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Praise for Shadowstitch

‘I loved every page of this ensorcelling tale … a brilliant magical read’

Rosie Andrews, Sunday Times bestselling author of The Leviathan

‘A darkly bewitching, luminous read that wove a magic spell on me from the first gleaming word. I adore this series!’

M.A. Kuzniar, bestselling author of Midnight in Everwood

‘A rich, multi-layered and mesmerising journey. Utterly brilliant and addictive. I was totally hooked and felt like I was living Anna’s world with her!’

Carly Reagon, author of The Toll House

‘A captivating adventure through the magical side of London. Absolutely worth missing my stop on the tube!’

Phoenicia Rogerson, award-winning author of Herc

‘Witchy readers, your time has come … Thomas’s conversational, easy prose draws you into a tale of dark enchantments and hidden truths’

Glamour

Praise for Cari Thomas

‘An enthralling and original fantasy, woven inside a magical web of lies’

Jay Kristoff, Sunday Times bestselling author of Empire of the Damned

‘The magic both gleams and threatens. You’ll want to give this a try’

Robin Hobb, Sunday Times bestselling author of Assassin’s Apprentice

‘A bewitching tale of magic, family secrets and twisted affections, of finding your true self in a world of treacherous mystery!’

David Wragg, author of The Company of the Wolf

‘Threadneedle had me spellbound – a luminous, captivating fantasy that left me longing to return to Thomas’s vividly imagined magical world … a dream of a book, and I loved it’

Katie Lowe, author of The Furies

‘In this beautiful coming-of-age book, Thomas tackles big issues, family secrets and heartbreak in a brilliantly imagined, yet authentic world’

Woman’s Weekly

‘There’s magic in every nook and cranny – as well as shops selling memories – in this fantastical novel that stalks the streets of London’s underbelly’

Metro

‘An enthralling and inventive story you’ll enjoy getting lost in’

Woman & Home




Dedication
   
To my husband, James Williams, 
for walking through the shadows with me and always seeing my light




Map

[image: Start of image description, map illustration of the Necropolis Railway, end of image description]




Epigraph
   
Hel unthreads.

Hel Witch Proverb




One to fall,

Two to get lost,

Three to remember,

Four to distrust,

Five for the heart,

Six for the dark,

Seven to die,

Or learn how to fly!

‘Rhyme of the Ravens’, 
Mother Holle Nursery Rhymes




THE KEY PLAYERS

Anna Everdell – Our lead witch, who’s grown up under the shadow of her Aunt. Not allowed to practise magic, she’s been trained to suppress her emotions, tying them away in her Knotted Cord.

Vivienne Everdell – Anna’s cruel Aunt belongs to a grove of witches known as the Binders, who believe magic is sinful and dangerous.

Marie Everdell & Dominic Cruickshank – Anna’s mother, a witch, and father, a cowan, who died in tragic, violent circumstances when she was a baby.

Selene Fawkes – An old family friend who went to school with Vivienne and Marie; a hedonistic seductress who specialises in love potions.

Effie Fawkes – Raised by Selene, Effie is rebellious, wild and the self-appointed leader of their coven. Her one weakness is …

Attis Lockerby – Effie’s best friend and not-so-secret lover. An insatiable flirt and ladies’ man who can often be found in his forge. 

Rowan Greenfinch – A wise-cracking, boy-obsessed, self-deprecating member of their coven; hails from a family of Wort Cunning witches who practise botanical magic. 

Miranda Richardson – A highly strung, highly driven member of their coven, who comes from a non-magical family.

The Juicers – Darcey, Olivia and Corinne – the ruthless mean girls of their year, named after the green juices they sip each morning. 

Peter Nowell – Anna’s popular and dashing long-time school crush.

Bertie Greenfinch – Rowan’s mum and all round legend in the field of Wort Cunning magic. Gives excellent hugs.

Pesachya – A man with skin covered with words who lives in the magical library buried beneath the British Library. He helped Marie when she came seeking answers to the curse.

Nana Yaganov – An ancient, if somewhat deranged, curse witch with a flair for creating nightmarish visions and a penchant for riddles.

The Seven – The most powerful witches and protectors of the magical world.

The Hunters – Some believe a sect of five members known as the Hunters were behind the witch hunts of the past. However, most witches believe them nothing more than legend.




THREADNEEDLE RECAP

Six women with the same face have been found hanging in the windows of Big Ben. The mystery of the ‘Faceless Women’ has unsettled the ordinary ‘cowan’ world, while the magical world knows they are the Seven, protectors of all witches – six found hanging, one disappeared – but who killed them?

Anna’s Aunt fears magical exposure, warning Anna that such a thing could lead to witches being hunted once more. Anna must soon follow in her Aunt’s footsteps and become a Binder, facing a Knotting ceremony that will leave her magic bound for good. 

That is until old family friend Selene arrives at their door with her daughter, Effie, and Effie’s partner-in-crime, Attis. On joining Anna’s school, Effie and Attis lure Anna into a coven, convincing her to practise magic. But when Anna’s spells begin to reveal the seven-circled mark of a curse, ‘The Eye’, Anna is forced to question the truth of her parents’ deaths. They died when she was a baby – her father strangling her mother and killing himself after she accused him of having an affair. 

Anna discovers her parents died in the house she lives in, in the room on the third floor that Aunt has sealed off from her. Her search for answers sends her deep into the hidden magical world of London. But suspicions of magic are creeping into the news more and more, while a mysterious organisation has begun to investigate the deaths of the ‘Faceless Women’, suggesting occult links.

Torn between her Aunt’s fears and magic’s allure, Anna’s magic is spiralling. As she and Attis grow closer and the coven casts a vicious rumour spell at school, tensions and jealousies bubble between Anna and Effie. Tensions that culminate in Effie betraying Anna when she sleeps with her date, Peter, at the summer ball. 

Anna is driven back to her Aunt for her ceremony, but that night, breaks into the third floor room discovering her ‘father’ – although it is actually a replica ‘Golem’ version of him created by Aunt for her own pleasure. Aunt is forced to reveal that Anna and Effie are twins, cursed to fall in love with the same man; one of them to kill the other over it. The curse goes back through the generations – Aunt and Anna’s mother both fell for Anna’s father. Aunt claims Marie betrayed her just like Effie betrayed Anna and that the curse must be bound during the ceremony. She warns that it goes beyond them … that curses are powerful magic and, with everything going on, will only attract attention.

Anna faces her ceremony. She must sacrifice Effie and Attis to complete the ritual and bind the curse. However, Anna releases her Knotted Cord, unleashing her held-back power and overcoming the Binders. Attis still attempts to sacrifice himself but Anna and Effie unite their magic and save him. Anna turns the Golem on her Aunt, strangling her … but when she can’t go through with it, Binder Lyanna Withering takes over, killing Aunt. 

Selene reveals the truth: that Marie and Vivienne were driven apart over their love for Anna’s father, Dominic – Aunt turning to the Binders; Marie and Dominic ending up together. When Marie fell pregnant, she searched for a way to end the curse. But after Anna and Effie were born, Vivienne returned to exact her revenge, binding Dominic’s will and forcing him to kill Marie and himself. She blackmailed Selene into helping her frame Dominic and into raising Anna and Effie apart. They would bring them back together aged sixteen to set off the curse so it could be bound.

But Aunt didn’t know that Marie had found a solution to the curse – a living spell whose blood could break it: Attis. Selene was the one who gave birth to him. Attis and Selene had planned for him to sacrifice himself during the ceremony to end the curse forever. Anna vows she will not let him try to kill himself again.

The book ends with rumours that the Seven have returned but are claiming they are being hunted … Meanwhile, the organisation investigating their deaths have rebranded themselves the ‘Witchcraft Inquisitorial and Prevention Services’ and are publicly stating that the Faceless Women were witches and that magic is a real and growing threat for all. Magic must be kept under wraps but, after the coven’s antics at school end up on the news, have they landed themselves right in the centre of the growing storm – curse and all?

* * *




 

 

 

 

They met in secret. They met in darkness. Light was not welcome. The stars pulsed weakly above. They were not welcome either. The walls rose thick and ancient around them – walls of stone; walls woven with bone and magic; walls built not to keep things out, but to keep things in. Beyond, London roiled, restless by night, blaring and bellicose, but within, silence reigned. Silence prickled. The Tower of London had never truly belonged to the city.

One robed figure in the centre, four around the outside. The moon was dark above – the Dark Moon made for the darkest of deeds. They raised their heads but the night recoiled from what lay within their hoods – for they could hardly be called faces at all. Half flesh; half skull. Half living; half dead. One half reflecting the light; the other sucking it into their dark caverns – the voids of their faces where eyes and noses and lips had once been, and now, only rot and bone and hollows deep as death.

They opened their mouths – one side, cheek, lip and tongue flexing; the other, skull, teeth and chasm – and they spoke, but the words were too terrible to comprehend. Words that could have shrivelled the night; plucked the stars from their orbits; stopped London in its tracks; turned everyone within it mad with fear. Words more dead than alive. They echoed like a trapped thing, their echo rebounding between the walls, climbing higher and higher, desperate and hungry, clawing for life, for death, and then, over the walls, escaped—

Flying off into the night, black as the feathers of Hel.
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BURIED

Do not bury your dead for they live among us. While their spirits remain active in Hel, their earthly bodies should be regularly bathed, fed and honoured with offerings; their death days celebrated and their altars attended to.

Tending the Dead, Hel Witch Initiation Stage One 

I won’t look down. 

I won’t look down. 

I won’t look down.

Anna pulled the cord between her fingers. It was habit more than anything. It offered no comfort now, no knots left in it to hold her together – only rough, bristled cord beginning to fray, like a memory. It had once contained so much of her: her joys, her fears, her silenced griefs, her buried longings, her rage and hate; her love, perhaps. Her life with Aunt ordered into tight bindings of everything she had not been allowed to feel. But the knots were gone now – why can I still not feel?

The sky was the emptiest sort of grey, ravens scoring its colourless murk as they moved between the trees, their shrill, indifferent calls the only music in the mute air. The funeral guests huddled around the open grave, their coats black and slick as the birds, their faces grey and bleary too, as if they’d been carved out of the drizzle. There weren’t many in attendance – some of Aunt’s work colleagues, a few neighbours, a handful of old acquaintances. No Binders. Selene stood out among them in a purple outfit that bordered on inappropriate. Her hair, brighter than anything for miles, tumbled beneath a wide-brimmed hat. No one else seemed to notice that she was entirely dry beneath her umbrella although the rain was coming in sideways. She tried to catch Anna’s eye but Anna could not meet it. Instead, Anna looked out over the vast, modern cemetery. Aunt would have approved of its efficiency and organization – endless rows of polished graves, as faceless as death itself. Some had flowers tucked beneath them, wilting in the rain; faded offerings. No one would leave Aunt flowers. No one would visit her grave. It would soon be forgotten, lost among the masses.

I won’t look down.

I won’t look down.

I won’t look down.

Anna clutched the limp and lifeless cord, the world warping and bending around her. Was she really here, at Aunt’s funeral? Aunt. My aunt. Was Aunt really dead? It didn’t feel possible. Aunt had always seemed invincible. An inescapable force. Anna tried to imagine what freedom might feel like but all she could see was grave after grave after grave. How could she live when Aunt was the one who had always given her life shape and meaning? How could she live when Aunt’s death was her fault? All my fault.

I won’t look down.

I won’t look down.

I won’t look down.

But the cold of the ground began to rise up – over her feet, climbing up her legs like stiff roots, wrapping around her – squeezing – darkness swallowing Anna’s mind as she remembered. The day she had undone her knots came back to her in a devastating blur of images: the Binding ceremony, vines tightening, rose petals flying, Attis’s blood erupting, her hand in Effie’s, their magic uniting, the ragged sound of Attis’s breath returning – the most wonderful sound she’d ever heard; the golem’s fingers around Aunt’s neck as she gasped for air – the worst sound she’d ever heard. The world had turned to magic that day and Anna at the centre of it, sewing its threads into something powerful and terrible. 

‘Earth to earth, ashes to ashes, dust to dust: in sure and certain hope of the resurrection to eternal life through our Lord Jesus Christ.’ The priest bowed his head and the guests followed suit. 

I won’t look down—

I won’t look—

I won’t— 

I— 

Anna looked to the sky. To the leaves dragged from the trees. To the desperate emptiness inside of her. And then – she looked down. 

There it was. Aunt’s coffin gleaming at the bottom of the grave. Aunt down with the dirt and the worms and decay – everything she’d always hated. Anna tried to look away but she couldn’t. The darkness had taken over now – swallowed her. She was down there too. She couldn’t see, couldn’t breathe – falling and falling with nothing to hold onto— 

A scream tore through the air. 

Another. Another. Screams erupting all around her. Anna struggled against the darkness – her head jerking back up – trying to understand what was happening, but what she saw did not make it any more comprehensible … 

The guests were screaming. All of them. Eyes flared wide, mouths gaping, features carved with terror, hollow screams rising from deep within. Mrs Chapman, their neighbour, gripping her face and shrieking; another guest stumbling backwards as they erupted; the priest dropping to his knees and howling to the heavens, as if they held none of the answers he’d promised. The ravens in the trees screeched along, a wretched choir, the noise unbearable, shredding the sky to pieces, so loud it seemed it would wake all the numb and silent dead. 

Selene was the only one not overcome. She looked at Anna aghast and then raised her hands to the air and called out: ‘Alsamt!’ 

The screaming stopped abruptly. 

Slowly, the funeral attendees began to return to their senses – shutting their mouths, shaking their heads, adjusting hats and coats and clasping hands together once more, as if nothing had happened. As if they hadn’t just lost their minds.

The priest clambered back to his feet, continuing. ‘Now, let us say the Lord’s prayer—’ 

The guests cast their eyes back down to the grave, and the service trudged along through the rain to its bitter end. 

Anna did not look down again. 

They held the reception at Aunt’s house on Cressey Square. The place had never been so lively – guests nibbling at sandwiches and sipping on sour wine as they offered Anna limp, insincere smiles – so sorry for your loss. Anna nodded her way through the room like a hollow wind-up toy, saying the right things, feeling nothing, Selene playing the gracious host – yes, we were old friends. I know, so terrible, a heart attack at such a young age. We’ll miss her terribly. Anna suspected most of the guests had only come so they could snoop around – to judge and sneer at the house of the woman who had judged and sneered at them.

No one stayed long. After an hour, the whole thing was done and dusted – Aunt’s life wiped clean like an accidental spill no one would remember. Love is all that is left of us and you had little of that, Aunt. Anna and Selene sat in the kitchen, Selene trying to chase away the silence with chatter, making her way through a bottle of wine. 

‘Thank the Goddess that’s over! Some man had me cornered for half an hour talking me through his fly fishing collection. I do hate cowan funerals. So sombre, so much black. Black is for seduction, not for mourning. I want my funeral to be bursting with colour and men falling to their knees. Champagne fountains. Dancing all night. Wild rituals beneath the moon. It’s not a funeral worth attending if there’s not some nudity—’ She tried to catch Anna’s eyes with a smile, but, giving up, tipped back her glass. ‘Are you sure you don’t want some? It might help take the edge off things.’

Anna shook her head faintly.

‘It’s not the funeral wine if that’s what you’re worried about. I filched it from the drinks cabinet. One of Vivienne’s best, I hope. Makes it taste better knowing it would piss her off.’ Selene cackled but Anna didn’t respond. Selene bit her red lips and put down the glass. ‘Matchstick, what happened at the service …’

Anna tensed. She could still hear the screams, she’d been hearing them all afternoon. She lowered her eyes, shrinking into her seat. ‘I didn’t do anything …’

‘I know you didn’t do it on purpose,’ Selene said softly. Too softly. ‘But I’m worried, darling. Your emotions … your magic – they broke free. You have to allow yourself to grieve. It’s OK to cry—’

Selene reached a hand towards her. Anna looked at it, not knowing how to take it, not knowing how to cry. 

She stood up from the table, gathering the plates. ‘I better clear up.’

Selene sighed behind her. ‘Don’t worry, darling, I’ve got cleaners coming any minute. Are you sure you don’t want me to arrange removal men too? We can get this place all cleared out—’

‘Not yet,’ Anna replied abruptly.

‘OK.’ Selene sounded unsure. ‘Well, why don’t you check there’s nothing else you want to bring back with you before we leave?’

Anna looked around the kitchen. Aunt’s tea towels. Aunt’s glasses. Aunt’s weighing scales. Aunt’s shopping list, half-written on the fridge. The scent of her still in the air – magnolia perfume, garden soap, the sharp oil of her hair. Anna didn’t want to pick through it all, to pack it up, she just wanted to shut tight the doors of the house and leave it all to rot. 

‘It’s all yours now,’ Selene muttered inauspiciously.

It was. Anna had learnt the full truth of it all now. Her mother, Marie, had bought the house quickly and quietly with family money left to her after her father had died. After Marie’s death, Anna had inherited it, not that she’d ever known. As Anna’s guardian, Aunt had simply taken control of proceedings and had chosen to move them in. Why? Why live in the house where you killed her? It was a fine house, a respectable neighbourhood – Aunt would have liked all that, but no, that was not the reason. Anna knew Aunt would have wanted to be close, to soak in the blood of her sins, to live beneath the shadow of the curse, to keep a dead-eyed golem-version of Anna’s father in the third-floor room where she’d killed Anna’s parents. Punishment and pleasure. Pleasure and punishment. They’d been one and the same to Aunt. 

Anna wondered why her mother had chosen this unassuming house on this unassuming street in Earlsfield. Perhaps its inconspicuousness was exactly what she’d been looking for – somewhere to hide, to disappear so Aunt and the Binders wouldn’t find her. But they had. Once Anna was eighteen and could legally sell the place, she would, but until then, she just wanted to lock its terrible memories away.

The doorbell rang.

‘The cleaners!’ Selene jumped up from her seat, clearly glad for the distraction. ‘Go on, have a quick look around, see if there’s anything you want to keep. Or burn. I’m a dab hand at sacrificial bonfires.’ 

Anna managed her first smile of the day. She went through the other door into the quiet of the living room and it died on her lips. She could see it all before her – the Binders lost in their magic, thorns piercing flesh, Attis and Effie bound in the centre, Aunt beckoning Anna to kill them, kill them, kill them … 

The room before her was chilled and bare now. Everything as it had always been – the photographs of her and Aunt along the mantlepiece, Aunt’s books on the shelves, the roses still in their pot, withering now. Anna walked past Aunt’s armchair, still moulded to the shape of her head. She drifted a finger over Aunt’s Bible on the table beside it – Aunt had used it to select their embroidery verses from. Stitch in, stitch back … 

Anna turned to the piano last. It tugged at her from somewhere deep but she snipped the thread. It had never been her piano. All the music she’d ever played, all the moments of joy in her life … all of it had belonged to Aunt. Aunt had been conducting the whole damn thing. Anna could almost hear the sound of the metronome ticking with Aunt’s judgement even now. The feeling of Aunt over her shoulder ready to tell her she wasn’t doing it right – to play faster, slower, different, better; to be more than she was. Never enough. Blood began to well up through the cracks in the keys, onto the floor—

Anna blinked and it was gone. 

She stumbled from the room and into one of the cleaners. ‘I’m – sorry, sorry—’

The woman smiled. ‘Want me to start in there, love?’

‘Sure – I – yes—’

Anna made for the stairs, wondering if she was going mad. Will I ever be free of Aunt? Will I ever breathe again? She looked up the stairway and could feel it already. The darkness of the third-floor room pouring down from above – a flood that would drown her. She hadn’t been up there since that night but it had filled up her dreams ever since. She would go there now and face it. Lock it shut and be done with it forever. No way out but through. Aunt had used to say that. She’d never believed in giving up easily, Anna had to give her that much credit. 

Anna started upstairs. On the first floor, she walked past her old bedroom, the shadow of her and Aunt flickering in the corner of her eye – Aunt combing her hair in the mirror as they had done every night of Anna’s life. She passed Aunt’s room, still as meticulously ordered as ever. She stopped at the bottom of the next staircase. Her legs felt suddenly like stone, the stairway above her narrowing and stretching out as if it would go on forever. As if she’d never reach the top. One step at a time. I can do this. She began her ascent. Each step harder than the last. The air seemed to thin, a dizziness took over her, her feet growing heavier, like anchors trailing through sludge. The darkness pushed down on her, squeezing the breath from her. She gripped the bannister, pulling herself upwards … one more step … one more step … Her vision began to cloud at the edges. She leant forwards, feeling as if she might faint. One more step … It took every last scrap of her effort in her, and then—

She rounded the corner at the top and scrabbled for the light switch. The light came on but the shadows did not dissipate. The silence slipped itself around her. 

The door ahead was open. 

It felt wrong to see it that way. Its secrets released. The room in which Aunt had killed her parents. The room that had contained their family curse for sixteen years. Open. The curse was out there now. Inside of me now.

Anna propelled herself towards the door. Once inside, she twisted around, expecting something to jump out at her. But there was nothing – no ghouls or golems or Aunts waiting to get her. Nothing but a room. Someone had opened the curtains and made the bed. Light streamed in. And yet, Anna could feel the violence as if it were written into the walls, a language made of blood and screams and terror; as if, somewhere, what had happened here was still echoing over and over … 

She spotted her mirror on the dressing table. The mirror she’d made out of magic and moonlight, the mirror that had helped her get into the room, cracked into pieces now in its case, a shard fallen loose beside it. She picked up the broken slice of glass and placed it back into the missing space. She gasped. The pieces of glass began to melt together, turning briefly mesmerizingly liquid like the surface of a lake finding stillness after a storm. And then – the mirror was whole again. Anna tapped the glass and found it solid, only the smallest whisper of a hairline crack at the bottom where the large shard had rejoined. But when Anna picked it up – she almost dropped it again. 

Aunt’s face stared back at her. For a split second, Anna had thought it her own face – the same high cheekbones, red hair, green eyes. But it was Aunt. Anna moved her head to the side and Aunt’s moved too. Anna’s insides turned to worms, writhing and twisting with horror. She felt her own face drain of colour, but the face in the mirror did not. It flushed with life. The eyes gleamed. A smile played dreadfully along the lips. Aunt tipped her head back and began to laugh. It was Aunt’s laugh too, like vinegar poured on a laugh so that it was puckered and sour and bitter and taunting. Blood dripped down the walls behind her—

‘Matchstick—’

Anna spun around to find Selene in the doorway. 

‘Darling, are you OK?’

Anna held the mirror to her chest, her heart hammering against the glass. ‘I – yes, I’m fine.’

Selene’s frown deepened. ‘You shouldn’t have come in here.’

‘I just wanted to …’ 

‘I know, but places like this are better left shut. No point opening old wounds. Come on, it’s miserable in here, let’s go.’

Anna noticed that Selene had not crossed the threshold of the door. The room held dark memories for her too. Selene turned and Anna quickly wrapped the mirror in an old sheet – around and around like a shroud. She tucked it under her arm and followed Selene down the stairs.

Selene slowed on the landing and swivelled back to Anna, fluttering her fingers. ‘Actually, darling, there was something I’m looking for. Perhaps you could help?’ Her voice was light but there was tension beneath.

Anna took a moment to answer. Aunt’s face was still in her mind. ‘Er – yes, sure. What?’

‘Oh, it’s nothing really. Just a ring. A trinket. It used to be mine. I already checked Vivienne’s jewellery box but it wasn’t there. Anywhere else she might have put it?’

‘There was another box in her room … I can check.’

They entered Aunt’s room, Anna doing her best to ignore the scent of Aunt’s perfume still souring the air; the uneasy feeling, as she reached into Aunt’s bedside cabinet, that she might be caught in the act. She pulled out a small wooden box – she’d come across it when she’d searched Aunt’s room the year before. It had been full of all sorts of bits and pieces. 

Selene took it hungrily and began rifling through the contents, discarding old tickets and receipts, trinkets, a white key – Attis’s skeleton key! – Anna picked it up off the floor and put it in her pocket as Selene’s breath caught. She was holding a thick, plain band between her fingers. It was exceptionally ugly – its thickness uneven, its metal dark and tarnished.

‘Is that it?’ said Anna, doubtfully.

Selene slipped it onto her finger. It looked out of place next to the vivid, twinkling colours of her other rings.

‘Why did Aunt have a ring of yours?’

‘Oh, I lent it to her once …’ Selene stared down at it, looking both relieved and burdened. Anna knew there was more to the story but she didn’t have the energy left to question it now.

She stood up. ‘I’m going to get some fresh air. I won’t be long.’

‘I’ll just have to open another bottle of Viv’s wine in the meantime.’ Selene winked. ‘When you’re ready, we’ll go home.’

Home. The word rose up, adrift. Anna didn’t know where home was any more. It wasn’t here in this empty, besieged house. It wasn’t there either – in Selene’s house in Hackney. Effie’s and Attis’s house. It did not belong to her. They didn’t belong to her.

Anna made her way to the gated garden in the middle of Cressey Square. She took out Attis’s skeleton key and put it in the lock. It opened with an easy click. That afternoon he had visited her here came back to her like sudden colour, a vivid flare burning the grey film of the day away. 

No. She would not remember it.

She’d become good at that – closing the doors in her mind and keeping the keys hidden where even she couldn’t find them. She’d tried to shut them out – Effie and Attis; Attis and Effie. Where they were. What they were doing. They’d gone away together. Together.

She traced her old route down through the garden, the wind pale and still, the plants around her threadbare, clutching onto life. She made it to the oak tree and slid to the ground, its trunk so familiar that somewhere, deep down, her heart began to ache. The rain had stopped but the earth was soft and damp, droplets falling from the leaves like the tears that would not come. It was as if when Aunt died, she’d tied a Choke Knot around Anna’s life, cutting her off from it, from herself. A final punishment.

Anna’s eyes wandered over the grass, to where she and Attis had lain in the garden and not in the garden at all. A magical world he’d created for her and then taken away. The boy she and Effie were cursed to love.

Effie. My twin. My sister.

The thought still felt too big to comprehend. She’d spent her life believing she was all alone in the world except for Aunt and now Aunt was dead and Effie was her family. Aunt snickered in her head … out of the frying pan and into the fire … 

The curse rose up around Anna like black smoke – uncontainable, uncontrollable, overpowering. 

One womb, one breath, sisters of blood, bound by love, so bound by death. 

How far did it go back? How many lives taken? Sister after sister fated to love the same man and to tear themselves apart over it – one to kill the other. Anna would hardly have believed it if she hadn’t seen it, hadn’t lived through its destruction. 

Aunt killed my parents. My mother. 

And I killed you, Aunt. Oh Goddess, I killed you … 

Anna fell to her knees.

She raised her head to the sky and screamed – but no sound came out. She watched as every leaf on the oak tree fell one by one. She didn’t look away until the last leaf had fallen, the branches left bare as bone.

What’s happening to me? 

She couldn’t trust herself and she couldn’t trust her magic. She’d seen what it could do; felt it. Anna took the cord out of her pocket and tore her fingers through the earth. Once the hole was deep enough she dropped it in. Earth to earth. Ashes to ashes. Dust to dust. She pushed the soil back over it and covered it with the fallen leaves.

Buried. 
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DARKNESS

Seven kinds of dark there are, 

can you withstand them all?

Twilight, starlight, midnight-shimmer; 

moonlight, shadowlight, candle-flicker;

the darkness of earth’s places deep, 

where light can’t strive nor reach.

And yet, beyond, there lies another, 

a darkness far above the others.

Not of this earth, not of this realm, 

may none withstand: 

The True Darkness of Hel! 

‘True Darkness’, Folk Song, Source Unknown

The train clattered into darkness, the darkness of being buried beneath London, and Anna was dragged back into her dreams. The night before it had come again. It always started the same: lost in darkness … 

She’d reached out – but her hands had met something unyielding and soft, slyly silken. She’d tried to push herself up but arms were wrapped around her. Not arms – bones. She’d known then with dizzying horror where she was. Down with the worms and the rot. Locked in Aunt’s coffin – with Aunt, their red hair entwining, the stench of death rising up … 

Her screams had been soundless but she’d begun to hammer and thrash against the walls containing her, pounding and pounding, until her knuckles tore and her hand broke through – earth pouring in. Then clawing and clawing her way up – up – up – through the dense night of soil until a hand had grabbed hers. 

A shock of warmth. 

It had dragged her out. Attis standing before her, saying her name over and over … Anna … Anna … Anna … A voice like music made of smoke. So real. He’d been so real. He’d wrapped her into him, enfolding her in the fire of his arms, his lips threatening to melt her entirely … Anna … Anna … Anna … 

But his voice had begun to change – its softness stripped away, warping into something hard and serrated. A cold caw. A raven’s shriek. The tip of a knife had appeared through his chest and he’d exploded into black feathers. Effie standing behind with a smile that gave nothing away. She’d put out her hand. Anna had taken it. Why had I taken it? 

They’d followed the feathers up a spiralling staircase before them – the feathers condensing into ravens, leading them up – up – up – Attis calling behind them, snow falling on Anna’s skin like ice-kisses – up – up – up – no end to the darkness before them, below them, gathering around them – making it impossible to see, to breathe, to remember who she’d once been … 

A darkness like Anna had never known.

The train shuddered into the next tube stop, flooding the carriage with light and shaking Anna from the clutches of her dream. She tried to shake the darkness away too but it clung to her, as if it was always there, living somewhere inside of her. Facing the third-floor room had not released her. Ever since Aunt had died the staircase had been waiting for her, her nightmares caught on a punishing loop she didn’t know how to escape. 

The train launched off again and Aunt’s laughter seemed to echo around her. She looked about the carriage in quiet desperation, at the blank faces around her. She wanted to run back home and lock the door. Hide away like she’d been hiding all summer, avoiding everything and everyone – even myself – the days passing by like drifting snow, never quite settling. Nothing feeling quite real. But there was no escaping now … 

Attis and Effie were arriving back tonight.

Suddenly the darkness was too much, pressing against the windows as if the carriage would crumple – she would crumple. Anna stood up and moved to the door, something threatening to break through her layers of numbness. She didn’t want to see them. She couldn’t see them. She wasn’t ready. 

She could still see the Attis of her dreams so clearly. His skin honey and flame, a horseshoe tattoo glinting dangerously on his chest, eyes full of invitations no one could say no to; more real than the real Attis, who believed he was not real at all. Nothing but a living spell. And Effie, with her unreadable smile, leading her into the darkness. How could she face them? Would they want to see me? Anna had half expected them not to return at all, to disappear into the magical world, leaving her behind for good. It would be the best thing for all of them. 

Aunt laughed again. Love and magic. They destroy everything in the end. And it isn’t even the end yet … 

The train arrived at Notting Hill and Anna rushed out and up the stairs, temporarily blinded by the daylight like a creature resurfacing after years underground. She looked around for Selene but there was no sign of her yet. Fashionably late, as always. Anna dropped onto a bench outside the station wondering how Selene had managed to lure her out of the house. Selene had been trying all summer but Anna had resisted her attempts until today. Perhaps, because Effie and Attis were arriving back and Anna would rather be out than in. Or perhaps, because Selene had told her she wanted to give Anna her birthday gift.

It was one of their oldest traditions. Whenever Selene had been around on her birthday she’d brought Anna a gift … a magical gift that had always filled her with wonder.

Anna knew now that magic was no wonder, but it had stirred some leftover remnant of intrigue in her. And here she was, in Notting Hill, with no idea what they were doing or where they were going—

Her phone buzzed. A text from Rowan.

Hey. Just checking in again. What’s going down in Anna town? Still pouring here!!! My hair looks officially like marshland.

Anna moved her fingers to reply but she didn’t know what to say. Rowan had been trying all summer too. She’d come over plenty at the start, sometimes with her mum, Bertie, and other times bearing offerings from Bertie instead – baked goods and herbal tisanes, to help alleviate grief; to lift the spirits. Rowan’s whole family belonged to a motley grove of witches known as the Wort Cunnings who practised botanical magic. 

Manda had managed to escape her parents and sneak over a few times as well. She and Rowan had tried to get her to talk, to draw her out, to encourage Anna and Effie to speak … but their efforts had been futile. Anna had wanted to tell her friends she was distraught, to fall on their shoulders and wail and cry, but she couldn’t. How could she explain to them there was something wrong with her? That she felt nothing at all? Since then, they’d both gone away – Manda sent to church camp against her will and Rowan camping with her family in the Lake District. Not that the distance had stopped her many daily texts. 

‘I hope you’re not reading the news again, darling …’

Anna lifted her head to find Selene haloed by sunlight, looking Goddess-levels of ravishing in a curvaceous white dress.

‘No.’ Anna shut her phone off. 

Not able to face school work or anything productive, Anna had developed a new habit – checking the news for any discussion of magic or witchcraft online – scanning tabloids, social media, threadboards … It was like picking at a scab – the more Anna dug the more her fear festered. But there was always something new, some new suspicion or accusation – remnants of a ritual discovered in a London forest; someone claiming their neighbour had killed their dog with spells; gang violence being linked to occult activity; a recent murder shadowed by questions of witchcraft and sacrifice. And their school, of course, had been mentioned too— ‘In these unstable times, are teenagers turning to satanism?’

The whispers are spreading, my child … 

‘Good.’ Selene’s lips curved. ‘I bought you that phone to take selfies, text your friends, sext lovers … not to scare yourself.’

‘Sorry if I haven’t been arranging more dates.’ Anna hadn’t meant to sound irritable but it had come out that way. She stood up, mumbling, ‘I was just texting Rowan …’

‘That’s fine then,’ said Selene, looping their arms together and pulling Anna through the crowds. ‘Thanks for meeting me here, I had a breakfast appointment.’ Selene smirked. Anna knew what that meant – an overnight stay with one of her lovers.

Selene slowed as they approached Portobello Market, breathing in the air as if all of London only existed to delight her. ‘Isn’t it wonderful out here?’

Anna had barely noticed the world around her. She looked up. The sun was streaming, the trees were still holding onto their golden leaves, the road was thronged with people and lined with colourful stalls spilling their wares into the street like sprung-open jack-in-the-boxes. The houses behind were painted a whimsical spectrum of pastel shades. People pushed past, the silence of the house Anna had stewed in all summer replaced by a graffitied wall of noise – the babble of the flowing crowd, market traders shouting out their offers, a group of teenage girls chattering and squealing, careless and carefree.

The row of houses behind began to switch their colours like a flashing carnival ride. 

Anna gasped, taking a few steps back, until she heard Selene’s tinkling laugh and realized Selene was creating the illusion. Anna stepped towards her. ‘Selene! What are you doing? People might see. Magic can’t be seen! Especially right now!’

Selene winced imperceptibly and Anna knew why. Because she sounded like Aunt. 

‘Oh, darling,’ Selene waved a hand. ‘Cowans don’t notice these things. Their heads would quite simply explode.’

Anna scanned the street – everyone was still absorbed in the hubbub of the market; even a man taking a picture of the street appeared not to have spotted the magical display.

‘You see? I’ve been telling you, you’ve simply been cooped up in the house too long. Out here everything is normal. People are getting on with their lives and don’t seem in the least bit worried about accusations of magic made by lunatics on the internet. Come on.’

Selene ushered her onwards. They stopped outside a door that Anna hadn’t noticed until they were right in front of it. Its existence was improbable – it sat between two of the painted buildings, in the seam where they joined, squeezed between a souvenir shop and a nail salon. The entrance was made of rich dark wood stamped with golden lettering that read: HANSELS.

Selene smiled at her, violet eyes twinkling like a storm in space. ‘Your birthday gift.’

Anna followed her tentatively through the door. The smell hit her first, curling around her – the scent of pastries and caramel and … magic, sweet and light as powdered sugar. A bakery. From the outside, it had been cramped between its neighbouring buildings, but inside the room had large windows looking out onto the street. The sunlight that flowed through was softened, thickened, warmed as if it had been churned into butter. Everything gleamed – the marble floor, the polished counters, the glass cabinets and brass fixtures, the icing on the many cakes and treats on display. The ceiling was illustrated ornately – a cloud-strewn sky with little painted birds flitting across it. 

It was too bright, too beautiful, and yet, Anna could not feel its brightness, its beauty. Not the way she had done before. This world was no longer for her. 

‘Every girl deserves cake on her birthday.’ Selene winked, making for the counter. ‘Especially from Hansels.’

A scattering of people were sitting at the tables. Anna followed Selene through them and joined her at one of the high seats in front of the counter. A burly man built like a bulldozer in an apron placed two ham-sized fists on the counter and leant towards them. ‘What can I get yous?’ His Scottish accent was as thick as the ruddy beard it had to struggle through. ‘Be quick, I’ve got a batch of madeleines in the oven.’

‘You know such decisions can’t be rushed, Donnie.’ Selene perused the stands on the counter.

The man grumbled beneath his breath and turned his head to Anna. ‘She’ll deliberate for an eon but she always gets the same thing in the end.’

‘What’s that?’ Anna asked.

‘A cappuccino and a brownie. Cannae say I blame her.’

‘Today isn’t about me, Donnie,’ said Selene.

‘Makes a change …’

Selene pouted at him. ‘It’s Anna’s birthday tomorrow. She needs spoiling and we’ll be picking up cakes for a celebration tonight too.’

‘Celebration?’ Anna gave Selene a troubled look.

Selene’s smile ignored it. ‘Well, we have to have a little party, all of us back together again.’

Anna turned back to the cakes. She wasn’t sure celebrating would capture the spirit of their reunion. She tried to push Effie and Attis from the edges of her thoughts but couldn’t help remembering how Attis had looked at her before they left. Awkward. Apologetic. Pitying. He’d been looking at her the same since the Binders’ ceremony. That day, Anna and Effie had united their blood and their magic in a way that felt infinitely powerful. They’d brought Attis back from the brink of death. But then, reality had returned like a bucket of water thrown over a fire, the hurts and pains washing the magic away, the lies and betrayals hardening to a cold, unbreakable silence between them all.

Effie had spent the weeks following hardly speaking to anyone. She’d stormed about the house, banging every cupboard and door, glaring at anyone who looked in her direction. She’d gone out all night long, returning in the early hours, drunk and laughing or drunk and screaming, sometimes with a boy or girl who she’d made sure to parade in front of Attis the next morning. Selene had seemed afraid to attempt speaking to her. Anna had thought about it but decided it would only make things worse. She was the root of Effie’s problems after all, and Anna wasn’t sure she had anything to say. Effie had lied to her, betrayed her … had broken what they’d had. 

It had been left to Attis. He’d tried several times – Anna had heard them shouting at one another, had seen Effie throwing things at him. Then one day they’d disappeared into her room for several torturous hours. When they emerged they’d announced that Attis needed to go back to his old house in West Wales and Effie was going to go with him. Selene had been livid, but what could she do that wouldn’t push Effie further away? Attis had tried to explain to Anna that he just needed to go back to his dad’s old place to sort a few things out and that it would be good for Effie to have some time to cool off … But Anna couldn’t help imagining them there together – in the house they’d spent so many summers growing up in – whiling away the cosy evenings, finding solace in one another again … 

‘What can I get yous then?’ The deep rumble of Donnie’s voice brought Anna back into the room. 

She looked over the treats, not sure where to start. There were so many and they all vied for attention: sugar-crusted doughnuts with the fillings still oozing out of them; tarts with bright liquid centres and fruits bobbing along their surface; tiny pastries of such intricate detail it was hard to imagine the owner’s large hands making them; jars containing floating macaroons or cookies in a swirling storm of sprinkles; cakes melting through different colours, or stacking themselves higher, and a large volcanic showpiece in the centre with chocolate erupting from its top.

Donnie picked out a cupcake and placed it in front of her. It had glossy orange icing. He reached for a candle on one of the shelves behind and stuck it in. It lit itself. The candle burned brightly, sparkling and crackling. ‘A wishing cupcake.’ He nodded.

Selene clapped. ‘Go on! Cast a wish.’

Cast. Anna pulled back. She’d barely touched magic all summer. Whenever she felt for it … it was as if it wasn’t there inside her any more – only an empty space that hurt to touch; a numb pain that felt raw and restless and writhing but too deep to reach, like a dark well she couldn’t see to the bottom of. Didn’t want to see to the bottom of. How could she trust her magic to make a wish? Even the smallest of wishes could spiral out of control and come back a whirlwind. And what she wanted was impossible – for things to go back to how they had been with Effie and Attis when they were all just friends and not sisters, enemies … whatever Attis was to Anna now. What power did a wish have against a curse?

Selene nodded encouragingly. Anna leant forwards and blew the candle out, a single word coming into her mind instead … freedom … I just want to be free … 

The flame lifted off into the air, circling around their heads and flying away to somewhere. But it was the smoke that drew Anna’s attention – dense and inky, swirling with shapes and patterns that unfurled like the darkness of her dreams … 

Selene’s cheer broke her trance. ‘Now where’s my brownie and cappuccino?’

Donnie shook his head and placed a brownie on a plate before her, then poured her a cappuccino. Its froth displayed a heart which grew bigger before being shot by an arrow.

‘You big softie,’ Selene chuckled.

‘Don’t know what yer talking about.’ He disappeared through the door behind, wafting fresh scents of baking into the café. 

‘Try to pick up this plate.’ Selene indicated the brownie in front of her.

Anna gave her a puzzled look and reached for the plate but was surprised to find she could barely lift it. The brownie weighed as much as a brick.

‘The densest, most decadent brownies you’ll find in all of London. They’ll weigh your soul down with the sin of them.’ With some effort Selene pulled the fork free from it and took a bite. She made a loud, inappropriate sound, rolling her head back. 

Anna snorted at the looks they were getting. She dug her fork into her own cupcake. She had to admit, it was the best sponge she’d ever tasted – rich but light, delectable but not too sweet, filling her stomach with a tingling, sparkling sensation that made her feel oddly hopeful.

Selene smiled. ‘You see, darling? Whatever is going on in the real world, the magical world will always be here, it can’t truly be touched.’ 

Anna took another bite, wanting to believe in Selene’s words, wanting to be transported back into the world Selene had used to create for her. But she couldn’t. ‘I just don’t think we should be ignoring everything going on.’ Anna kept her voice steady, not showing the fear that churned and cinched her insides, the fear Aunt had fed her for so many years. ‘There are fresh suspicions of magic all the time. Just yesterday—’

Selene waved her fork. ‘This is why I don’t go on the internet, darling. It’s like a party with too many people invited – overcrowded, everybody has an opinion you don’t want to hear, someone always ends up hysterical and you simply have to get drunk to survive it.’

Anna didn’t know whether to laugh or bang her head on the counter. Selene cheerfully dismissed her every time she brought up the increase in magical suspicion within the normal, or what witches called the cowan, world. Aunt had warned against the whispers, had said they’d be sharpened and pointed back at them, their kind. Aunt had always liked to be right. What if she had been?

‘Our own school is caught up in this, Selene.’

Anna flinched at the memory. She and her coven – her friends – had ruined lives and beckoned whispers of magic right to their own door … 

‘What happened last year isn’t your fault.’ Selene tried to catch her eyes. ‘Things got out of hand.’

Guilt and blame were not concepts Selene dealt in. They ran off her like water over oil. But Anna would have to return to school in just over a week and face it all. Whatever lay in store.

‘I know things are more unsettled right now, darling, but I promise, once the Seven return fully and restore the Balance, everything will go back to normal or marvellously abnormal, which is the preferred state of the magical world.’ Selene flashed a smile, but Anna didn’t buy it; there was tension hiding at the corners of her lips. Selene preferred distraction over discussion.

‘Where are they then?’ Anna met Selene’s eyes now.

The Seven, the most powerful witch grove in existence, had been killed the year before while carrying out an annual ritual in Big Ben to cast protection over the country. Six of them had been found hanging in Big Ben’s windows the next morning; one of them vanished. The event had been witnessed by all – the magical and cowan world alike. It had been the start of all the rumours, the whispers … cowans confounded over the inexplicable mystery of their deaths, referring to them as the ‘Faceless Women’ on account of the women all bearing the same eerie face. The situation not helped by the fact that an organization – who’d recently rebranded themselves the Witchcraft Inquisitorial and Prevention Services – had launched their own investigation and decried the women as witches.

‘They are—’ Selene’s smile froze. ‘Coming. It’s just a matter of time.’

Her answer was as slippery as always. It was said the Seven couldn’t truly be killed and that they’d already reformed but Selene never seemed to be able to tell Anna why they weren’t here already.

‘The Binders are still out there …’ Anna reminded Selene, looking out of the window, at the passing crowds, imagining the face of Mrs Withering among them, her wriggling, ridiculing smile, pink as a worm. She’d never truly known if it had been Aunt or Mrs Withering who’d been in charge of her aunt’s coven of Binders. Not until the end. Then it had been clear. Anna had turned the golem on her aunt, but at Anna’s moment of hesitation, Mrs Withering had taken over. Anna remembered her words as she’d finished Aunt off. 

A war is coming, we can’t let you live now … 

The Binders would have killed her and Effie then, and still would. They’d relish it like a sip of Earl Grey tea.

Selene stabbed the brownie a little too violently. ‘They’re being dealt with. You know that.’ Anna had been told that a team of Wort Cunnings and Warders – a grove dedicated to protection – were tracking down each of the Binders in Aunt’s circle, aiming to keep them contained, to let them know they were being watched, making it clear their actions would be reported to the Seven in good time. Anna wasn’t convinced it would be enough.

‘They don’t give up easily.’

‘The Binders are gone, Anna,’ Selene said firmly. ‘It’s over. You don’t have to worry any more. About any of this. You’re young, you’re free—’

Free. Anna wanted to laugh. ‘The curse isn’t over,’ she whispered.

The bakery disappeared. The warmth of the cake fizzled away inside of her. Anna’s world turned small, suffocated by darkness. There it was – the fear at the centre of all the other fears, constricting, confining her. Selene had stiffened. They’d moved carefully around all mention of the curse over the summer but they couldn’t avoid it any more – it would be arriving back that evening, a shadow trailing Effie and Attis to their door. 

‘They shouldn’t come back,’ Anna muttered, looking down at the broken crumbs of her cake. ‘There’s no way to stop it. A curse can only be broken by the person who cast it – and that person is long dead – or a spell more powerful – and Attis is that spell and I’m not going to let him kill himself again.’

No way out.

Anna could hear Selene taking a deep breath beside her, searching perhaps for answers she didn’t have. She hadn’t been able to save Anna’s mother and Aunt either. ‘You and Effie are sisters,’ she said at last. ‘You belong in each other’s lives.’

‘Do we?’ Anna replied. They’d been kept apart their whole life. They didn’t have years of shared memories and moments to hold onto. Their threads had been severed from the start. And the fact they were now sisters didn’t suddenly undo what Effie had done.

‘Darling.’ Selene’s voice shook with sudden emotion. ‘I can’t bear to see you like this. I’ve forgotten how your smile looks.’

‘I smile,’ said Anna, attempting one.

‘Calling that a smile is like calling soda water champagne. Your match has been blown right out, my sweet.’ 

Anna pulled away, ashamed of her pain. 

‘You will feel better again, matchstick, I promise. I know it hurts right now. I know your heart feels broken but—’

Anna put her fork down, her chest constricting. ‘I’m not heartbroken.’ 

Selene’s eyebrows gathered like a bow. ‘Heartbreak takes many forms, my sweet – love, loss, losing yourself sometimes—’

Anna tried not to hear her words, the tightness in her chest painful now, the feeling of too much trying to come up and out of her at once.

‘My mum used to say a heart must be broken to let the light in, not that I was ever much good at heartbreak myself … but you’ll do better, I think. You have your mother’s heart after all. You know, your birthday gift isn’t just the cake. I brought you here because this café was one of your mother’s favourites.’

Anna stilled at the mention of her mother. Ever since Anna had found out the truth about her death, Marie had felt more real than she ever had before, which made it even harder to think about her. She glanced up at Selene. ‘Really?’

‘I took Marie here the first time. She was studying in London and I was sleeping with a rock star who lived in Notting Hill, naturally. I’d discovered this place and knew Marie would love it, and she did. Do you know what she ordered?’

‘What?’

‘A cappuccino and a brownie.’ Selene gave Anna a wry smile, wistfulness at its edges. ‘It’s why I always order it. I remember Marie smothering her teeth with it and grinning at me stupidly. We hadn’t seen each other for months. We laughed and chatted for hours, eating far too much.’ Selene chuckled to herself. ‘Marie went home with a free box of cupcakes too, of course. That sort of thing happened to her everywhere we went. I don’t know if it was her charm, her magic, or a bit of both, but she only had to smile at someone and they were hers.’ 

‘Sounds like you.’

‘No, no. I entice, I enchant.’ Selene raised a sculpted eyebrow over eyes the colour of enchantment itself. ‘But Marie – she captured hearts. You’ll be the same.’ 

‘I doubt that.’

‘Well, I don’t! And I know everything!’ Selene took a final triumphant bite of brownie, smiling at Anna with chocolate all over her teeth. 

Anna began to giggle – and as Selene ran her tongue over her chocolatey teeth, it changed into a laugh.

‘There you go! It was worth dragging you all the way here to hear that.’

‘There’s hope for me yet.’

Selene shook her head, her eyes shining. ‘Hope is too small a word for the world waiting for you, matchstick. All might feel dark right now but I still see your light …’ Donnie came back through and Selene shook away her moment of earnestness. ‘Now! Just wait until you try Donnie’s cheesecake. You’ll forget your own name.’

‘Don’t worry, it comes back
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