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Beatrice Blackstone stared wearily through the gaps in the hanging houseplants, her vision of Hardcastle Street dappled by the raindrops clinging to the windows like tears to cheeks. As much as she adored having ferns and succulents for co-workers, a few customers to break up the silence might have been nice….

Nice, but highly unlikely on a miserable day like today. Sighing, she slumped on her wooden stool and searched for signs of wilting among the vast collection of foliage, though she’d watered and fed every plant this morning.

Nanna had taken Beatrice on at the age of fourteen, teaching her the ins and outs of plant care and running her independent business, Moss & Vine. Soon Beatrice had fallen in love with the shop, but she did wish Nanna had mentioned that there would be quite few… well, boring days.

That wasn’t to say that Beatrice wasn’t grateful. She adored the shop as much as she loved Nanna; she truly couldn’t see herself working anywhere else. But Elmshope was a quaint town hidden in the Yorkshire Dales, and it had only gotten more tranquil over the years. Most of the friends she’d grown up with had moved closer to cities. Sometimes, on days like today, she pretended she was the only person left on Earth, basking in the strange emptiness and imagining what it would be like if she never saw another soul again.

Of course, then she’d feel eerie and tingly, like something was creeping up her throat, and she couldn’t sit that way for too long. The shadows would linger in the corner of every room, waiting for the right moment to pounce. Beatrice always ignored them until they went away. They’d been with her since she was a girl; she’d long since learned how to shoo them away with distractions.

She almost burst out singing “Hallelujah!” when the bell above the door chimed with a customer — no, not a customer. Only Nanna in her blue raincoat, holding a brown paper bag from Blooming Butties across the road. Stomach grumbling at the sight, Beatrice stood up eagerly as Nanna shut out the rain and shook off her coat.

“It’s bloody wild out there today.” Nanna huffed, handing the bag to Beatrice as she hung her wet belongings on the hooks. Her wrinkled cheeks were flushed red, black and grey-streaked hair windswept. “Any customers this morning?”

“Does Gilbert the Cat count?” Beatrice asked, already unwrapping the sandwiches at the counter. Gilbert belonged to the couple who lived in the flat above the shop; he often came down to cause a bit of chaos mid-morning. She’d already repotted an English ivy because Gilbert had clawed at the draping vines until the hanging plant had fallen down. She might have stopped him, but it had at least given her something to do.

Rolling her eyes, Nanna collapsed into the stripy corner chair and brushed her wild hair out of her face. “That bad?”

“It’s the weather.” Beatrice shrugged, heading into the back room to get out a couple of plates. The beaded strands of the curtain in the doorway to the back of the shop rattled and danced with the disturbance as she flicked the kettle on — and paused.

Something shimmered in the corner of her eye; a strange amber light. But when she looked beside the kettle, she saw only her hands, and the biscuit tin that was always kept well-stocked with custard creams.

No light. Not even the shadows she usually ignored but now searched for.

Still, her skin seemed to sting, as though she’d traipsed through a bush of nettles.

No, not her skin. It was rooted deeper than that. Below the surface. Almost as though the nettles were in her veins.

A foul, metallic taste flooded her mouth and she swallowed, rubbing the inside of her forearms roughly. She was probably just cold, or maybe she was coming down with something. Come to think of it, she had been feeling dizzy this morning. She distracted herself by opening the cupboards, grabbing two mugs and two plates—

“Ow!” she yelped as something sharp sliced into her. The mugs slipped from her hands and shattered on the floor, but she couldn’t reach for them.

She couldn’t move.

She couldn’t see.

The black tiles, steaming kettle, biscuit tin, all swam and swirled in front of her as though they weren’t really there. As though she was looking at them through a rippling, muddy, puddle. She balled her fists as another wave of pain came over her, this time sending with it something else.

Blood. A booming bark. A muttered chant.

Beatrice collapsed to the ground as the pain intensified. The stinging became burning, as though somebody was holding her too close to a bonfire.

Smoke. Flames. Screaming.

She didn’t know if the screams came from her or someone else. She gasped for breath through desperate whimpers, the shards of broken plates and mugs digging into her as she curled into herself. She didn’t know what was happening. Didn’t know what was wrong. Her voice had been stolen, only mangled whimpers fell from her as she desperately heaved. Smoke stung her nostrils and she was on fire, burning, and—

“Beatrice!”

Nanna.

Cold hands cupped Beatrice’s damp cheeks, two familiar dark eyes blurred in front of her. The pain dulled just enough for Beatrice to rasp out, “Nanna.”

Nanna was safe. Nanna was here. The shop wasn’t on fire. So why did everything still hurt?

She tried to look down, to search for the flames that had been swallowing her a moment ago, but Nanna’s grip grew firmer. “Look at me, sweetheart. You’re okay. Just look at me.”

Beatrice did, trembling all over as she squeezed Nanna’s wrists. She was safe. They were both safe. She sucked in a breath. “I don’t… I don’t know what happened. I don’t… I thought….”

“It’s okay.” Nanna patted Beatrice’s hair softly.

But it wasn’t okay. Beatrice was going crazy. She must have been. A moment ago she’d been writhing in a fire that didn’t exist; now she only felt the ghost of that prickling heat crawling across her unmarred skin. She shook her head, unable to articulate any of it. Tears spilled down her cheeks, trackless among the soot stains she’d only imagined were there.

“Tell me what happened,” Nanna urged, her voice firm, sure. As though….

As though she knew something already. As though this wasn’t some strange mental breakdown Beatrice was having, but something else. Something Nanna had expected.

Beatrice ran her hands across her own face, down her neck, along her clothes as she finally looked at herself. Nothing was different; her lace-collared dress was unwrinkled and her tights untorn, save for the ladder she’d found yesterday just above her thigh. But she could still smell the smoke. Maybe it was something else. A brain tumour — didn’t people report funny smells when they had those? Or a stroke. It could have been a stroke. But she could talk, and she couldn’t feel anything wrong.

“I don’t know,” she whispered. “It hurt. Everything hurt.”

“What did you see?” Nanna asked.

Beatrice snapped her head up in surprise. How could Nanna know Beatrice had seen something? She dug her fingernails into her palm until her flesh stung, just to be sure this was real. That she wasn’t dreaming. But she’d felt the fire, and she felt this too. “How do you… I don’t understand. How do you know I saw something?”

Nanna sat back, gently brushing Beatrice’s dark curls from her eyes. Her brows furrowed with the same expression Beatrice had seen the day she’d come to live with Nanna, days after her mother had died. Sympathy.

It was the only time she’d ever received such a gentle sentiment from the hardened woman; though Nanna was loving in other ways, she never offered sympathy and thought it patronising when other people did. No, Olivia Blackstone was too much of a fighter and had wanted Beatrice to turn out the same. No tears. No whining. Get up and try again. That’s what we do. It’s what we always do.

Beatrice wasn’t sure how to get up this time. “Nanna?” she asked quietly, dread opening up in her stomach like a bottomless pit. She wiped the sweat from her brow with her sleeve, finding herself clammy and nauseous. And then, because Nanna looked as though she knew, Beatrice asked: “What’s happening to me? What was it?”

Wordlessly, Nanna took Beatrice’s hand and set it down, wrist up, on her lap. She traced along the blue-green veins of Beatrice’s inner arm, over a crescent moon tattoo Beatrice had gotten last year and a silver scar where she’d burned herself on the Aga one Christmas. The rough pad of Nanna’s finger felt like silk compared to the pain of before.

“I thought we’d have more time,” Nanna murmured.

The words sent a pang of panic through Beatrice. “What do you mean? What’s happening, Nanna? You’re scaring me.”

Nanna’s throat bobbed, her chin wobbling as she looked into Beatrice’s eyes. “Look at your veins again, Beatrice.”

Reluctantly, she did, glancing down at her arm stretched across Nanna’s lap. Her fingers twitched and trembled, and….

And the amber glow she’d seen before was back. No longer a smudge in her periphery, but there, coursing through her veins. It wasn’t bright, didn’t draw attention to itself, but it ran like liquid gold under her translucent skin.

The kettle finally came to a boil; it felt as though the bubbling water had seeped into Beatrice’s stomach — popping.

Beatrice’s hair whipped in an unexpected, warm breeze. Another shatter sliced through the kitchen with the whirring kettle and both of them jumped. One of the plant pots on the shelf… it had broken as though it had jumped from its assigned place. Soil poured out of the terracotta clay, vines drooping to the floor.

Breathless, Beatrice hopped up, trying to understand what had happened — but Nanna stopped her, pulling her back to the floor.

“You must listen to me now, Beatrice,” she said, voice unwavering.

“Did you leave a window open?” It was the only explanation Beatrice could think of, but… the breeze had been warm. Pleasant. Not the howling, cool wind of the Yorkshire Dales in spring. She searched for signs of any open windows but found all of them sealed shut. Maybe Nanna had left the front door open earlier. She pulled away to check, but Nanna’s grip was unyielding.

“Listen to me, Beatrice,” she repeated, using her sharpest tone, the tone that used to make Beatrice afraid to step a foot out of place.

Beatrice looked down at her grandmother, bewildered and trembling and afraid, because a part of her knew something vital was going to change in the next moment. A part of her suspected why. The shadows. The light. The sensitivity she’d struggled with all her life.

Nothing could have prepared Beatrice for Nanna’s next words:

“You have magic. And it’s finally awake.”

Now, Beatrice had to convince herself that it was Nanna who was going mad. She yanked herself away, using the counter for support. Her head spun with the movement and she stumbled as she waited for it to pass. “I think… I think we both need a trip to the doctor. Or a nap. Both, probably. Maybe there’s a virus going around,” she babbled. “Do you think plants can carry diseases? You know, I was worried about that dodgy steak you cooked for us last night. Or it might have been the eggs. What are the symptoms of salmonella?”

“Bea…” Nanna made no move to get up, still crouched on the floor. “Sit back down.”

“No. No.” A lump rose in Beatrice’s throat, fear seeping through her like ice. Something was wrong. Something was very, very wrong. She just didn’t know what, or with whom, or why. “What do you mean, I have magic?”

“You know what I mean,” Nanna said. She reached up, clasping Beatrice’s hand too tightly. “I’ve known you for most of your life, dear. I know you’ve suspected something before now.”

Beatrice shook her head. Everybody in the world wondered if there was something wrong with them, but her problems had been strange. She’d always felt… wrong, somehow. As though something thrummed in her, and around her, in the shadows; another creature, another self.

But she’d been an imaginative child; she’d had to grow up quickly. She’d been lonely and looking for something that made her special.

Hadn’t she?

“It was your mum who decided to keep it from you,” Nanna continued.

Beatrice’s attention snapped back to her in surprise. They never talked about Mum.

She’d died when Beatrice was eleven; she didn’t remember much of her, other than the feeling of being… trapped. Hidden away. Mum had taught her at home instead of sending her to school. She hadn’t let her go outside on the weekends. Their house had been small and dark and they never opened the door when people knocked.

And then one morning, Beatrice had found her mother in bed, never to wake again. She still remembered seeing her pale, waxy body as though it were a stranger’s. The doctors had said it was an aneurysm, and Beatrice remembered thinking she should have cried, but she could only feel cold and numb and lost.

That Nanna had decided to talk about her now, after all these years… it was further proof she was losing her marbles.

“Mum kept a lot of things from me. I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Beatrice said, snatching her hand away. “Let’s just have lunch, okay? We’re just hungry. Let’s eat. Then we’ll clean all this up.”

She left the back room, the clattering beads too loud as she passed through them, the rain, too. Had it been this loud before? She didn’t know. She only knew she needed to eat. That was all that was wrong. She was hungry and she needed to eat. Maybe down a few ibuprofen.

“Beatrice.” Nanna had followed her out. When Beatrice didn’t turn around, she repeated, “Beatrice. You must listen to me.”

Beatrice was too unsteady to sit on her stool. She grabbed her sandwich and perched on the armchair instead, patting the cushion beside her. “I will after lunch.”

“No.” Nanna scrunched her eyes shut. “I know you’re confused, but this is important. You must tell me what you saw earlier.”

“Nothing. I saw nothing.” Beatrice took an aggressive, exasperated bite from her sandwich, the chicken tasting dry and wrong in her mouth despite the slathered mayonnaise. Her tongue felt coated with smoke and rusted copper.

“This is important.” Nanna huffed, putting her hands on her hips.

Beatrice couldn’t entertain this, whatever this was. She wouldn’t. She forced down bite after bite, feeling the bread lodge in her throat on the way down until she was certain she was going to throw up. All the while, the words drummed inside her like a heartbeat: You have magic. You have magic. You have magic.

“Fine!” Nanna erupted, slapping her arms back down to her sides. “Fine, you don’t want to believe me.”

Beatrice hoped that was the end of it and slowed down her chewing, something heavy settling in her chest. Nanna had never raised her voice at her before. She was cold, but never loud. Never angry.

The older woman turned her back to Beatrice, pacing for a moment.

“Nanna, please sit—”

The room began to shake. No, not the room, Beatrice realised, but the plants. The floor was steady beneath her, but the hanging plants trembled in their pots, the draping leaves dancing through the air. They began to weave and tangle with each other, vines curling as though they were alive. Beatrice lowered the last bite of her sandwich, her breath trapped in her lungs as she stood and watched.

She was absolutely, without a doubt, dying of some rare disease or illness that had already spread to her brain.

She glanced at Nanna, wondering if she saw it too, only to find her concentration fixed toward the ceiling, the plants. The veins in her hands… they surged with that same sunset glow Beatrice had seen in the back room.

The air grew thick and heavy, pulsating around Beatrice. Her heart danced in time as though she were standing beside an amplifier.

Magic. There was no other word for it but magic.

Nanna let out a sharp breath and the plants hung limp again. “May we talk about it now?”

Gormless, Beatrice could only nod.
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Leighton Myers barely heard the first knock on the door, her workout playlist piercing her ears as she brought first one knee, and then the other, to her chest in plank position. She ignored it, hoping whoever it was would get the hint and go away.

They didn’t. The knock sounded again, louder this time. A moment later, an electric, hot, coppery breeze tiptoed around her.

Leighton couldn’t help but snarl. What witch dared have the nerve to find her in the middle of nowhere? She stood swiftly, yanking out her AirPods and throwing her phone on the floor without bothering to press pause. She stopped at the bottom of the stairs, scenting the energy on the other side of the door a second time. Under the metallic stench of magic, a familiar cinnamon and spice smell lingered, reminding Leighton of….

Her brother. A pang of icy grief shot through her, one she covered quickly, straightening her spine and digging her claws into her thigh in a fierce pinch.

She opened the door.

Leighton vaguely recognised the elderly woman standing beneath her old, cobwebbed portico, but no name came to mind, nor could Leighton place where she knew the witch from. She narrowed her eyes; the woman would regret ever coming here.

“There’s a reason I chose this place,” Leighton said quietly, glancing around at fields that were empty for miles. “It’s quiet. Peaceful. Free of sly witches who should know better than to knock on a wolf’s door.”

She’d chosen the old farmhouse last year, just before Luke’s death. They’d wanted to refurbish the place together, to make it a sanctuary for wolves like themselves. But now Luke was gone, and she couldn’t find a reason to be kind or care about the safety of her own kind anymore. None of them had been there when it mattered. She’d rather be alone in suffocating grief than get herself involved in another pack that cared little for its members.

To her credit, the witch didn’t waver, only pulling her shoulder bag tighter to her chest and pursing her lips. “I wouldn’t have come if it wasn’t necessary,” she said.

“There’s nothing for you here, necessary or otherwise. If I were you, I’d get back on your broom and fly away.” Leighton dragged her eyes across the witch’s slender frame once more — a warning she hoped the old woman was clever enough to pay heed — before moving to slam the door.

Only the door remained ajar as though something invisible was wedged there. Leighton didn’t have to look to know what it was: the scent, the heat, intensified until she was close to gagging. Magic. A shudder ran through her, anger and surprise meshed together to create something fiery and altogether unpleasant. Something the witch shouldn’t want to prod.

“I understand why you don’t wish to deal with witches, Miss Myers, but your brother considered me a friend once,” said the witch, her voice steely. “He owed me a favour. Since he isn’t here to complete it, perhaps you will, on his behalf.”

Leighton’s hackles rose. She snatched the door open again to view the witch properly, her upper lip curling with contempt. “What sort of favour?”

“He believed he’d been hexed by a member of Line Valentovi. I helped him to remove it.” The witch — Olivia Blackstone was her name, as Leighton finally remembered Luke telling her about the witch he was seeking help from — removed her glasses and casually placed them in a glossy black case as though she had all the time in the world.

It was an effort for Leighton not to explode then and there, both because of her blasé attitude and the mention of Line Valentovi. Leighton was certain the European coven had brought about Luke’s death. He’d fucked around one too many times with one of the Valentovi witches, Amelia Cordoba, when working a job in Prague, and had never returned.

Leighton never had proof, though, and Amelia wasn’t an easy witch to track down. By the time Leighton had begun searching for her, she’d been long gone. Rightly so, too. Leighton would have torn her apart with her bare claws if she’d ever found her.

That this witch might know where Amelia was….

“Olivia Blackstone,” Leighton said with a hiss. “I remember you. What is it
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