. Her mother and father were still under the covers, eyes closed, fast asleep. But strangely so.

				They hadn’t so much as stirred at her barging into their room, and she always got told off for doing that. They were too still. Too peaceful.

				Sage felt disoriented. The sight was wrong, as though she couldn’t trust her own eyes. She crept towards their bed, hesitant to say or do anything that would tell her what was really happening, because something in her deepest, most animalistic instincts told her that she didn’t want the answer. A sick, bubbling feeling brewed at the bottom of her stomach, made her feel a bit faint. She reached for the bedside table to steady herself and a vase fell to the floor as she knocked it. The glass broke. Water pooled. A floorboard creaked beneath her feet, and still her parents didn’t stir.

				A silence followed when there should have been more.

				“Mum…” Sage barely breathed. Her pulse was spinning. This was not real. It could not be real. “Dad…”

				They were unnaturally pale, a sheen of sweat clinging to their foreheads. And at the corner of her vision, as everything else blurred, Sage saw the broken vase of flowers at her feet, the bouquet that her mother had divided into two and placed on each of their bedside tables. She had been baffled but dazzled by her daughter’s news. They had celebrated the arrival of her magic wholeheartedly, as she had always known they would.

				Heather, forget-me-nots, cow parsley, orange poppies. Three ink-black roses, striking and beautiful, but jarringly dark, with only the faintest hue of crimson to the very edges of their petals.

				Sage’s own throat had already started to tingle, closing up with an itchy, metallic sort of taste at the back of her tongue. Her magic gave a painful twang, as though trying to catch her attention, alert her.

				Black roses?

				She wasn’t quite sure whether her body and her mind were still functioning. But somewhere in her periphery, Sage was distracted by the sound of the squeaky bedroom door behind her. And then the scrape of wood on floorboards, where their cosy but slightly scruffy cottage had started to warp a little against the winter cold. Quiet laughter from Robin downstairs followed by the noise of a cartoon.

				“Why are Mum and Dad still sleeping?” Laurel asked at Sage’s shoulder.

				That was enough to burst the bubble that Sage had formed around herself. The bubble that had muffled everything since she’d stepped inside the room and seen…

				“Sage, put me down. What’s wrong with Mum? Put me down! Mum, tell her!”

				Sage had scooped up Laurel by the waist and now carried her out of the room before she could get any closer to the bed. She rushed down to the living room and plonked her little sister down heavily next to her brother. Laurel whined. Robin ate cereal. Sage told them not to move, to turn the TV up, to not look away.

				They were too young to have a memory like that burned into their minds. It wouldn’t have been fair. Sage would carry it for them instead. That was what an older sister did.

				Irreparable, incomprehensible damage had been done so quietly and calmly, but that was how life best liked to work, with invisible footsteps and no announcement as it welcomed itself at the home’s hearth. The moments that left a jagged, ugly scar behind in their wake were often formed in such a way—a sudden, rough rip through an otherwise normal day.

				And while the world kept spinning and the music kept playing for everybody else, Sage Hemlock felt any ounce of reckless magic slip irredeemably between her fingers forever.

				Caution and control were quick to take its place.
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				When the Clock Strikes Twelve

			
			It felt like breaking the surface of a cold pool. Sage spluttered, re-emerging from the nightmare buried within the book with panicky gasps for air and a pounding at the back of her head. She reeled in the chair, rocking onto its back legs and gripping the sides of the book for dear life.

			The final chapter of the story. Sharing the memory, delivering it for Sage in such a visceral way, had been Lilara’s last, most desperate attempt to convince Sage to join her in the conclusion that magic was not meant for her.

			It had all been so cleverly crafted to prove that a witch could never dream of holding the greedy combination of both love and magic side by side. One could not exist where the other remained.

			But the cruel final blow, making her relive her worst nightmare at the end of the story, had backfired. Sage had witnessed the memory with a new clarity, with a sharpness and a breadth of detail that she had not allowed herself to experience before. It had all been too confusing, too agonizing to face in such lucidity, so she had blocked it out entirely. It had existed in her mind as a strange walled-off sort of blank until now—the one investigation that she had never permitted herself to keep working at.

			The story’s final pages went against the version that Sage had grown up believing. The one where she was unworthy and unforgivable. It defied the story where her own magic was to blame for everything.

			Her own magic had not poisoned her mother and father with Earth Sorcery, as she had always feared and believed. Sage had never picked the deadly crimson-black roses from the garden. She had chosen normal ones, bright red, traditionally full of love. The strange black roses, unnatural and unknowable and deadly, had become that later…as if by another sort of magic. As if on purpose, as if at the hands of a fateful curse that had taken flight the very first moment it could.

			Lilara’s curse was not a new, fresh thing escaped just weeks ago from the pages of the book. It had arrived long before. The curse had been at work on Sage’s fate from the very day she was born in Port Sylvan and was activated the very moment her magic came to be. Her own pure, newborn magic had sensed its presence in the garden, had tried to warn her. The curse alone was to blame for the terrifying crimson-black roses that had so cruelly stolen Sage’s parents from her and her siblings. Their lives had bloomed unknowingly around the curse at their stem.

			She held thick, raw emotion between her palms, pressed them into her hair and blew out a breath to steady herself as she rocked back. It was only when she felt that familiar effervescent spark between her fingers that Sage realized something wonderful.

			Her magic had returned to her.

			At the heart of the labyrinth, where Lilara had promised that love lay, the pages of the book had offered it back. She had earned its return. Firstly, by being brave enough to forgive herself, even before she knew the truth and regardless of it. Secondly, being strong enough to withstand the replay of her greatest nightmare too.

			Sage gave a spluttered laugh of disbelief. “Although, after everything, quite frankly, that’s the least you owed me,” she told the book.

			She flexed her fingers, stretching them out one by one, testing how the sensation felt now that magic was back between her bones, roiling beneath her skin. It wasn’t until she had been stripped of it that Sage had ever taken much notice of the comforting warmth that her magic provided. It was soothing. Before she had opened the book, Sage had been covered in goose bumps, shivering pathetically against the relentless winter snow within the labyrinth.

			With magic finally flooding back through her system, she felt strong again. She felt good.

			She was magic. How had she never given herself that small credit before?

			“I’m sorry you had to see that.”

			Lilara stepped out of the maze walls and into the heart of the labyrinth, her cloak surrounding her in a shadow that glittered with constellations. “A cruel reminder, I fear, and yet I had no choice, though it pains me to see you suffer.” Lilara’s tone was soft once more and pitying. It made Sage feel sick. “You cared less than I thought, about your loved ones, about this town. I suppose that is the heartless hold that magic has over us. Or perhaps you were just more wicked than I had ever considered, more wicked even than me.” A light laugh followed. There was a note of delight in Lilara’s voice as she said that, a distinct echo of relief. Misery really did love company.

			“I care about them more than anything in this world,” Sage said, voice thick with a choking, sticky anger unlike anything she had ever felt before. It rolled inside her like a storm cloud.

			“Evidently not!” Lilara scoffed. “The curse was to forestall any more celebration of magic, Sage. I know better than anyone its destructive—”

			“Stop!” Sage slammed her hands down on the cold desk, sending a puff of snow up into the air.

			A loaded, dangerous silence held between them, laced through the slowly falling snowflakes, each witch daring the other to move first.

			“Still you doubt me?” Lilara said quietly, faltering. Her eyes pinched before her glance shot back behind her suddenly. “Who did you summon?”

			“Summon? Nobody, I—”

			“Who is that?” Lilara called.

			Sage supposed that echoes of a magical form must have considerably better hearing than the average witch, because Lilara was right. Seconds later, she could hear it too. Hasty footsteps rushing through the labyrinth, getting closer and closer to the heart of it, to them. At the first sight of a shadow stretching in front of the figure, Lilara’s eyes widened in panic and she vanished back into the walls of the labyrinth.

			“Cas!”

			Sage felt her entire form collapse in relief when Casimir burst around the corner with a sweep of his cape and stood proudly at the entrance to the maze’s heart. But her delight was short-lived. His boots were planted wide, chest lifted, but as his eyes connected with Sage, his hand flew once more to the hilt of his sword and dragged it from its sheath with a scrape of metal.

			“Oh, for the love of…Casimir, this is really not the time.”

			He flourished it in front of him, and despite the mortal peril, Sage couldn’t help but notice that his hair looked even more outrageously perfect than usual, as a singular curl fell in front of his face and he shook back the rest. Typical.

			“How dare you address a royal of the realm with such familiarity, witch?” he cried, taking bold steps towards her with the sword brandished in her direction once again. “Kneel before me so I may more easily slay you, with dignity that is far more than you deserve in such a life of wickedness.”

			She sighed. This chapter of Lilara’s quest to show that love and magic could never be one had, in many ways, been the cruellest of all. That the handsome prince would find the wicked witch and be the one to end her, the way that most happy endings had to unfold in a fairy tale. But Sage wasn’t afraid of the curse anymore. In fact, she dared it to try. She made sure to bring her face closer to the end of his sword and swallowed hard.

			“This magic is vexing indeed,” Casimir said in a low, quiet voice, undeniably fascinated by her. “Making such beauty of a witch designed to trick me, I see.”

			“How are you still this much of a nuisance to me, even when under cursed enchantment?” she whispered.

			Casimir’s eyes flickered hotly.

			She hated to do it. She really, really did. But what choice did she have? She could only deal with one arrogant numbskull at a time. More importantly, it was safer for him to be as far away from Lilara’s echo as possible. The witch was so reactive, so disturbed, Sage was failing to predict what she was going to do from one moment to the next. She would stop at nothing and wouldn’t think twice about sacrifice. Sage had to keep Cas away.

			“You know,” Sage said, drumming her fingers on the desk. Magic crackled between them. “Typically, the witch tends to be dealt with by someone far more unassuming than the handsome prince. This probably isn’t a good use of your precious royal time.”

			Casimir frowned, lowering his sword. “Of what do you speak?”

			“Try reading a book for once, Prince Everald.”

			She had him thoroughly baffled. He was faltering.

			“You esteemed sort are usually far too busy vanquishing something with a little more pomp and circumstance than the haggard old witch. Little old me? Surely not,” she said, easing the blade of the sword downwards. “You always were such a show-off. Wouldn’t you like a bit more of a challenge? Or are you too scared?”

			Casimir breathed heavily as she stepped closer, their faces only inches apart. He gulped as their lips came perilously close to grazing. “I do not tremble, witch.”

			Somewhere, beneath the facade and costume and strange loaded tension, Sage recognized the softness of his cologne. Woody, sea-salty, familiar. He was still in there, somewhere. She had to trust her returned magic. She had to trust herself.

			Sage thought back to a transferral spell, one that she had been able to conjure back in her brief few days of practising teenage magic. She had been fascinated by apparition as a notion the moment that magic had made itself known to her—obviously. Only a fool wouldn’t be. So she had naturally used Robin as a willing guinea pig. She had successfully managed to send him from the bottom bunk of his bed up to the top one in the blink of an eye. He had approved of the whole thing as “wicked,” in a good way.

			How different could it be? Beneath the desk, Sage unfurled a finger, and a trail of burgundy sparks shot out from between the table legs and headed straight down the tunnel of the labyrinth.

			“I suspect there may be more pressing matters for you to handle, Prince Everald. Come back to me when you’ve seen to my friend, hmm?”

			It happened surprisingly quickly. Sage would have assumed these things would take considerably longer to manifest themselves, that there would at least be some form of health-and-safety hoop to jump through.

			But it was unmistakable. The clatter of claws scratching the gallery’s domed castle roof as the beast made its noisy landing. An enormous rib-shaking, clattering thump, thick tail battering the side of a turret. And, like nothing she had ever heard before, a roar so impossibly loud with a sudden rush of heat that both she and Casimir stumbled apart, her clutching onto the edge of the desk and him struggling to maintain his balance. A look of horror painted its way across the prince’s handsome face, but Sage kept her cool.

			“I’d run if I were you, Prince Everald. Sounds rather urgent.”

			He hesitated only for a moment. “I’ll come back for you, witch.”

			He meant it as a threat, but coming from him, it would only ever be a promise.

			“I know you will,” Sage replied calmly.

			With that, the prince tore back out into the labyrinth to face his foe. People were foolish to think that dragons were not real. Of course they were. She hoped that the one she had transferred in (there’d been several reported sightings at a cave in South Wales in the summer of 1978) didn’t mind her borrowing him for an hour or two. Fortunately, this particular breed was vegetarian, distinctly pacifist and very friendly. Rather like an oversized cat.

			Sage had only a moment to catch her breath before Lilara’s form came back into focus, gliding out in a rolling mist from the labyrinth walls.

			“You love him,” Lilara said, scornful.

			Sage sniffed out a laugh. “Yes. I suppose I do. It’s incredibly inconvenient.”

			“That is what you have taken from this? From everything I have done for you? Despite it all, you choose a love that wasn’t there before?”

			“It was always there,” Sage said calmly. “Please don’t think for a moment that you had any part in it.”

			“This curse was supposed to horrify you! Show you these glittering temptations turned rotten!”

			“And instead, all you’ve done is show me the very opposite.” Now Sage was the one laughing. “I see it now! How could I have been so stupid?” She kicked back the desk chair, flipping it so it skidded over the snow-covered floor. “Turning your back on magic, on joy itself, your truest self, is the very thing that has turned you bitter. That’s what’s made you wicked!”

			Lilara screamed. “I was trying to protect you! To catch you before you could fall.”

			“No. Maybe in the beginning, but no. You used to be a good person with good intentions, but it was you who turned. You couldn’t stand the idea that any other witch should ever live happily. You say that you saved me from heartbreak when my heartbreak was your fault. Your curse was the cause of the greatest loss of my life. There’s no excuse for what you did!”

			Lilara looked poised to burst with rage. “Revenge needs no excuse!”

			The lines around her form were blurring more by the moment, the solidness of her shape turning to a smoky fade at the edges. Sage’s refusal to agree with her ways was ripping her open. This was not the outcome the witch had anticipated.

			“Revenge doesn’t see reason,” Sage said.

			“There was good reason! Yours was a worthy sacrifice if it could bring an end to this hideous town and its long line of heartbroken women crushed by the hands of magic. It had to end!”

			A twisted combination of both generosity and selfishness plagued Lilara’s mind, clouding all sense of reason and clarity. A part of Sage wanted to rain her own revenge down upon this woman in return. Who was she to have directed her life down such a difficult course, to have impacted her with such venom and trouble only to feel comforted and less alone in her own sadness? There was no valid excuse for such gnarled, deep-set bitterness.

			But if she were to hit back, Sage would be following in Lilara’s footsteps even further. She had already wasted too many years trying to follow her. She did not want a legacy like that.

			“I’m sorry, Lilara, that I couldn’t comfort you in the way that you needed me to,” Sage said firmly. “Bitterness begets bitterness, shared sorrow, Schadenfreude…I know them better than most.”

			Lilara’s outline plumed. The same dark mist that had built the labyrinth, tendrils of dark vapour curling out in wisps, undulating, levitating her from the ground. The trail of her cloak was beginning to fade into the air. “I cursed you and everyone in this damned town to give them a taste of their own medicine!” Lilara was shouting between sobs. “To echo how they made me feel, when they turned their backs on me. Left me alone with a broken heart!”

			Lilara levitated higher still, the mist consuming more and more of her form into the darkness. “This villainous magic! Turn your back! Be my dear friend! Come back with me between the pages, to the confines of the book, before it is too late in your story! We are wicked!” she screamed.

			“I have made mistakes, plenty of them,” Sage said, her voice steady. She felt effervescent, perfectly grounded and trusting. “But I am no wicked witch.”

			It felt like the first laugh after grief. Like a baffled smile from an exhausted new mother. Like noticing a rainbow when the rain has been relentless. It was all so bittersweet. Lilara had seen something that looked like love and, understandably, rushed to grasp it, sprinted for the conclusion that she so desperately wanted.

			But nothing worth its weight in gold could be rushed. If Lilara had only allowed herself time to mend and heal before landing the blame on a beautiful part of herself, she would have found the right love, waiting patiently to accept her for all that she was. Magic would welcome that love with open arms in return. It had taken Sage her whole life to learn such a lesson, but it had been worth the wait.

			“My story is one where both love and magic live!” Sage shouted. “In fact, I’m not sure they’re so different at all. Things may change along the way, sadness and heartbreak will inevitably be smudged across my pages, but still, I trust my ending will be a happy one. And magic will be there.”

			Her heart already knew it to be true. Scribbles and inky mistakes littered the pages that she had already turned, but she was deserving of all the good things among whatever came next.

			Lilara’s fading form rose higher and higher up to the domed ceiling, the black clouds closing in around her at the edges, and then there was a dreadful piercing scream. Her form blew entirely into darkness and mist. The silver highlights of her star-covered cloak gave one final, lingering glitter, and at the turn of midnight, as the clock struck the twelfth day of the enchantment, Lilara Mournfell and her curses faded from the world.

			From the darkness where she had vanished, a tumble of crimson rose petals cascaded to the ground.

			Sage’s whole body trembled, deep breaths of relief and exhilaration rushing through her. Then, not too long afterwards, there was the sound of running once again, boots shuffling at speed through the labyrinth, drawing closer and closer.

			Then a call.

			“Specs?”
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				Some Spell

			
			Casimir burst around the corner of the labyrinth. The moment his eyes found Sage through the wintery darkness, his shoulders sagged in blatant relief. He ran to her.

			It was only when he emerged from the maze corridor and stepped into the pale light at the desk that she saw the true state of him. The enchantment had evidently begun to lift, the smallest signs of his character beginning to change back, but the solace of his release from its binds was limited. Without the romantic golden glow that the spell had shrouded him in for days, his normal clothes were ragged, ripped to shreds. His smooth skin was torn with bloody scratches, and his beautiful hair was matted with droplets of blood and curls of dried petals. He swayed on the spot.

			“Casimir!” Sage cried. She lunged to catch him as he stumbled towards her. “What happened to you? Please don’t tell me this was the dragon. It’s all my fault.”

			“The dragon was in fact the best part—reminded me of Mal. I suppose the curse was covering up rather a multitude of sins. There have been various incidents. A lot of thorns, a duel with Patrick on the way—he had returned to normal size and wasn’t half bad.”

			“We should have left him in the jar.” Sage grimaced.

			Casimir was visibly drained with exhaustion but still smirking. “Anyway, thorns and tights don’t mix well, and I also have a vague recollection of someone walloping me with a saucepan. Does my hair still look all right?”

			Through her tears, Sage laughed.

			She shuffled under his weight, doing her best to lower him gently to the ground so that he could rest his tired, injured body. For once, her magic could help. She wasn’t adept with anything as impressive as healing magic—that would require considerable Alchemy study, which she greatly looked forward to—but she could at least conjure a cloth to wipe away some of the blood. With a flurry of a quick summoning incantation, she gently pushed the stray curls out of his face, cradled his head on her lap and stroked it with the cool, damp rag.

			“I’ve been fighting so hard against it. It really was awful, Specs. My mind was slipping away; my thoughts weren’t my own. It was like being in a bubble, one that was getting smaller and smaller, closing in on me. But even at the end, all I could recall was you, Specs. Your hair. I kept thinking of your hair,” he said dreamily, talking like a man in the midst of sleep.

			Sage ignored her own tears and focused on his face. His eyes were glazed as he looked up at her, trying his best to keep telling her what he’d experienced. “The spell was trying to trick me, convince me that I had to hunt the witch. But I fought it. I fought it the whole time.”

			Lilara had come so close to getting what she’d wanted. If Casimir had slain Sage, Port Sylvan would have been spellbound forever. Fortunately, Sage happened to have an impossibly good friend on her side.

			Casimir gave a pained swallow, wincing as he tried his best to turn closer into her. He struggled to sit up with her on the floor, the pair of them leaning against the whirling labyrinth walls. With her desk in front of them—if she ignored the freezing snow, the perfumed roses and the frightening thorns—Sage could almost be convinced that they were back in the archive together, that this moment was happening in just the way that she had always dared it might but never permitted herself to believe that she deserved. Beneath warmly lit sconces, amid the scent of old pages.

			Casimir’s eyes fluttered at her touch as she pressed the cool cloth against his cut jaw to stem the bleeding of a particularly nasty scrape. He pushed her hand away and leaned his forehead against hers, the rhythm of their breathing in matching white plumes against the cold. Her heart hammered foolishly. Or maybe beautifully.

			“The mad old bat was right about one thing. It was the witch I wanted,” Casimir said quietly. “But not because she’s the villain; she was never the villain.” His expression grew still. “But she was always mine.”

			His confession, replacing infinite unspoken glances and endless dismissed touches, unlocked something between them. Forgetting herself entirely, Sage flung herself against him, and finally, after so many years of foolish, forbidden wishes, her lips found Casimir’s.

			His hands flew to either side of her face, cradling her with tender brushes of his thumbs before they slid back into her hair, burying his fingers in her curls with a gentle tug of desperation that made her shiver. The feeling of his touch sang through her veins, combining with her magic in an electric, fizzing heat that left her breathless and burning.

			Her arms wound around his shoulders, and he pulled her in even closer. His soft, full lips travelled to the corners of her mouth, along her jaw, down her neck. He was kissing the pulsing hollow at the base of her throat, forgetting all charm and composure, then trailing back up hungrily to find her mouth again.

			“I have imagined this in a million different ways,” Casimir laughed. “Granted, this wasn’t one of them, but…”

			Sage had never even permitted herself to imagine it properly. Not for the first time of late, she wished she had given her imagination more time to shine.

			“I love you, Sage.” He breathed the words into her lips. “I love you, I love you, I love you.”

			For once, she had no comeback.

			Sensing her stiffen beneath his hands, Casimir pulled away. His eyes questioned her silently. She dropped her gaze, bit down on her swollen lip.

			Sage could barely even say the words out loud. “I’ve always thought…no one would ever love a witch.”

			A lifelong belief held fast. Everything she had ever feared, everything she had ever known to be in her fate. It was the reason she had kept herself alone and separate from everyone. Almost everyone.

			“Well, that’s just not true, is it?”

			Sage glanced at him from under wet lashes, cheeks burning at how she’d unravelled so easily underneath him. His hands slipped up her arms, bringing her back into him, and he held her chin to raise her stubborn gaze to his.

			“Specs, I have loved you since the very first moment I saw you. I love you because of all your magic, certainly not in spite of it. To me, you are the very epitome of all that magic is. Chaos and moonlight and enchantment and everything wondrous in this world and probably the next one too. I will be by your side forever, happy simply to see you shine.”

			He pressed a kiss to her palm and another on the end of the finger from which her magic flew. Then his lips returned to hers, delivering a third kiss for her exhausted soul to melt warmly into. “Some spell…” he murmured into her mouth.

			When she finally broke away, Sage saw her favourite, slightly dopey, lopsided grin of satisfaction. It was a look she had loved for such a long time.

			They returned to sitting side by side, and Casimir rested his head on her shoulder.

			“I love you too,” she said quietly, a little more matter-of-fact than she would have liked, but she had to bite down hard on her bottom lip to stop herself grinning as she said it. She felt Casimir give a small nod of acknowledgement in return.

			“Oh, look,” he replied quietly, his voice thick and sleepy. “I was right.”

			Sage swallowed. She knew she needed to offer him a little more than that, even though this sort of thing wasn’t her forte. She had to be braver if she was going to grab joy in such a way. She stared out at the desk in front of them, letting her eyes glaze a little as she watched the trails of mist turn inside and out.

			“I have loved you in so many quiet ways, for such a long time. I know that sounds impossibly simple next to your eloquence and dramatics, but I love things about you that you probably don’t even know to be true. I love the crease between your eyebrows when you’re caught by a new idea. I love that your eyes always find mine across an awful party, even though you’re the most popular man in the room, and that we can share a joke in silent code. I love that you always listen like nothing else matters. I love that you’re horribly honest and incomparably loyal and…Well, if you need a final preposterous footnote, I think to be so seen by somebody—truly seen—is something I never thought would happen for me. I always thought I was too strange, too peculiar, too impossible. You know that…” Sage admitted. She traced a finger up and down Casimir’s forearm absent-mindedly as she spoke. “But you see everything, don’t you? You see through it all. You’ve always seen me,” she told him gently.

			Casimir did not reply, only gave a small silent nod into her hair. She didn’t have to glance down to know that he would be smiling smugly, and he knew her well enough to understand that such a confession did not require further expansion. It was enough for them to just be, with closed eyes and heads resting on shoulders. Before she fell asleep, she made sure to conjure a small flame to keep them warm.

			She wasn’t sure how long they were there in the labyrinth for, but when Sage dragged her eyes open again, barely daring to believe that a wish might have come true, he really was still there. Breathing steadily and stroking her thigh while he half slept in an exhausted daze. Her magic gave a reassuring tingle at the tips of her fingers to promise that it was still there too.

			“You’re awake?” Casimir whispered, leaning in to leave a gentle kiss on the top of her ear. She nodded shyly, still rather baffled as to how they’d found themselves at this point. “Specs, I think it’s time.”

			“Time?”

			He gestured his head with a slight wince towards the opposite wall of the labyrinth. “We have quite the clean-up operation to begin. We’re going to need some assistance.”

			She frowned up at him, confused, but now the rose petals had finished falling from the clouds and they’d finished being lovesick fools (for the moment, at least), Sage noticed what had appeared before them.

			A door had revealed itself, pressed into the side of the labyrinth, dark oak and strapped with metal hinges. She was certain it had not been there before.

			“Can you stand?” she asked him as she rose to her feet.

			Casimir nodded and moved slowly to follow her. “Just about. But I am going to need you to draw me a very hot, very bubbly bath when we get home. And maybe join me in it. It’s the least you can do, really, Specs. After I saved you and everything.”

			Sage scowled. “Casimir, I hope for your sake that you are joking.”

			“Joking? What would I be joking about? I literally tamed a bloody dragon for you, Specs. This whole town would have been burned to the ground if I hadn’t—”

			“Need I remind you that the dragon was already tame? And I only sent said dragon to make sure that you didn’t decapitate me with that blasted sword of yours so that I could finish up vanquishing the terrible echo spirit of twisted dark magic that—”

			Casimir gasped. “You sent the dragon? And then me after it? You sacrificed me! That thing could have killed me!”

			Sage waved a hand at him. “Oh, don’t be such a baby, Casimir. I knew what I was doing. Shame you didn’t, just for a change.”

			“Honestly, you come this close to decapitating someone, and suddenly they want you barbecued and served on a skewer. We’re supposed to be in love, Specs. This is hardly a fairy-tale first date, is it?”

			“Oh, will you be—”

			So busy bickering, the pair of them had forgotten all about the door, but when Casimir coughed in its direction, Sage swallowed hard.

			After helping Casimir to his feet, Sage took a few cautious steps towards the door. There was a knocker shaped like a crescent moon. She stretched out her knuckles to knock and saw that twinkles of magic encased her hand, as though the blasted stuff could barely keep itself contained within her anymore. It glittered proudly, so delighted to be reunited with its holder, the deepest, most comforting of dreams wrapped around her skin in watery, translucent clouds of pink dawn and purple dusk. It was so, so beautiful. How could she ever have left such joy behind? She had been so cruel to keep it from herself. She never would again.

			The knocker was within arm’s reach. She could see the intricate carvings of stars in the wood grain. And there were words, too, wrapped around the moon-shaped brass knocker: Tonitru, Fulgur, Pluvia.

			The coven had found her.

			“Perhaps it was inevitable; one’s greatest fears always catch up with them sooner or later,” she said quietly.

			“Oh, I don’t know. What’s a mysterious, menacing coven after everything we’ve been through?” Casimir said beside her. He turned to her, uncharacteristically sincere again. “I’m by your side, Specs.” He slid his hand into hers and gave it a gentle squeeze.

			Sage was not afraid of magic anymore.

			Besides, she had to do this for her life to return to its full, beautiful self. She had to do this for Casimir, her siblings, Maggie and Mal, as well as everyone else that she had become so fond of within her community.

			And she had to do this for herself. For once, she had to ask for help. More than that, she found she was ready to; she wanted to.

			Sage knocked three times and the coven door opened.
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				Beyond the Archway

			
			An earthy, sooty scent was noticeable as soon as they made their way through the door, and Sage was struck by how familiar it was. Past the fragrant, herbal perfume of brewing potion, it smelled just like the morning after the autumn festival bonfire.

			Sage and Casimir found themselves in what seemed to be the foyer, with towering stone walls and richly coloured rugs underfoot. After so much time inside the darkness of the labyrinth, the torches fastened at intervals along the walls gave such a warm, inviting light that Sage had to squint against them while her eyes adjusted.

			“Hello?” she called shyly, clearing her throat. There was no one around. Casimir clicked the door shut quietly behind them as she took a couple more cautious steps further into the hall.

			“Anyone?” Casimir tried, sauntering behind her. When only silence greeted them, he sniffed. “No? Suit yourselves, then. Don’t all rush on our account. Honestly, how many unexplained, fantastical doors do they send into enchanted labyrinths for an uncharted witch and an incredibly handsome…What do you prefer? ‘Mortal’? I refuse to go for ‘common’ or ‘ungifted,’ although ‘sublunary’ sounds rather good…”

			“You’re a non-wicche,” Sage said quietly, but her voice waned. Her attention had been stolen by a revelation that took her breath away. At the end of the foyer was a grand archway, and an inscription reading “Hecate House” was carved in large, serif lettering along its whole form.

			“Well, I’ll be…” Casimir’s voice dwindled too, for once entirely lost for words.

			It was real.

			She had come across vague, poetic writings of such a place but had never imagined that it might actually be real. That the coven of lore not only existed but was indeed established and celebrated enough to warrant a beautiful, bewitching headquarters such as this. Sage chanced a few further steps, feeling Casimir’s hand at her lower back, encouraging her on. They were most likely underground somewhere, judging by the lack of windows. Incredibly intricate carvings of stars and moons, planets and constellations were all embedded into the stretches of bleached stone that towered above, and Sage was surprised to feel a sense of distinct calm drape itself over her shoulders the closer she got to the archway, as though there may have been a welcoming, warm enchantment laced about the place. It wasn’t just having Casimir at her side that was helping her onwards. Some form of benevolent magic in the air was settling her nerves.

			The other overwhelming sensation Sage could no longer ignore was the way that each of her senses was utterly alight, in a way that she had never experienced before. A trail of goose bumps lingered along her arms—perhaps still chilly from the snowy labyrinth—but it felt more unique than that. She licked her lips at a strange taste that filled her mouth too, one that she had sensed a few times recently—something sweet but palpably metallic. And sharpest of all was the definite pricking of her thumbs, as well as her ears. The tips of them tingled like static, as if in recognition. Her magic was practically singing. It was as though her innermost make-up, that undeniable part of her which she was finally allowing into the light, was reacting to the presence of other…witches.

			More of them. Perhaps even many of them.

			Casimir bent down a fraction to whisper in her ear. “Knock ’em dead, Specs.”

			Sage steeled herself, inhaling a little more of the soothing enchantment in the air. She was encouraged by the happiness that her own magic radiated in response. It gave the strangest, sparkling giggle beneath her skin, and the slightest of excited smiles twitched at her lips at the sensation. With Casimir only a few steps behind, she marched beneath the archway.

			What greeted them was…unexpected.

			In the centre of an enormous high-walled round room, with various doors leading from it, two older people were locked in what appeared to be a very intense discussion about drapery.

			“You don’t think the red is a bit…festive?”

			A woman with a blue polka-dot scarf tied haphazardly around her light brown curls, along with what appeared to be a sprig of garden greenery tucked behind her ear, was standing with hands on hips. She was gazing up at huge swags of crimson velvet strung along the round room, a space which stretched up into an impressive domed ceiling. Sage did a double take; it looked just like the main room of the Equinox Gallery flipped on its head and thrown into a different dimension. Maybe it was. She wouldn’t be all that surprised if she’d stepped into some kind of alternative realm to get here, wherever they were. In fact, that would make considerable sense, if this was now something like a wicche-based realm.

			“Nonsense! I think it’s rather jolly. Who doesn’t love Christmas! Actually, you may have a point; most wicche have done all of their celebrating by then, haven’t they?” An old man stood next to the woman, a foot shorter than her, even with the interesting addition of a huge pink pom-pom on top of his woolly hat. He threw his arms up in approval and looked absolutely delighted about the interiors choice. “Besides, after the couple of years this place has had, it could do with a bit of extra merriment. Wonderful. I’d say this calls for a slice of that apple and cinnamon tart that—”

			Sage cleared her throat.

			The two people turned their heads to her. Sage flushed furiously. The woman’s eyebrows shot up in surprise, while the old man’s expression changed to one of pleasant curiosity as he gave a little “Ohhh?”

			The woman squeaked. “Arty, you said you’d refreshed and re-knitted the concealment enchantments last week!”

			“And I did, Bonnie! I did!” the old man said, waggling his finger at Bonnie. “I told you, I checked all of those miserable old punishment curses were still a thing of the past, and I made sure there wasn’t a single unpredictable entryway lingering from the old approach. Don’t doubt me, young lady.”

			Bonnie tutted at him but gave Sage a kind smile as she pottered over. “Not to worry, love. We take much more kindly to non-wicches stumbling across the headquarters than we used to when…well, when the place was under different management, let’s put it that way.” She placed an arm around Sage’s shoulders and tried to guide her back the way they’d just come. “Nothing that a hot cup of memory tea won’t solve.”

			“But I’m not a non-wicche,” Sage said shyly.

			Bonnie paused. “Sorry, love?”

			“I’m not a…non-wicche? Interesting terminology; we were just discussing the matter, my colleague and I. I’ve seen ‘non-magic’ used in some texts, ‘mortals’ in others, ‘omninatural’ once or twice. My colleague, Mr. Casimir Everald here, has several other suggestions, but is there a generally agreed-upon term? Anyway, I suppose now’s not the time for semantics. I…” Sage shook her head, trying her best to keep her thoughts in order. “Enough of my infernal faffing. To be blunt, I’m a witch.”

			Bonnie smiled politely, then gave an almost imperceptible twitch of her nose in Sage’s direction. She turned back to Arty, her look of bewilderment obvious. “Arty, can I borrow you? Excuse us, love. I’ve got a bit of a cold, so won’t be at my best for this.”

			The old man looked delighted at the prospect and tottered over. “A pleasure to meet you,” he said, beaming at Sage as he took her hand for himself and shook it thoroughly before turning to Casimir, who had hung back a few paces. “And you, sonny. Why don’t you come on over? No need to stand on ceremony. Bonnie certainly doesn’t bite, and I only do if you deserve it, which you do not appear to.” He chuckled again.

			“It’s a pleasure to meet you too, sir,” Casimir said. “Would you mind telling us what or, I dare say, where—”

			But the old man held up a hand to shush him.

			Bonnie was muttering quietly to Arty, but Sage managed to make out the words: “I might be mistaken, but…”

			Arty made another of his curious “ohhh?” sounds. “Please do excuse me for one moment, my dear,” he said to Sage. “It’s nothing personal, you understand. Only, a witch, warlock or wicche will always be able to note the natural scent of another…” He gave a much more enthusiastic, theatrical series of sniffs in Sage’s general vicinity. She recoiled. These people were very odd.

			“Well, blow me down with a feather,” the old man whispered, eyes wide. Sage reasoned that she probably could in fact blow him down with a feather. He was very frail-looking, and tufts of silver-grey hair stuck out at rather odd angles from underneath his pink hat. His glasses magnified his brown eyes to the size of dinner plates. “She is an’ all.”

			Bonnie gasped. “But how did we miss you, poppet? Have you just moved here? Have you been with an international coven? Did you summon an entryway for yourself on purpose or…”

			Sage shook her head, shuffling uncomfortably under all the attention, even though she got the feeling that both of these people were actually rather nice. She was mostly just baffled by the expectation versus reality that she was experiencing. This was not quite the looming, intimidating force that she had spent a lifetime fearing.

			“Sage, are you okay?” Casimir asked protectively.

			Bonnie, too, seemed to sense that Sage was not enjoying the sudden interrogation in an unfamiliar coven headquarters. “Forgive me, love. It’s just a surprise to see a new face around here, that’s all! It’s not often we meet a new adult witch that we haven’t had on our radar. Have you…Is your magic…That is to say…” Bonnie’s bewildered smile was so wide and welcoming that Sage felt herself ease up at least an inch or two.

			“Please accept our most heartfelt apologies that we did not discover your esteemed magic for ourselves, my new friend.” Arty offered her a gentlemanly bow, which Sage couldn’t help but twitch her lips at. “It has been a tumultuous time for this coven of late. You will have to forgive our lackadaisical work for the past few years, a period of great change, you see,” he said with an endearing sincerity that Sage couldn’t help but be warmed by. Despite herself, Sage was already intrigued by the sparks of insight being dangled before her.

			“Arty, we don’t need to get into all of that now,” Bonnie said kindly.

			“And what might you have to say for yourself, tall chap back there?” Arty said, turning to Casimir with a look of suspicion.

			“Well, I…I suppose I’m Casimir Everald, and…”

			“And who is he, when he’s at home?” Arty peered through his glasses with new disapproval of Casimir before giving him a quick sniff. “Non-wicche. We have several among the coven now, but that’s not to say you shouldn’t mind your business.”

			“He’s my friend. He’s always just sort of…here,” Sage said, waving a hand.

			“For my sins,” Casimir said, giving her a look. “Don’t blame yourselves for the shoddy service, folks. Sage here conveniently neglected to mention the small detail that she has indeed been avoiding you at all costs. Hiding, you might say! Changed her mind only recently, as we’ve been having a teeny, tiny bit of a conundrum that we could use a hand with.” He gave Sage his most infuriating smile, well-rehearsed from their rival days, the one that he always gave, knowing he’d pay for it later. “Isn’t that right, Sage?”

			She scowled at him.

			“Hiding? Whatever for, love?” Bonnie asked, concerned.

			Sage sighed. “I have not been entirely…open to being found, so to speak.” She shook her head again, determined to get to the point, despite all of this wild distraction. “Anyway, it’s a long story and none of it remotely matters right now. We…” She swallowed hard. “I need your help. Please.”

			“If you’d be so kind,” Casimir added. “We’ve got a town in turmoil and a lot of magic on the loose.”

			Bonnie and Arty exchanged a glance, the kind of look shared between family who understand one another so implicitly that thoughts can be shared easily and silently. “Tell us everything,” Bonnie said, and without so much as a singular further question, she and Arty rushed Sage through one of the atrium doors and into a small, cosy common room.

			“Oi!” Casimir called after them, running to catch up. “Maybe let’s not leave the sublunary alone to fend for himself!”
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			“You’ve had quite the time of it,” Bonnie said, rubbing Sage’s back in a comforting way that reminded her of Maggie. “The joy of magic is something we always try to instil here at Selcouth. Well, now that things have been…restructured, at least. Love, magic and joy are all inextricably intertwined—it’s important to celebrate that triquetra in everything we do.”

			“Life’s richest gifts,” Arty said, beaming.

			Bonnie nodded before her expression changed to something sterner. “But this Lilara Mournfell had no place dragging you into her mess of regrets, to feel better about her own decisions. Can’t say I’m too familiar with her story, although the name does ring a bell. We’ll examine her records more closely, ensure that her spirit has departed this plane for good.”

			Sage sniffed. “In her defence, I may never have got there myself. I’ve always struggled with anything…frivolous.”

			“That’s understandable when you’ve been through such hard loss,” Bonnie said. “But joy is never frivolous, my love. It’s vital. And so is magic, in much the same way. Magic isn’t just power, Sage; it’s permission to live brightly. And we would be honoured to be a part of that permission for you.”

			Sage glanced at Casimir, sitting in the chair opposite, gleefully studying her reaction to everything they told her. He was loving every moment, and she couldn’t remember ever feeling quite so welcomed anywhere. The older witch and warlock both seemed a bit bonkers, but in a very familiar, nostalgic sort of way. The feeling of parental guidance and support was one that had faded into an almost vanished memory, but it sparked fondly now, in faint recognition.

			“And now, as much as I am thoroughly enjoying our elevenses, we absolutely must away to your home,” Arty said gently, giving a reassuring tap on top of Sage’s hand. He rose to his feet with a little difficulty.

			“Our coven watchman did mention about a week ago that there was an increase in magical activity around your hometown. He said he’d keep an eye on things and was taking closer steps to monitor the charts. We’ll have to see whether it was him who sent the door to you or whether you inadvertently conjured it yourself,” Bonnie said.

			“That could explain the sensation I felt, of someone getting closer,” Sage pondered.

			Bonnie nodded. “But Port Sylvan has always been such a prolific magical location, and for so long, built on ley lines and with big swings of supernatural levels regularly—”

			“The Dunstan boy’s a useless weasel,” Arty cut in, offering out the plate of chocolate biscuits again to Sage before they left. He turned to Casimir but eyed him suspiciously. “You’re not a weasel, are you, boy?”

			Sage did her best to keep a snort under wraps.

			“Arty!” Bonnie said disapprovingly. “Rune’s not useless, or a weasel, for that matter. He’s extremely bright and a very reliable watchman. You’re in the very best of hands with him,” she said to reassure Sage and Casimir. “But as we may have mentioned, the coven has gone through a time of great change these past couple of years. We’re all adjusting to new ways. It’s not a story for today, but we’ll explain everything about our organization once we wrap up your current troubles as neatly as we can.” Bonnie gestured for Sage to head towards the door.

			“First thing’s first, we’ll need to grab a couple of volunteers who haven’t already got their hands full today.”

			“Right you are! Rally the troops!” Arty said excitedly. “The more hands on deck, the better. Miss Hemlock, would you care to join me? We’ll leave Mrs. Blackthorn to find Mr. Dunstan,” he suggested to Bonnie.

			The kind witch gave Sage a reassuring nod and told her that she’d be back as soon as she could.

			“You, boy, this way,” Arty called back to Casimir, who snatched the last biscuit before hurrying to follow.

			“Miss Hemlock,” Arty said softly as they walked back out to the atrium and towards the library, which Sage was most intrigued by the promise of, “I must again apologize for our neglect. I shall never forgive myself for not being able to help you in your time of need. You seem an extremely capable and particularly bright young woman, but I imagine that it is those qualities exactly which ensure that you are often overlooked as to receiving any help or even just a gentle reminder once in a while that you are never alone in your problems.”

			Sage liked this man very much. And she never liked anybody this quickly.

			“I do hope you’ll remember that Selcouth—not always, but certainly now—is a place of refuge,” the old warlock said kindly. “It is a sanctuary of second chances, a haven of discovery and a second home of understanding. You are most welcome here.”

			Sage was again struck by his sincerity. “Thank you,” she said.

			Arty seemed to understand that she was not a woman of soft words and gave a satisfied smile that she had taken notice of his promise. “Aha!” he called in a sing-song voice as he pushed open the door to the library, which, Sage was thrilled to note, looked enormous. “Now, Miss Hemlock, the world of witchery may be an uncertain one at times, but there are some things that are almost always guaranteed. At the top of that list is the fact that witches will nearly always be found among books. Perhaps you might enjoy a wander betwixt the shelves, while I see who I may find among them to aid our cause. Please, enjoy! I shall return momentarily.”

			Sage’s heart raced at the sight before them. The most incredible far-reaching library of magical texts, access beyond anything she could have dreamed of.

			She felt Casimir’s breath at the back of her neck as he leaned in with a whisper. “I think you’re going to fit in here just fine, Specs.”
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				Ever After

			
			With the arrival of Selcouth coven into Port Sylvan, welcome guests in a way that Sage would never have dreamed possible, the fairy tale that held the town in its thrall was soon soothed back to sleep.

			Under Bonnie’s skilled Earth Sorcery specialism, the thorns were stripped and coaxed back beneath the ground, returning the flower garden, the community green and the dell to their usual unruffled peace. For a small woman, she also made exceptionally quick work of a very burly beanstalk. The frigid, icy air was warmed back to a more lulled November drizzle—not everything could be perfect, even with magic at the helm. Many hands made light work of the rest too. Costumes and personalities had been among the first elements to gradually fade to reality by themselves, but with assistance, the buildings soon shed their changes too. The rest of the town reconnected with its genuine storybook character, rather than the sinister, supernatural version that had taken hold through October.

			There had been an elated reunion with Sage’s brother and sister, the latter of whom launched herself at her so gleefully at the top of the Lyceum that they narrowly missed toppling out the window. Laurel was still yawning a lot and craving an even more obscene amount of sugar than usual. Robin complained of aching, stiff joints every time he had to get up off the couch, but of course it was Casimir who felt the sorriest for himself.

			Although he made the quickest recovery, he liked to remind Sage, with a dramatic wince and a pathetic cough, that he had battled the thorns and a dragon to win her heart. She told him that he needn’t have bothered, because he’d managed it the day he gave his third-year seminar on The Ontology of Jinxes, which wasn’t quite the romantic start he was looking for.

			The only lasting effect from the spell was Mal’s voice. The cat had absolutely and completely refused to give up his newfound vocal cords, no matter which incantations they tried, and even the coven’s most skilled Animal Affinity expert had been left utterly puzzled by his feline stubbornness, only admitting defeat when the cat took a final, merciless swipe at him. Sage was nothing but proud of her familiar.

			She thanked the coven for their assistance and reassured them all, especially Arty, that she would be in touch soon, once she had taken some time to look after herself.

			The old warlock had a surprisingly full understanding of Sage’s difficult start to magic and seemed to know a lot about the effects that dark magic could have on a witch’s mind. She was touched that he seemed to be giving her unusual arrival much thought and admired the fair solutions that he continued to put to her—not excuses but logical explanations. Sage had never been greeted by the coven to begin her traditional endarkenment debut, because the darkness that came so soon with the death of her parents had overcome the call of her magic. And Lilara’s curse had blanketed everything, hidden Sage entirely from their gaze. Arty insisted that there was much time and care for Selcouth to make up for, and Sage found she did not recoil at the prospect.

			He had not even judged her when she confessed to Selcouth that she had done away with her entire collection of one-of-a-kind, irreplaceable magical artefacts that were probably vital to the coven’s history. They were only too patient and understanding of her actions; it seemed that a few of them had made similarly stupid, rash decisions themselves in the past when it came to magic. A fascinating, time-meandering enchantment cast by a skilled young witch homed in on only the bonfire specifically and rewound the flames to offer up each of the precious items that she had cast into the fire. Everything was spat back out in as good a shape as it had been before and, in some cases, even better than when she had removed it from the archive. Sage wiped away a few happy tears when she returned the final few items to their rightful places on the archive shelves.

			It was a convenient discovery that Port Sylvan’s Equinox Gallery did in fact contain another, more permanent door (disguised as a broom cupboard, ironically for witches) which functioned as a direct entrance to Hecate House. The town had long been an entry-point location for their headquarters, given its lingering magical heritage and the ley lines that crossed beneath the gallery. Sage had promised to visit often and would be joining her new friends for Book Club next Thursday.
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			Halloween had been and gone, but Laurel insisted on a late celebration anyway. It wasn’t fair that she’d slept through her favourite holiday, so naturally, under her instruction, they had spent three days on the finishing touches. The whole town was happily on board, as everyone seemed strangely forgetful as to what they’d been doing on the thirty-first.

			“Stop eating the children’s sweets—you’re asking for bad karma,” Sage barked at Laurel from behind the welcome desk as her sister returned from the kitchen, struggling to carry an enormous hollowed-out pumpkin that was overflowing with packets of trick-or-treat sweets.

			“I’m not,” Laurel argued, a lollipop sticking out of the side of her mouth.

			The museum was the final stop on Port Sylvan’s Hallo-walk, the costume trail for kids which made a snack stop at many spots on the map. Rather unbelievably, the whole concept had come from Sage’s imagination, and she had willingly pitched it at the last town meeting to rapturous applause.

			“I still cannot believe your costume. You’re sick, do you know that?” Sage said, gathering up the last of the fake cobwebs to drape over the light fixtures.

			Laurel was dressed as a zombie princess. “Too soon?” she asked with a mischievous grin, adjusting her crown. “At least I spent more than Robin did.”

			“Don’t hate my thrifty dad talents,” Robin called over from the back cabinet, where he was lighting the last few black and purple pillar candles in antique stands around the place. He was dressed as a mummy and had stolen most of the Dap’s toilet roll supply for the effort. “And you’re sure you still want this here?” he asked Sage sceptically. He gestured at Lilara’s book, which Sage had placed on a wooden display stand in the back corner. “Isn’t it sort of…bad vibes?”

			“ ‘Bad vibes,’ Rob? Is that really all you’ve got for that ornament of evil? Need I remind you that I fought a dragon while you were both climbing trees and taking a nap? Ow,” Casimir said. Sage had whacked him over the head affectionately with a plastic skull. “I’m on your side. Burn it, if you ask me.”

			“I tried.” Sage shrugged.

			Obviously, the existing exhibition could not remain the tribute to Lilara Mournfell that it had been. Casimir had been ready to scrub any mention of her name from the records and came perilously close to flushing her charm chain down the toilet. Sage had managed to wrestle it from him by distracting him with a kiss. He had declared the battle as entirely unfair, but she had grown rather fond of the thing. She continued to wear it as a reminder of all they had defeated together.

			“We’re academics, Casimir,” Sage reminded him, starting her checks of the newly arranged Spirits and Hauntings cabinets before they opened to the public. “We do not and we cannot ignore the facts. This was her home, as much as any of the other wondrous women across our records. Her magic was powerful and impressive and important. You don’t have to forgive her, but I certainly won’t pretend that it never happened, and neither should you.”

			Sage knew that she was well within her rights to hate Lilara. But her bitter change and villainous decisions had come from such sadness, a desperation to bring someone onto her side, to feel less alone. It was a feeling Sage related to acutely.

			Their only difference was that Sage had given true magic the time it needed to reveal itself to her. The stuff was shy for some folks. She knew that she could easily have made very different decisions. She had felt herself on that same precipice before and patience had never exactly been her strongest suit. It was a miracle that she had managed to find it within herself, and maybe it was only because she had more to lose than Lilara ever did that she had managed it.

			Magic had never turned its back on her, even when she rejected it so determinedly. It had just known to be patient with her. And she had never abandoned it either, not really. Her studies had probably been a subconscious choice to stay close to witchcraft all along.

			Sage took one last glimpse at her reflection in the gilded mirror and righted her pointed witch’s hat to the proper, smart angle. This one was not made of plastic, and it did not rustle in that mortifying static way against her curls. This was her official coven uniform, tall and with a wide brim that she actually thought was quite becoming. It made her look suitably intimidating—a look she very much enjoyed.

			“I still think my hat was better,” Casimir said into her hair as he came up behind her and slipped his arms around her waist. “I miss it every day. This one just isn’t cutting it,” he said, referring to the new, giant pirate hat that was part of his flamboyant Halloween costume.

			“You’re just jealous that I get a cloak and you don’t,” Sage said. She adjusted the silver fastening which met the collar of her blouse and billowed out the plum-coloured, floor-length velvet. She wasn’t normally one to be flash; that was Casimir’s territory. But the way that the delicate constellation embroidery caught the golden spotlights of the museum gave her a little girlish thrill each time. It was a vast upgrade from her old walking tour costume.

			“You’re right, I am jealous. Remind me to mention it to Arty again. It’s criminal that I don’t get to wear one. I could really help them rebrand,” he said, kissing the side of her head.

			“You two are so cute! I’ll never get over it,” Laurel squealed.

			Sage scowled at her sister, the mere idea of being “so cute” quite repellent.

			“I know she was completely crazy and we all nearly died, but Lilara did us a favour, really,” Laurel said cheerfully. “It’s true!” she insisted when everyone shot her daggers across the museum. “You two wouldn’t have gotten over yourselves, for one thing. And she really helped me out with the perfect idea for my next book.”

			Sage scoffed at Laurel’s giddiness but then found herself not entirely disagreeing. “I won’t be sending her flowers, but she did help me learn a few things. Namely, that I’m not the villain after all, which is, you know, good news.”

			“Not a villain, just strangely haunted,” Robin added sincerely.

			“Strangely haunted!” Robin’s five-year-old daughter, Emily, dressed as a robot, shrieked as he tugged her up onto his shoulders, while Ashley, three years old and dressed as a worm, squealed in return.

			“That’s my Specs,” Casimir said, pulling her into his shoulder.

			“Why anyone would want to purposefully add more cobwebs to a place, I’m certain I’ll never understand.” A new voice emerged as its owner stepped out of the archive, looking thoroughly confused as she brandished a bundle of fluffy white string. “They’re pernickety enough to keep at bay at the best of times. This modern world continues to amaze me.”

			Seeing as she had vowed that she owed her a big favour, Sage’s one final request to the coven had been regarding Maggie’s destiny. Selcouth, like most magical establishments, had a hard and fast rule that magic could not be used to bring back the dead. It was simply asking for trouble and never, ever ended well.

			But, after much consideration from Arty, they were in talks with several covens across Europe to trial a rather efficient ticketing system, which allowed willing and enthusiastic ghosts to pass freely, at requested times, back through the veil to visit loved ones. Malevolent haunting was strictly not permitted. Sage had discussed the possibility with Maggie, who had seemed reluctant at first, keen to return to the embrace of her long-lost loved ones and take a well-earned eternal rest.

			But then Robin had come round for tea, bringing her a bouquet of thanks for her part in saving them all, and she’d had a suspiciously sudden change of heart.

			Sage had sighed. “You must be bloody joking, you two.”

			It was going to be a tricky task, bringing Maggs up to speed with the trappings of modern life in the outside world for her scheduled visits, now that she was free from the house, but Rob seemed more than keen to help her in her plight. He was blushing fiercely and she was blushing greyly, while he tried to explain to her how the lights in Ashley’s trainers worked. The girls were Maggie’s biggest fans.

			“When you have quite finished canoodling,” Sage said, leering at them but trying not to smile, “I think we’re almost there. I’m not sure there’s a single inch of this place that isn’t covered in frankly hideous decorations,” she said, crossing her arms.

			But for once, she didn’t say it grumpily. It was triumphant, if anything. She was rather proud of the ghastly and highly flammable haunted house display that had exploded around her. It was as though Halloween had vomited on the place, and, yes, it was really rather fun.

			“I think we might need a few more fairy lights, Laur.” She startled. The words had escaped her before she knew it. This newfound whimsy was going to take a while to get used to. But she had time, and time would pass regardless.

			Sage took a deep breath, preparing herself to open the doors to begin the town’s celebrations. The irony did not escape her, the way that she had spent her whole life dreading this exact possibility. She had almost lost herself to avoiding it at all costs—this overt combination of joy and proud, celebrated magic.

			But it would be over in a matter of hours, so she should grab the chance while she could.

			She knew it now. Joy wasn’t supposed to be kept hold of for long. It glimmered and glittered for us all. Blink and you’d miss it. Warm water running through cold fingers, a blackberry bursting in your mouth, hysterical laughter that turns into breathless, achy gasps with a friend. Joy was never forever, but the knowledge that it would come again soon was enough to keep going until then. Whimsy was not irresponsibility; it shaped everything.

			Sage could be all those things: serious and a storyteller, well-read and wild. Sage would always be looking, always waiting for the glint.

			“All right, open the doors,” she groaned, a shy smirk tugging her face as she reached for her shabby old broomstick. That was the one part of her tour outfit that had not been given an upgrade from Selcouth. She would have to enquire as to the possibility when she visited next week, to discuss her new role as researcher.

			A barrage of squealing children burst through the doors in a colourful smear of face paint and stickiness, their shouts and laughter filling the museum from top to bottom.

			“I’m a wizard,” one little boy said, bundling over to Sage in a cloak that was too long for him. He grinned up at her in an alarmingly purple hat. It was not historically accurate.

			“Technically, you’re a warlock,” Sage said matter-of-factly with a scowl, pushing up her glasses in disapproval.

			“Am I?” he replied, bewildered and impressed by her. “All right. What are you?”

			A wide grin burst out unwittingly across her cheeks. “Me? I’m a witch. And I’m very, very magical.”
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