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        This book is dedicated to my sister.

        Some people spend a lifetime looking for a true friend; I’ve been lucky to have one since day one.
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        Northern Germany, 1943

      

      

      The full moon tugged her magic like the tides.

      The witch dug her bare feet into the sand, the North Sea wind whipping her coat around her legs. Ocean spray misted her face, mingling with the first drops of rain that cleansed away any detrimental effects the salt might have on her craft. Beneath her toes, the wet sand yielded and reformed with each wave. She swayed in that rhythm, humming from deep within her belly, a primal song echoing the Earth’s ancient heartbeat, steady as mountains rising from the ocean floor.

      She tilted her head back, and the moon bathed her face in silvery light. People spoke of its dark side as if it were a place of danger, of shadow. But she knew it wasn’t dark at all. The side of the moon we cannot see from Earth spends half its time in sunlight, too, but it’s a place we never get to glimpse. The dark side, then, is where the hidden forces dwell. Ruth Hausmann — for that was the witch’s name — had understood this paradox long before the Reich came calling, long before she traded secrets for power: What others labelled as darkness was merely power they couldn’t comprehend or control. And sometimes, one had to venture into those darker realms in order to access true strength.

      Her path was not a fall from grace  — but an ascension, to clarity, to the light.

      Magic hummed through her veins as she tuned into that hidden light now, making her stronger tonight than she had been in weeks, or maybe ever. The late summer tide aligned perfectly with the full moon, creating ideal conditions for what they needed to accomplish.

      When she turned toward the land, they were waiting.

      Twenty-eight witches formed a wide circle on the flat stretch of beach, their faces hollow in the moonlight. Seven among them were from Ruth’s own Schwarzmilan Coven, devoted disciples and true believers of the cause. But most of the witches present did not choose to be here. They clung to the old ways, to hiding their magic like embers banked beneath cold ash. They lacked the courage to step into darkness when necessary. Some stood with shoulders slumped in defeat, others with jaws clenched in resentment. None met Ruth’s gaze directly.

      Beyond them, the dunes rose like a wall between ocean and land, sheltering the temporary structures of the Reich Weather Division on the island of Sylt – a cluster of canvas tents and wooden platforms shaking in the wind. Spotlights cut through the night, illuminating the ring of armed guards that surrounded the witches, the soldiers’ breath frosting in the unnaturally chilled air.

      “The front is approaching from the northwest tonight,” Ruth called out, her voice carrying over the wind. “The British bombers will attempt to reach Hamburg by dawn. You know what must be done.”

      The tallest witch – Margot Kettering from the Netherlands – shook her head almost imperceptibly. “Dit is waanzin…” This is madness, she hissed.

      Need I remind you what is at stake? Ruth’s voice pierced directly into Margot’s thoughts, employing telepathy, a rare gift even among witches. She made eye contact with the nearest guard, who stepped forward, nodding, his handheld radio crackling with static noise.

      “The children remain comfortable, for now,” the guard reported after a brief exchange. “But their… comfort depends entirely on tonight’s success.”

      A visible shudder passed through several of the women. They all knew where their children were being held: in the far corner of the tented camp, attended by nurses who could become executioners with a single command.

      “Begin,” Ruth ordered.

      Reluctance gave way to necessity, and the witches raised their arms. Their voices rose in a chant that harmonised with the wind’s howl, calling to the approaching storm front. This was the fourth such attempt this month, but tonight they would push further than ever before.

      Ruth watched as the air between the witches began to shimmer with Anima. From her vantage point, she could see the energy flowing like luminous currents between the women, pooling at the centre of their circle before streaming upward to the clouds above.

      A younger officer approached, keeping a distance. “Standartenführer Meyer asks for a report on progress,” he said, unable to hide his nervous glance at the thickening storm clouds.

      “Tell him we are intensifying the front as ordered,” Ruth replied. “The cold air mass is being sped up. It will collide with the warm front in approximately sixty minutes, directly in the bombers’ path.”

      “And the… magnitude?” The officer’s voice dropped, as if speaking too loudly of such things might invoke them prematurely.

      “Beyond anything we’ve yet achieved,” Ruth answered, allowing a thin smile. “The Führer will have his impenetrable sky.”

      As the officer retreated, Ruth returned her attention to the circle. The witches’ chanting had taken on a ragged quality, their bodies swaying with effort. Above them, the clouds churned unnaturally, spinning too fast, compressing too tightly.

      She could feel it now, the resistance in the natural system. This was to be expected; after all, weather patterns formed over days, not mere minutes. The energy required to force such rapid change was immense, and the debt it created needed to be balanced elsewhere in the natural world.

      In previous workings, they had performed the balancing rituals simultaneously, half of the women redirecting excess energy into the ground in controlled releases. But tonight’s orders had been explicit: maximum effect, no delays, no diversion of energy for what the Nazis had deemed “unnecessary caution.”

      Ruth had argued against this plan, explaining Anima’s core principles of magical balance, but had been overruled by increasingly desperate leadership.

      Germany was losing the war. Hitler needed results, not excuses.

      The storm was forming quickly now. Lightning arced between clouds that, under normal circumstances, should not yet have been charged enough for such displays. The wind picked up dramatically, lifting sand from the beach in stinging sheets.

      One of the witches – Gerda, a Schwarzmilan member from the Frisian Islands – fell to her knees, blood streaming from her nose as she forced herself to go on. Salt. In her struggle, she’d let too much of it penetrate her pores. The others instinctively moved to compensate, their own burdens increasing.

      Stand up! Ruth implored her sister mind-to-mind. Maintain the circle!

      Guards rushed forward, roughly pulling Gerda back to her feet. The witch’s eyes rolled back, showing whites, yet her lips continued to form the words of the chant.

      Despite herself, Ruth felt the first tremor of doubt. She had pushed these women before, but never beyond their physical limits.

      Above them, the storm’s rotation tightened ominously. The clouds had taken on a greenish tinge that reflected off the churning sea. The pressure dropped so rapidly that Ruth’s ears popped, and she winced from the sudden pain.

      “Fräulein Hausmann!” Meyer himself was approaching now, his greatcoat lashing behind him. “Was geht hier vor?” Is this development as expected?

      Before she could answer, a bolt of lightning struck the sand not twenty meters away. The guards flinched but held their positions.

      “The intensity is… higher than expected,” Ruth admitted. “We should really split the group and begin the balancing—”

      “Absolutely not,” Meyer cut her off. “The ritual continues as ordered. The storm must reach maximum intensity within the hour.”

      “Standartenführer, ich befürchte das Gewitter ist zu unbeständig.” I’m afraid the system is becoming unstable. “If we don’t release some of the accumulated energy soon—”

      “These are direct orders from Berlin,” Meyer snapped. “The Reich cannot afford another bombing raid on Hamburg. Your witches will continue until instructed otherwise.”

      As if on cue, another witch in the circle collapsed. This time, none of the others could compensate. The chant faltered, then resumed with desperate intensity as the guards raised their weapons.

      Ruth looked from the witches to the storm and back to Meyer. She had crossed many lines since aligning with the Reich, justified many compromises. But this… this was madness.

      “The imbalance really is growing critical,” she said, struggling to keep her voice steady. “No natural system can be pushed this far without consequence.”

      Meyer’s eyes narrowed. “Are you defying a direct order, Fräulein?”

      Ruth hesitated. Her gaze drifted to the facility on the dunes where other witches’ children were held. Then to the circle, where women who had once been her sisters in magic now suffered under her direction.

      How had it come to this? She had revealed herself to the Reich believing witches would finally take their rightful place in the world. That magic would be recognised, respected, elevated. Instead, she now stood on a shoreline watching witches being worked to death like draught animals.

      But turning back was impossible. The only path was through. True power lay on the dark side, she reminded herself. We must embrace it to achieve greatness.

      “No, Standartenführer. I am merely advising caution.”

      “Noted,” Meyer said. “Now increase the intensity as ordered.”

      Ruth turned back to the circle, raising her arms. “Channel deeper!” she commanded. “Draw from the earth beneath you if you must but strengthen the connection!”

      The witches obeyed, their faces taut with effort. The storm above grew more violent, its unnatural rotation now unmistakable. The sea began to heave, waves crashing higher on the shore than the tide should allow.

      Ruth felt it then. For the first time ever, she could sense the moment when natural forces began to slip beyond control. Magic had its own inherent balance, a cosmic ledger that always required payment. When that balance was pushed too far, systems didn’t just fail; they inverted.

      The first sign was subtle: circles of frost forming on the sand around some of the witches, despite the howling wind. Then came the stillness – a sudden, eerie cessation of sound.

      “What’s the status?” Meyer demanded, his voice faltering slightly.

      Ruth ignored him, her attention fixed entirely on the sky. The storm’s rotation had reversed, spinning with impossible speed in the wrong direction. She had to direct it now, had to send it across the ocean to where it ought to go. But just as she was about to force the front in a westerly direction, the connection snapped, sending the witches reeling backward as if struck by an invisible wave, bodies tumbling like scattered pins, some falling to their knees, others staggering to maintain balance, their linked hands torn apart with such force that several cried out in pain. Lightning no longer flashed between clouds but arced continuously in a circle, forming a wheel of light that mirrored the witches’ circle below.

      “Was machen Sie denn?” What are you doing? “Reverse this immediately!” Meyer ordered.

      “I can’t,” Ruth said, a strange calm settling over her. “None of us can anymore. This is what happens when you take from nature without giving back.”

      The first witch to die simply… disappeared. One moment Margot stood at her position, hands raised; the next, her body collapsed into itself, leaving nothing but a dark stain on the sand. The others followed in rapid succession, their life energy consumed by the ravenous imbalance they had created.

      Guards ran, their orders forgotten. Meyer shouted commands that no one heeded. The storm descended, a roaring vortex of wind and Anima that had transcended its creators’ intentions.

      Ruth remained still – stunned – watching the destruction unfold. Too late she understood what she had refused to see before: magic was not a tool to be used, but a force to be respected. By pushing too deep into the darkness, she had violated nature itself.

      As the maelstrom expanded outward, consuming the beach, the tents, and everything within its reach, Ruth remained at the centre, the eye of the storm forming directly above her. The last thing she saw before the vortex closed in around her was the moon, serene and untouched above the chaos below. Half in light, half in shadow – perfectly balanced, as all things should be.
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        Eighty years later

      

      

      

      The kettle sputters like it’s about to spill a secret.

      I move towards the tiny potbelly stove by the window, palms gliding over the oak wood counter, weathered smooth like river stones. Energy thrums through the grain into my fingers, a steady pulse that echoes in the roots of every plant in the room. It’s a witch thing, this ability to feel the very heartbeat of the earth, a dormant ember of my magic that stubbornly smoulders beneath the skin. Some days, I try to silence it. Most days, I’m grateful for its crackle. Because it reminds me that it was all real.

      Dawn prowls across the shelves stocked with jars and vials, coaxing life from every shadowed corner of my apothecary. The light catches my phone, a sleek black rectangle sitting on the worn wood of the windowsill, as incongruous as a neon sign in an old growth forest.

      The temptation to check my messages again is almost overwhelming. Did she even see my text?

      A breeze tumbles through the open window, and I take a deep breath, inhaling the familiar late summer scent of pine and the wildflowers now blooming in the valleys. Summer is slow to arrive in the Harz Mountains of northern Germany, but once it’s here, I notice every smell. Bundles of lavender and chamomile sway from rough-hewn rafters, their rustles a whisper against the kettle’s hiss.

      My fingers hover over the phone, but I pivot away from the windowsill, leaving my unanswered message to simmer. These devices beep when they’ve got news to share, after all. I wrap my hands around the teapot – a chunky, misshapen thing I made myself, lumps and bumpy edges everywhere, just how I like it – and pour the steaming water over a blend of chamomile, lemon balm, and a pinch of angelica root. The herbs dance and unfurl in the heat, releasing a cloud of fragrance that gently tugs at my memories, pulling me back to a time when a good cup of tea held more magic than just its scents.

      I reach for a cup, grazing the smooth porcelain, and try to centre myself in the simple sounds of morning. Saucer scraping softly against the counter as I pull it closer, metal clinking as I fish out a spoon from the drawer, water droplets plinking softly as they hit the sink. I’ve always believed that sound is to the present what scent is to the past: smells take you back in time, evoking long-lost memories, but sounds ground you in the moment, helping you appreciate what’s going on around you.

      Today, however, they barely register, reduced to mere background noise.

      I let the tea steep, adding yet another item to my list of things to wait for. Finally, I pour a cup. Just as I bring the steaming liquid to my lips, my phone erupts with a ping. I jerk in surprise, sloshing scalding tea over my hand. So much for sounds grounding you in the present…

      I reach for the phone with my unburned hand and open the Instagram app. My account, Alvas_Naturshop, boasts a decent following of just over fifteen thousand users. I’m a self-taught herbalist, handcrafting teas, soaps, and balms that I sell online. As I navigate through the app to my direct messages, I see some new notifications waiting for me. A couple of customers have sent pictures of the products they recently received, raving about the quality or thanking me for my personalised touch.

      Alva Hausmann is a miracle worker! My skin has never been this soft and supple, reads a post I’ve been tagged in. The ping, it turns out, was from a potential partner, inquiring about a possible collaboration for a new line of eco-friendly cleaning products. But the one account I’m desperate to hear back from still hasn’t replied. I linger on the chat window, the timestamp of my last message a painful reminder of the silence that has followed since.

      Sofia, bist du das?

      Sofia, is that you? I’d asked her three nights ago. Yet, I knew it was her the moment I saw her video pop up in my feed during a late-night scrolling session. I had been tagged in a negative review of my Soothing Sleep Balm, which had left me feeling frustrated. But as I continued to scroll, desperately trying to distract myself from the criticism, there she was, staring me right in the face: my twin, alive and well.

      I pull up her latest video for the hundredth time, marvelling at the audacity of her content, noticing how different she looks now. We aren’t identical twins but, growing up, you could easily tell we were sisters, with the same green eyes, the same auburn hair which we also shared with our mother. Now, however, she looks not like me but like a post-rehab Amy Winehouse. Her hair is raven black, her skin adorned with intricate tattoos, her lips painted a daring shade of red. Only her eyes are the same, vivid against a dark swipe of kohl lining.

       To anyone familiar with the magical world, her videos are glaringly obvious in their display of witchcraft. While I spend every waking minute trying to repress my powers, Sofia casually performs levitation spells labelled as “yoga tricks,” brews potions under the guise of “hangover cures,” and shows off her familiar – a feisty ginger cat named Janis Joplin – assisting in her “cute pet helper” videos. It’s a wonder she hasn’t been reprimanded for her brazen disregard for secrecy. But she seems entirely unfazed by the possibility of discovery, as if she’s got powerful allies watching her back.

      Indeed, the trappings of her newfound wealth are hard to miss. The designer clothing, the luxurious homes, the expensive cars she’s being chauffeured around in… That’s right, my sister has a chauffeur now. Flicking through snapshots of her glitzy world, I’m torn between jealousy and scepticism. Something’s not right here. How can she afford all this? How did she even end up in London?

      The Sofia I knew would’ve eaten this all up, of course – she always loved the spotlight. But she’d never have been so reckless with her magic.

      Then again, the Sofia I knew was supposed to be dead.

      I toss the phone aside with a huff and gaze out the window. Our little cabin sits at the foot of the Brocken, nestled in a sun-dappled forest clearing. It’s a former hunting lodge, lovingly renovated – fresh white plaster now showcases the dark timber frame; the steep, sloping roof sports new, gleaming shingles. Around the house, the garden runs wild. We’ve let nature reclaim its territory, only carving out small patches for my herbs and vegetables. Wildflowers nod in the breeze, blotches of colour against the deep greens of the pines. Even in these mountains, you’d be hard-pressed to find a place as charming, as perfectly tucked away from the world as ours.

      Well, I say ‘ours’ but that’s not entirely true: the cabin is a rental, courtesy of the national park authorities, for my boyfriend Dennis, a forest ranger. My herbs and I moved in two years ago.

      I drum my fingers against the countertop, the tapping growing louder until I catch myself. The silence from my phone nags at me. An insect bite I mustn’t scratch. Instead of giving in to the urge to check again, I force myself to a hidden corner of the apothecary. If the new Sofia won’t respond, I must make do with the old one, or at least my memories of her.

      Reaching behind a stack of books on the topmost shelf, I search until I feel a familiar, smooth surface.

      Gently, I manoeuvre a small tin box out of its hiding place and ease off the lid. In it: a collection of tokens that always leaves me conflicted. Joy and pain and regret, all fighting for space in my heart. There’s the pressed edelweiss flower from my mother’s garden, my father’s tiny, whittled eagle, a string of the acorn garland Sofia and I made for our first autumn equinox. But it’s the obsidian stone that draws my eye, as always. I pick it up, the weight of it cool in my palm, its surface gleaming as if the night sky itself is reflected in it. I can’t for the life of me remember how I got it, but I know it’s from that night. The night of the accident. The last time we were whole. Mama, Dad, Sofia, and me. I must have pocketed it without thinking, a small piece of ‘before’ I carried into ‘after.’ Now it’s a reminder of everything I’ve lost, and why I swore to lock my magic away for good.

      As the obsidian warms in my hand, the memories thaw in my mind, and I regret I opened that box. Soon, guilt gnaws at my insides. Shame prickles under my skin. The old ache takes root, spreads through me, stubborn as a weed.

      Maybe Sofia’s silence is a gift. Maybe some doors are better left closed. But even as I try to convince myself, I know it’s a lie. I blink, hard, fighting the tears. I slip the stone into my pocket, keeping it close yet out of sight as I turn my attention instead to what I know best — my craft.

      Today’s project: soap.

      I move around the room, gathering olive and coconut oil, distilled water, and my chosen herbs. Lavender and rosemary for calm and cleansing, along with a handful of calendula for its healing touch. The familiar movements ground me, pulling me back from the brink of darker thoughts. I’ll also need some lye, which waits in its sealed container – a necessary evil of the craft.

      There are two ways to make soap: hot process and cold process. Today, I’m opting for the hot method. It’s faster, and I need the distraction of a quick result.

      As I measure and mix everything in the slow cooker, my mind quiets. This is my only purpose now. Simple, mundane work. Indeed, there’s a kind of peace in letting my hands do what they were made for: creating, shaping, moulding. Making something useful and beautiful. When the oils melt, I carefully add the lye solution, and it sizzles slightly as it hits the cooker. The immersion blender whirs, and I watch the mixture thicken into a pudding-like consistency we soap-makers call “trace.”

      Only when the concoction fills the room with that clean, calming scent do I lose my grip on the present. Sofia’s silence, I realise with a sinking feeling, is an answer in itself. And probably the worst one possible.

      As kids, she was always the wild one, dragging me into her mischief with a grin and a plan. Her words tumbled out faster than her thoughts, and she could talk anyone into anything. But when she was done with you, her silence was deafening. Like the time I broke her favourite pink sunglasses, then tried to fix them with glue and a clumsy spell. For a whole week, it was like I didn’t exist in her world anymore.

      A bittersweet pang. Some things never change.

      Just then, a flicker in the corner of my eye draws my attention to the stove. The flames dance and dim as if an invisible hand has passed through them. I don’t think much of it and with a heavy sigh, I pour the soap mixture into moulds, my thoughts as sticky as the concoction. It’s better this way, I tell myself, tamping down the hope that had dared to spark. I don’t deserve a second chance, not after what I’ve done.

      Setting the batches aside to cure, I brush a stray drop of soap off the edge of one of the moulds. Immediately, my skin tingles with a voltage that has no business in what’s supposed to be a calming bar of soap.

      I realise my mistake at once.

      “Ach, verdammte Scheisse,” I curse under my breath. Distracted as I was, I must have accidentally bound the soap with magic, drawing energy from the fire. Though I try to keep a lid on my powers, this happens sometimes when I’m not careful. Magic is nothing but an exchange of energies, or Anima – the essence which permeates everything. Commanding her means weaving into this living web, adjusting the Anima threads that bind everything together. All it takes is a lapse in focus, and I run the risk of meddling with that delicate order.

      I stare at the soap moulds, frustration warring inside me. Even when I try to do something simple and good, darkness finds a way to creep in. Just like old times, just like that night.

      I decide to test the soap, lathering a small piece between my hands. Almost immediately, I feel a cold, numbing sensation creep up my arms. Instead of the intended soothing effect, the soap leaves a lingering chill and, to my horror, an angry red rash spreads across my skin. The soap has absorbed my spiralling thoughts and sorrows.

      “Oh, come on.” I scrub my hands in the sink, but the rash remains.

      There could not have been a worse time for Dennis to walk in.

      “Man, those damn hikers never stick to the marked trails,” Dennis grumbles. Having just returned from his morning patrol, he’s clad in his usual ranger uniform: sturdy green trousers, a matching jacket with numerous pockets, and heavy boots. His blond hair is slightly tousled from the wind; his eyes widen when he sees me.

      “What happened?” he asks, rushing to my side. “Are you alright?”

      “It’s the soap,” I say, wincing as I continue to wash my hands. “I wasn’t careful, and now it’s… it’s turned bad somehow.”

      “That’s not like you,” he says, gently inspecting the rash now spreading across my skin like wildfire. “This looks really bad. Come on, let’s get some ointment on this.”

      He leads me to a chair and fetches a jar of soothing salve from one of the shelves. “Here, sit down.”

      He opens the jar. I sink into the chair, frustration churning inside me. “Must have been the lye,” I mutter. “Thanks.”

      Dennis and I first met in the forest near the Bode Gorge. I was collecting mushrooms along the banks of the Warme Bode River. Dennis, twenty-seven years old at the time and the youngest ranger in the area, was out on his patrol with Hermes, his German shepherd. He approached me, ready to lecture about the dangers of foraging wild mushrooms. However, he soon realised that the chanterelles I had gathered were perfectly safe and edible. We struck up a conversation, and it marked the beginning of our relationship.

      He applies the salve, his fingers cool against my inflamed skin. His brow furrows with concern as he looks at me. “So, what’s really going on?”

      But I don’t know how to answer that. Now would be the time to tell him about Sofia, but I quickly push the notion aside. Had she replied, then I might have had to tell him something. But what’s the point now? There’s so much I haven’t told him already, so much I probably never will. What’s one more?

      “I got tagged in a negative review, that’s all,” I lie.

      “Is that what’s bothering you? For which product?”

      “The Sleep Balm.”

      “Did they complain about the missing ‘desired effect’ again?” A slight chuckle escapes him.

      “How do you know about that?”

      “Hey, I read your reviews. You’re my girl.”

      “The thing is, I never said anywhere the balm does that!”

      The desired effect Dennis is referring to is a rise in radiance that seems to attract… well, let’s call them ‘interested prospects.’ Much like the magical mishap with the soap, I’d apparently infused that particular batch of the balm with a radiance spell when I was ovulating.

      “Maybe you should. Might help boost your sales,” Dennis jokes, but when he sees my annoyed look, he quickly backtracks. “There, all better.” He screws the lid back on the salve and kisses me on the forehead. “Right, I’m off to shower, and then I expect a feast,” he adds with a playful clap on my knees.

      Dennis doesn’t cook. Never has. We’ve settled into a household routine where he handles the ‘bloke’ tasks like car maintenance and carpentry, and I take on the role of housewife. I never had the heart to tell him that I’m perfectly capable of doing all of his chores myself.

      “Oh, before I forget,” he says on his way out, “this one arrived for you.”

      He reaches into one of his pockets and places a letter on the tabletop. “Looks like another invitation from that pagan cosplay group in Treseburg, begging you to be their Elven Queen…”

      “I do have the ears for it,” I jest, albeit half-heartedly. “I’ll come over soon.”

      As the door clicks shut, I gather the remnants of the spoiled soap, careful not to touch the contaminated mixture again. Using a pair of disposable gloves, I scrape the congealed mess into a waste bin and thoroughly wipe down the countertop with a disinfectant solution. Meticulously, I clean and sterilise all the tools before putting them away. As I remove my gloves and dispose of them, my eyes flicker over to the letter. I reach for it, intending to toss it into the bin without even opening it. However, I do a double take when I notice the striking writing on the envelope. The address is penned in dark blue ink, the lettering elegant, swirling. The sight of it sends a familiar tremble down my back. I have seen this kind of letter before, but it’s been years. Many, many years. And back then it hadn’t been addressed to me, but to my mother.

      What are the chances of such a letter arriving the same week I reach out to Sofia – to a witch?

      I slide a finger under the flap, and the wax seal breaks with a gentle crack. The parchment feels ancient, yet alive. I unfold the letter. Hastily. Hungrily.

      Breath catching in my throat, I begin to read.
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        Three days earlier

      

      

      

      Ember’s grip tightens around her phone. Her eyes lock on the message that glows from the screen, each word a haunting echo from a past she has long since buried.

      Sofia, is that you?

      The name attached to the message stirs a storm of emotions. Memories she’d fought so hard to drown it doesn’t seem possible they could return to the surface.

      Alva.

      Ember taps on the profile, a strange swirl coiling in her stomach as she scrolls through the feed. The account, which belongs to an herbalist, is filled with warm images and videos that showcase the natural beauty of the craft. Dried herbs and spice jars, old scissors and beeswax candles. Skilled hands wielding pestle and mortar, grinding and blending ingredients to use in soaps and balms.

      But it’s not the artful feed or the glimpses of herb jars that catch Ember’s attention. It’s the face that stares back at her from one of the posts, a face that she’d never thought she’d see again.

      Alva.

      She clicks on the image, and the world around her grinds to a halt. Her chest tightens, an invisible vice squeezing air from her lungs.

      Alva. Reaching out to her. A message so unexpected, it might as well have come from a ghost.

      The face on the screen is older, the features more defined, but there’s no mistaking the resemblance. It’s her sister, the once-gangly teenager now fully grown. Tears blur Ember’s vision, threatening to dissolve the mask she has built. In that moment, she is no longer the confident, glamorous queen of Soho, but a lost thirteen-year-old, confronted with the one truth she never dared to hope for: Alva is alive.

      The office door swings open with a screech, causing her to nearly jump out of her seat.

      “What now? What is it?” she snaps, whirling around. Pippa Watson stands in the doorway with a look of mild confusion, yet she remains entirely unfazed by Ember’s tone. At this point, Pippa has weathered every storm imaginable: the good, the bad, and the downright ugly that comes with being Ember Wild’s PA. She’s not a witch like her boss, but one of the selected few mundanes invited to see behind the veil, drawn to magic like flowers to the sun.

      “The delivery person has been waiting outside the club for the past twenty minutes,” she says. “Are you going to sign for the package, or should I send him away?”

      Ember sighs, scratching her scalp. “Can’t you sign on my behalf?”

      “If that were an option, don’t you think I would have done so already?”

      “Right. Fine. I’m coming.” Ember pushes herself up from her desk and follows Pippa out the door and into the heart of the club.

      It’s hers, the club, fittingly named ‘MY PINK CAULDRON’. The cool interior bears her signature touch – a daring fusion of dark elegance and raw, unapologetic sex appeal. Neon signs lie dormant, waiting for nightfall to paint the room in their seductive pink glow. As they make their way through, heels sticking slightly to the beer-stained floor, Ember turns to Pippa. “When did Mardequai want to meet, you said?”

      “Tonight, for dinner at the townhouse,” Pippa replies without missing a beat, her fingers tapping away across her ever-present tablet.

      Ember purses her lips. “Reschedule for lunchtime, please?”

      Pippa glances up with a look as dry as a martini. “I’m not sure that will be possible on such short notice.”

      “Just… just do it, alright?” Ember snaps. But, catching the slightest expression of annoyance on Pippa’s face, she softens her tone, adding, “Please do try, Pippa darling. It is important.”

      Pippa nods, already plucking her phone from the breast pocket of her blazer.

      Mardequai Guise is Ember’s foster father, the man who volunteered to take her in after she lost her family at thirteen. He brought her to Dunmorrough Castle, his secluded Scottish estate, where Ember grew up within ancient stone walls, homeschooled in the arcane arts. As one of the immortal druids, Mardequai represents the other half of the magical community besides witches. While Ember and her ilk have one mortal life in which they draw magic from Anima, druids like Mardequai don’t have any inherent magic of their own – except for the whole not-dying thing, which, admittedly, is a pretty sweet deal. Eternal life is a different kind of power, but no less potent. Druids rely on centuries of accumulated knowledge and secrets. Indeed, memory is the foundation druid supremacy is built on.

      Outside the club, Ember signs for her delivery. In the background, Pippa works her own unique brand of magic, phone pressed against her ear as she strains to hear over the bustle of Soho – honking taxis, chattering pedestrians, and the thuds of construction work. She cups her hand over her other ear, to block out the noise of the delivery truck reversing.

      “He can meet you at The Ivy in an hour, but he only has thirty minutes before his luncheon with the prime minister,” Pippa reports.

      “That will have to be enough, then.”

      Just as Ember is about to head back inside the club, a woman approaches, calling out a name that sends a jolt through Ember’s body.

      “Sofia?”

      Ember spins around, heart pounding in her chest. This is the second time today that someone has addressed her by her old name.

      But the woman standing before her now is not her sister. As their eyes lock, a name tugs at the edges of Ember’s mind. It stays out of reach, or maybe she doesn’t actually care to retrieve it, but she does recognise the woman as a member of the Scottish Crossbill Coven.

      “Hi, Sofia… I… I’m sorry, I mean Ember. Do you remember me? I’m Effie, Effie Bell?”

      Ember might forget names, but she never forgets a face – especially not the face of rejection. She takes in the woman before her. Mousy brown hair pulled back in a tight bun, thick-rimmed glasses sliding down her nose. A frumpy cardigan and a skirt that not even her grandmother should wear in public.

      “What do you want?” Bored, Ember reaches for a pack of cigarettes. With a snap of her finger, a small flame appears between her thumb and index finger, and she lights the cigarette with casual grace.

      Effie shifts uncomfortably, eyes darting toward the club entrance. “Well, I… I am working in the city now, switchboard girl at the Ley Line Confluence beneath St. Paul’s Cathedral. It’s right on the convergence of three major lines. Anyway, I-I find London to be… not a very welcoming place? Wouldn’t you agree?”

      Translation: what Effie Bell means to say is that none of the hip London covens will accept her pathetic arse, and she’s come crawling to Ember, hoping to sponge off her recent fame.

      But good old Effie Bell must have forgotten Ember’s own attempts to join the Crossbill Coven at eighteen, when she was longing for companionship beyond Dunmorrough’s confines. The stone-cold rejection she’d faced from the staff village witches still stings. She remembers trudging back to the castle that day, eighteen and humiliated, tears streaming down her face as she’d confessed her failure to Mardequai. He’d found her in the library, curled up in the window seat overlooking the loch.

      “My dear child,” he’d said, settling beside her with that gentle voice he reserved for her lowest moments. “Those women... they work such demanding schedules, you know. Their duties require complete dedication. They barely have time for sleep, let alone socialising.”

      He’d ordered her tea and listened as she’d sobbed about feeling so alone on the estate. “You mustn’t take it personally, Sofia. Their work is all-consuming. They’re wonderful women, truly, but their responsibilities leave little room for the kind of company a bright young woman like you deserves. In fact, I’d prefer it if you sought friendship elsewhere”, he’d said, stroking her hair. “You have such potential, my dear. Perhaps it’s time we looked beyond the estate for your social circle.”

      How ironic that now one of those very women stands before her, seeking the acceptance she’d once craved from them. There’s a twisted satisfaction, knowing she’s the one with the power now.

      “Oh, sweetie, I’m touched, truly.” A grin spreads across Ember’s face as she leans in close to Effie, blowing out the smoke. “That you’d make the effort to come see me after all this time, thinking you’d like to join my little club of misfits.”

      Ember looks Effie up and down. With a subtle twist of her hand, the wind picks up around them, swirling leaves and debris in a mini vortex, dancing entirely to Ember’s whims. Effie takes a step back, stumbling over her own feet as the wind whips at her skirts.

      “But you see, Effie dearest, the sad truth is,” – Ember’s face shifts, a cruel smile playing at the corners of her lips – “I’ve seen street rats with more charm than you. So why don’t you run along back to your little switchboard job and leave the real magic to those of us who know how to wield it?”

      Effie’s face turns a deep shade of pink, eyes brimming with tears as she stammers out her apology. “I… I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to—”

      “Save it, darling.” Ember cuts her off with a dismissive wave of her hand, which sends a gust of wind toward the club door, slamming it shut behind her like a full stop. “I’ve got a club to run and a coven to lead. I don’t have time for sad little witches who can’t keep up.”

      And with that, Ember turns on her heel and struts toward the Range Rover Pippa has parked up front, leaving a humiliated Effie gaping in her wake.
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      The Rover glides through the streets of London, Pippa silent behind the wheel, her eyes focused on the road. In the back seat, Ember scrolls through Alva Hausmann’s Instagram account. How is it possible that she is alive? After all these years, after all the pain, the grief and the loneliness, how could her sister have been out there all along, living a life Ember knew nothing about?

      The question sends a shiver through Ember. With it comes a flood of memories, long suppressed but never forgotten, her thoughts drifting back to the last time she saw her sister, to the evening that changed everything.

      It happened on Walpurgis Night, a sacred time for witches and druids to gather and celebrate the arrival of spring. The family had joined their mother’s coven for the festivities, listening to ancient stories under the stars, weaving enchanted braids, sharing the excitement of nature awakening. The air was loaded with magic, and Ember felt it coursing through her own veins, warm and nourishing like the bonfire they danced around.

      The drive home started peacefully enough, but Ember soon noticed Alva’s unease in the backseat. At first, she dismissed it as something Alva might have eaten. But as her sister’s distress grew, Ember recognised the telltale signs of one of those scary episodes. She had always seen them as just another quirk of her sister’s, never connecting them to anything dark or dangerous. But when Alva’s eyes rolled back and her body went rigid, and she began muttering words Ember didn’t understand, it became clear that something was terribly wrong. Their father, glancing back at his daughter with concern, didn’t see the bend in the road until it was too late. The tyres screeched as he swerved, over-correcting in his panic. And then the world spun violently as the car went off the road, shattering glass and crunching metal filling Ember’s ears before darkness took her.

      The gentle sway of the Range Rover blurs with her memories, making Ember’s stomach lurch. She presses her fingertips against the cool window, grounding herself in the present as cabs and bicycles streak past like ghosts. The memory still has the power to disorient her, to pull her back into that night with frightening clarity.

      The next thing she remembers is the aftermath: lying in damp grass by the roadside, smoke filling her nostrils as the old VW Kombi went up in flames. Mardequai was there, his arms like iron around her, holding her back as she fought desperately to reach the car, to save those she knew, deep down, were already lost.

      “We’re almost there,” Pippa says, glancing at Ember in the rearview mirror. “Are you alright? You’ve gone terribly pale.”

      “I’m fine,” Ember murmurs, trying to steady her breathing.

      And then, a darker thought creeps in. Why did Mardequai not tell her? Because it seems hard to believe that he didn’t know. The man has eyes and ears in every corner of the world.

      Ember tap-tap-taps her phone against her thigh before she finally puts it away. As the car pulls up to the entrance of the Ivy, she reapplies her lipstick. Composing herself with a deep breath, she steps out of the car, her head held high, her eyes blazing with a determination that borders on obsession.

      Stiletto heels clicking against the pavement, she makes her way towards the entrance. The London restaurant is a hub of activity, well-dressed patrons streaming in and out, their chatter mingling with the city noise. As she pushes through the heavy wooden doors, the maître d’ greets her with a polite nod, his eyes widening slightly as he recognises the infamous Ember Wild. She’s quickly escorted to her table, weaving through the crowded dining room with an air of confidence she’s not sure she’s feeling right now.

      In one booth sits none other than Mick Jagger; in another – the prime minister, Nigel Hall, with a group of his advisors, soon to be joined by Mardequai. A Tory and staunch right-wing conservative, he looks slightly out of place amidst the glitz and glamour of the Ivy.

      Ember settles into her seat, eyes fixed on the entrance. On any other day, she’d have gotten a kick out of breathing the same air as Jagger but today, all she cares to do is wait for Mardequai’s arrival. The minutes seem to drag on, each one heightening her anticipation. Finally, after what feels like an eternity, her foster father appears.

      As Mardequai enters the restaurant, he walks tall and regal, wearing his favoured charcoal suit, understated and timeless, much like the man himself. His face, though lined with the wisdom of ages, remains striking and austere. Around his neck, he wears a simple silver chain from which hangs a crystal amulet composed of several slender shards – a piece he never leaves the house without, though Ember never dared to ask why.

      He makes his way through the restaurant, stopping briefly to exchange pleasantries with the prime minister. As he approaches Ember, the waiter hurries over, greeting him with an actual bow. “Mr Guise, it’s a pleasure to see you again. Your usual table is ready for you.”

      Mardequai nods with something resembling a smile, then he settles into the seat across from Ember, his piercing gaze locking with hers. “Christopher, I’ll have a pot of the silver needle white tea, please,” he says to the waiter. “But make sure the water temperature is precisely eighty degrees this time. The last pot was a touch too hot, and it compromised the flavour of the leaves.”

      “Most certainly, Mr Guise.” Christopher nods. “And for you, Miss Wild?”

      But Ember barely registers the waiter. Instead, she stares at Mardequai, a thousand questions burning on the tip of her tongue, desperate for answers only he can give.

      “Just bring a second cup if you please, Christopher,” Mardequai says.

      As soon as they’re alone, he turns to Ember, his voice so composed she can barely hear him. “I must say, I am not accustomed to alterations in my schedule, especially at such short notice. What could be so pressing that it couldn’t wait?” He smiles but his lips twitch with displeasure.

      Ember passes her phone across the table, the message from Alva displayed on the screen. Mardequai takes it, and the modern device looks strangely silly in his hands. Indeed, in the thirteen years she has known him, Ember has never once seen him hold a phone.

      His preference for traditional communication isn’t surprising, of course. He, like most druids, favours the Resonance Network – a system that taps into ley lines and natural energies (and which is, apparently, Effie Bell’s current place of employment). It’s clever, Ember has to admit, even if it seems a bit outdated to her. That Silicon Valley druid, Elias Klein, did manage to drag the Resonance Network into the twenty-first century when he made it accessible via smartphones. Mardequai, however, still prefers landlines, or better yet, having a disciple transcribe messages for him.

      Now, the immortal grasps her phone as if it were a leper’s bell he’s been forced to hold, his fingers barely making contact. Ember scrutinises his face, searching for any indication that this revelation has caught him off guard as well. But his features remain as immovable as an ancient rock face, unperturbed by the relentless march of time or any storms that might pass through.

      Ember bounces her leg beneath the table, her impatience building as she waits for him to speak. However confident she might be with anyone else, in Mardequai’s presence, she is always the young apprentice, seeking approval from her master.

      “Ah, the tea.” Mardequai puts the phone aside, all his attention now focused on Christopher, returning with their order.

      The waiter sets down a porcelain teapot, wisps of steam escaping from its delicate spout. Beside it, he arranges two intricately painted teacups on saucers, spring blossoms etched in gold. A miniature hourglass is placed next to the cups, to measure the perfect steeping time, and a finely carved wooden box that holds the tea leaves.

      All of this is taking so long, Ember almost bursts out of her skin with impatience. Christopher sets down a slender crystal decanter filled with cold spring water, should Mardequai wish to adjust the strength of his brew. With a polite nod and a murmured, “Please enjoy,” the waiter discreetly withdraws.

      At last, Mardequai speaks.

      “When did you receive this message?” he asks, sliding the phone back to Ember across the tabletop.

      “Earlier today,” she replies.

      “And you have not yet engaged with this… person?”

      Ember shakes her head, her black beehive hairdo bobbing slightly.

      Mardequai reaches for the teapot. He lifts the lid and places a measure of tea leaves inside. He picks up the miniature hourglass and turns it over, watching as the sand begins to flow. Ember watches, too, her anger growing with each grain falling. When the sand finally runs out, Mardequai pours the tea into their cups. He takes a delicate sip, savouring the flavour, then adds a small amount of the spring water from the decanter.

      “Very well.” He nods and sets the teacup back on the saucer.

      And then Ember can no longer contain herself.

      “What do you mean, ‘very well’?” she hisses. “None of this is very well! You told me my sister was dead!”

      Heads turn from the neighbouring tables, and Ember feels their stares, but she refuses to back down now, her gaze locked on Mardequai.

      The druid takes another sip of his tea, unfazed by the attention they’ve drawn. He sets the cup down with a clink. “Because that is, of course, what I believed to be true, my troubled child,” he says, still infuriatingly calm despite her turmoil.

      Ember leans forward as she searches Mardequai’s face. “Do you swear it? Do you swear you didn’t know?”

      Mardequai sits back in his chair. A subtle eyebrow raise, a faint hint of anger.

      “I am not in the habit of having my veracity called into question,” he says. “But consider this: if I had known of her existence, do you not think I would have summoned her long ago? You yourself spoke of her darkness, her… visions, that intriguing connection to a past life. As a druid, do you truly believe I would have permitted such a rarity – such a power so akin to my own – to elude my grasp?”

      The clinking of silverware and the murmur of conversation from the other tables suddenly seems too loud as neither of them speaks for a long moment.

      Ember’s mind races. She never should have told him that, never should have told anyone what her sister was capable of.

      “I want to go to Germany to see her,” she blurts out.

      But there is a reason why she hasn’t simply boarded a plane already, why she hasn’t even dared to reply to the message that has so upended her world: a part of her is conditioned to seek Mardequai’s approval, to defer to his wisdom and authority. He has been her guardian, her mentor. The one constant, however aloof, in a life marked by loss and grief. To defy him, to strike out on her own, feels like a betrayal.

      “I am afraid I cannot allow that,” he replies. “I require your presence here more than ever, now that the Reveal fast approaches.”

      Ember sucks in air through her teeth, ready to protest, to argue, to fight for the chance to reconnect with the sister she thought lost forever.

      Mardequai holds up a hand. “However, given that she is indeed alive, I believe it would be prudent to bring her into the fold, wouldn’t you agree? With her rare – shall we call them talents? – she could prove to be an asset to our cause.”

       “What does that mean?”

      Mardequai’s smile is a cryptic thing. “It means, my dear, that you need not journey to Germany to see her. I will extend an invitation to her, ensuring that she comes to us, here in London.”

       “What’s in it for you?” Ember asks, folding her arms.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Well, I know you’re not doing this out of the goodness of your own heart.”

      A muscle in his cheek twitches, and he looks away for a moment before meeting her gaze again.

      “Why, to tell you the honest truth, I might like to use her knowledge of a life past to our advantage.”

      Ember has always hated that expression, ‘to tell you the honest truth’. For what is the truth, if not honest? And why point it out, exactly? Because until now, he’d been lying?

      “Use it how?”

      “Your sister’s memories could prove invaluable. A cautionary tale from centuries past, spoken by one of your own kind, since druid memory alone does not seem to carry the weight it should. Perhaps then, your fellow witches might finally understand the gravity of the path they’ve chosen.”

      Mardequai’s eyes sweep across the restaurant, lingering on the other patrons with thinly veiled disdain. “Look at them,” he murmurs. “Going about their lives in blissful ignorance. They have no idea what’s coming.”

      He takes another sip of his tea before continuing. “When the veil falls, when magic reveals itself, do we truly think they’ll respond with wonder? With acceptance?” He scoffs softly. “No. First comes fear, then comes hatred. It’s written in their history. Every time humans encounter something they don’t understand, they seek to control it or destroy it.”

      His fingers trace the rim of his teacup. He doesn’t seem awfully troubled by that outcome. “Speaking of caution, I feel as your guardian it is my duty to forewarn you,” Mardequai says, gently swirling his cup, watching the steam rise and dance in the air. “While I was unaware of her survival, there is a piece of information I did think best to withhold from you, to spare you any more grief and pain.”

      “What are you saying? What piece?”

      “I’m certain she will not keep it a secret herself once she arrives, so I see no harm in divulging it now.” He takes another deliberate sip of his tea. “The accident, child…” He pauses for a long moment and sets the cup down. “The accident was her doing.”
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      A dizzying thrum pulsates in my ears as I slump into the armchair, reading words scratched into parchment. It’s the same sensation I felt upon receiving that dreaded tax arrears notice last year – just opening the letter was enough to make my palms sweat.

      Yet, the instant my eyes land on the first line, the present fades away, and I find myself slipping effortlessly into memories from thirteen years ago, to a time when magic was still a living, breathing thing for me.

      A time when going to high school was made bearable by the fact that homework could be completed with the flick of a finger, leaving ample time for the real lessons to commence. A time when my heart was so brimming with joy, I didn’t even know what sorrow felt like. A time when I wielded magic with the innocence of a child, not yet aware of the darkness I was capable of.

      Truly, when I read that letter for the first time, for a moment there, it feels like coming home:

      
        
        Dear Ms Alva Hausmann,

        

        On behalf of the honoured elders of the Global Assembly of Arcane Guardians (GAAG) I request the privilege of your esteemed presence at the two hundred and fifteenth convening to commune on the matter of magic’s role in restoring the earth.

        

        Over the course of seven days, we shall delve into the decision to harness magic to reverse the devastation wrought by human folly upon our realm. During a previous referendum, ICAG-registered witches and druids voted in favour of a magical reveal to guide humanity onto a path of environmental renewal and atonement. This reveal shall be presented to global heads of state during the upcoming Global Summit on Climate Action on September the twentieth. The purpose of this convening is to ensure a judicious preparation for this unprecedented revelation, and I believe your insights on this matter, dear Ms Hausmann, will be of great value to us all.

        

        It has come to my attention that you have not previously partaken in any of our intimate gatherings, nor are you currently an active member of a coven or the magical community at large. Therefore, it would be my utmost pleasure to host you in my humble townhouse for the duration of the Assembly, providing you with a comfortable stay and the opportunity to address any inquiries you may have. The grand opening ceremony shall be held on the fifteenth of September in the Emerald Court at Arcadia House, Westminster.

        

        My staff eagerly await your response at your earliest convenience to make the necessary travel arrangements well in advance. The entire Assembly schedule will be provided to you upon your arrival in London. Kindly note that by virtue of having touched this invitation, a magical contract has been entered into, thus rendering your attendance compulsory.

        

        With warmest regards, Mardequai Guise

      

      

      When I read it for the second time, however, allowing the words to sink in, the effect is like I’ve applied that hexed soap all over my body – a numbing, ice cold chill.

      The shock washes over me in three distinct waves, each crashing with unrelenting force.

      The first wave brings a surge of utter disbelief: magic is on the cusp of revelation! Witches and druids are preparing to emerge from the shadows to heal the wounds of our ailing planet. This is nothing short of extraordinary!

      The initial euphoria, however, is swiftly overshadowed by the second, more chilling wave that seeps into my bones like a damp cold: the elders know about me. The secret I’ve guarded so fiercely, the shame I’ve carried for years, is now in the hands of a stranger, a man who seems to move in the inner circles of magical governance. What else could this Mr Guise mean by saying my “insights on this matter will be of great value”?

      But how? How could he possibly…?

      I look up from the parchment, the realisation hitting me like an icy gust through the open window.

      Sofia.

      Sofia must have told him – whether voluntarily or under duress, I have no way of knowing. Either way, at this point there is not a shred of doubt in my mind that this is no coincidence. Like Sofia, Mr Guise resides in London. Like her, he appears to command vast wealth – judging by his manner of writing, his possession of a London townhouse, and the mention of ‘his staff eagerly awaiting my response.’

      The third shock is delayed, but when it finally hits, it strikes with the intensity of a bolt of lightning splitting an oak, and it is directly linked to the parchment I hold in my hands: I am now compelled to go. By touching the paper, I have sealed my fate – which would make this a piece of parchment from the legendary Scriptorium of the First Realms in the Kenyan Chyulu Mountains.

      Now that I examine the paper more closely, its true age becomes strikingly apparent. I’ve heard tales of this type of parchment before, but I’ve never seen any in real life. The number of remaining pieces scattered throughout the world is unknown, and they are highly coveted, typically found only in the possession of the most affluent and influential witches and druids. By magical decree, this piece needs to be returned to its rightful owner, to be used time and time again. The magical society treats these enchanted letters with the utmost caution. No witch or druid would dare touch any correspondence with their bare hands – a lesson ingrained from our earliest training. But I’ve been removed from that world for so long, the thought didn’t even cross my mind.

      I press my forehead into my palm, my elbow anchored on the cool surface of my worktable. The scent of dried herbs fills my nostrils, suddenly too strong, almost nauseating. What on earth possessed me to reach out to Sofia so rashly, without a thought for
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