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In her dreams, Conrad was still alive.

They were banal, domestic little scenes: she could still smell whatever dinner he’d cooked, and she’d be washing the dishes when he’d slide his arms around her waist. She’d feel the brush of his lips against the nape of her neck, The Archers low in the background. The oddest fragments returned to her: Sunday morning toast crumbs in bed coming back to haunt them on Sunday night; leaning over him to look out of the plane window as they were coming in to land at Dublin; walking the dog through Hardcastle Crags on a lazy Saturday afternoon – that smell of damp mulch and wild garlic.

Other times she’d simply dream she was listening to him breathe. He always fell asleep the second his head touched the pillow, like he had narcolepsy or something, and so Niamh, a fitful sleeper at best, would often fixate on his peaceful tide to quiet her chatty brain.

Awaking now, she reached for him, only to feel the cold side of the bed.

It was like pressing a thumb on a bruise every single time.

Why am I awake?

Her phone. Her phone was ringing. She remembered she was on call. Shite.

She kicked off the duvet and pushed a nest of auburn hair out of her face. Her phone vibrated on the nightstand, the display reading BARKER FARM. It was 00.53. Still the Witching Hour, she thought ruefully. A common misconception; any hour’s grand for witching.

Niamh cleared her throat. She always thought it seemed unprofessional to sound like she’d been sleeping while on call, although it was rare for someone to phone this late.

‘Hello? Mrs Barker?’

‘Oh hello, Dr Kelly,’ Joan said in her best telephone voice. ‘I do hope I didn’t wake you?’

‘Not at all,’ Niamh lied. ‘Are you OK out there?’

‘It’s Pepper again …’ No further explanation was necessary. The horse was old. Old and tired.

‘I’ll be right over in ten,’ Niamh said.

She threw on whatever mismatched clothes were piled on the back of her dresser chair, and pulled her hair into a ponytail. Tiger barely stirred from his basket as she tiptoed through the kitchen, offering only a nasal huff to express his irritation at being awakened. The Border Terrier was quite used to her nocturnal comings and goings.

It was a cold night for late March, not quite cold enough for a frost, but not far off either. A shame, she’d hoped to file winter away for another year. She wrapped a scarf – a gift knitted for her by one of her clients – around her neck as she walked. Niamh reached her Land Rover and, checking in the rear-view mirror, pressed her eyes with the pads of her thumbs, trying to look less bleary. It didn’t entirely work, needless to say.

The Barker farm was only a short drive away, on the other side of Hebden Bridge. Niamh knew the route in her sleep, but thought it best to play the radio real loudly, just in case. The road from Heptonstall village towards Hebden Bridge town, in the gutter of the valley, was winding and perilously steep, slick with earlier rain. She drove carefully, windows open wide to wake herself up.

Normally bustling, Hebden Bridge was almost eerily quiet. The pubs, bars and restaurants had kicked out hours ago and Market Street was dark. Niamh drove until the cottages and old mills opened out into the dark sprawl of Cragg Vale. On the horizon, the farmhouse was the last light for miles.

The gates were open, ready, and she swung the Land Rover down the bumpy dirt track towards the riding school. Joan Barker was waiting, a wax jacket over her flannel pyjamas, tartan legs tucked into her wellies. Niamh turned off the engine and stepped out of the car, dragging her kit bag off the passenger seat as she went. ‘How’s she doing, Joan?’

‘Oh, Dr Kelly, she’s not in a good way.’

A familiar dread in her stomach. ‘Let’s go take a look shall we?’

As soon as they were in the stable, Niamh didn’t need to use any arcane skills to see Pepper was in a bad way. ‘Oh dear,’ Niamh said, kneeling alongside the old Cleveland that rested in the hay, her breathing shallow.

‘Do you need anything, doctor?’ Joan asked.

It might be best if Joan was out of the way for a moment or two. If she saw what was about to happen, Niamh would find it very difficult to explain. ‘I’ve everything I need for Pepper, but you’ve not got a black coffee for me have you? It’s some ways past my bedtime.’

‘Of course. I’ll be back in two shakes.’ Joan turned on her heel to head back to the farmhouse. It’s true what they say about Yorkshire folks: they’d do anything for you and the kettle is never cold.

When the coast was clear, Niamh placed her hands on Pepper’s flank. ‘Oh, my poor sweet girl.’

With animals, it wasn’t that she could hear whole thoughts in the way she could with humans. Thoughts, like light and sound, travel in waves, and she was able to tune in to a frequency if the mood took her fancy, but animals communicate on a pure emotional level. Right now, Niamh could feel mournful weariness, sheer exhaustion, coming from Pepper. In short, she’d had enough. It was like looking in a mirror and recognising it on your face, rather than hearing it.

Niamh was a far better sentient than she was a healer. She could locate a problem, feel the angry reds in an animal’s body, but wasn’t gifted enough to make it go away entirely by herself the way a healer would. She could absorb some of the pain though, soothe the poor thing.

Niamh sent her thoughts clear into the horse’s mind. You’re hanging on so hard, aren’t you? Just let go, my girl, you can go now. Rest. You’ve done ever so well, and been ever so good.

From Pepper, there was a last stubborn push, and a twitch of her hind legs. She whinnied softly. Niamh understood. Pepper didn’t want to let her mistress down.

Oh, you aren’t. Joan loves you and doesn’t want you suffering, now, does she? Lean back into it and drift away, old girl. There’s nothing left to do here, and Joan is made of stern stuff. She’ll be overcome at first, but then there’ll only be love.

And with that, from Pepper, she felt blessed relief. Like she’d been given permission. ‘I can help you go,’ Niamh said aloud. She reached into her kit and produced a vial of Eternal Repose: a tincture of valerian and hemlock Annie had taught her to make not long after she graduated. Pepper was in pain, this would ease her off. It’d be like falling asleep with the heating on. She unscrewed the cap of the little brown bottle. Open wide, she told Pepper and the horse obliged. Niamh placed a couple of drops on her tongue. ‘There you go, sweet girl.’ Niamh rested her head against Pepper’s and almost heard her gratitude, so strong it was.

Joan came back into the stables carrying a steaming mug of coffee. ‘How is she, doctor?’

Niamh stood and took the drink from her. The worst part. ‘She’s dying, Mrs Barker. I’m so sorry. This’ll be her last night.’

Her lip wobbled. ‘There’s nothing you can do?’

‘I’ve made her comfortable, she won’t feel any pain.’ Niamh wrapped an arm around her and steered her into Pepper’s bay. ‘Here, let’s be with her as she falls asleep. She knows we’re here.’

Niamh and the farmer knelt at Pepper’s side as her breath ebbed out like low tide was coming.
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The ceiling had more holes in it than a colander. Their vantage point, a derelict warehouse, was bitterly cold, and Helena had been standing on a crust of pigeon shit since dawn. She didn’t complain. That wouldn’t do at all in front of the others. She had to lead by example, and didn’t tolerate whiners.

She had to be so mindful, in an organisation made up almost entirely of women, to snuff out little fires of dissent before they sent smoke signals to the warlocks or, worse, the government. That meant no gossip; no bitching and definitely no whining. Her Majesty’s Royal Coven was strong, impenetrable and united.

Helena frequently referred back to Eva Kovacic’s keynote speech at CovCon 18: she spoke so eloquently of how the patriarchy, above all else, fears women coming together, so internal female division only succeeds in greasing that machine. Helena had adopted it as a personal mantra since.

She raised the binoculars to her face. The street outside was quiet, rush hour petering out. The odd straggler, now late for the office, hurried past the redbrick safehouse, latte in hand, but that was about it. Helena turned to Sandhya and – following her own credo – kept her irritation at bay. ‘Do we have anything?’

Sandhya lifted her fingers to her temple and wordlessly spoke to the sentients waiting outside in the van. ‘Nothing yet, ma’am.’

Bird shit landed about a centimetre in front of Helena’s Prada loafers. She felt it whizz past her nose and took a step back. The pigeons in the rafters cooed, mocking her. ‘For Gaia’s sake,’ she snapped, turning on Emma, the young oracle on her team. Emma, has the intelligence changed?’

‘No ma’am. He will come today. We have seen it.’ Like many of the younger oracles, she made no attempt to hide her baldness with a wig, wearing it as a badge of pride. All well and good, but where was he?

‘Did you happen to see a time at all? Could I bob out for a croissant?’

‘Ma’am,’ Sandhya interrupted. ‘We might have something. Someone on the street is using a glamour.’

Peasant magic, thought Helena. Had he stooped so low? That meant he knew he was being surveilled too, if he went to the effort to disguise himself. ‘Can the sentients tell who?’ She looked again into her binoculars. On the street opposite the old chocolate factory, it was a perfectly normal day in Manchester. Helena saw a woman with a pram, a couple of older women with overflowing grocery bags, a man who wore the tell-tale salmon-pink tie and shiny suit of a letting agent, and some Chinese students most likely on their way to their first lecture of the day. They were only a few streets away from Manchester Met.

‘They’re working on it,’ Sandhya said, touching her temple again. Helena wished she wouldn’t do that, it was most annoying, and sentients didn’t need to poke their faces to relay messages. She was only doing it to signal to her that she was working, but it only succeeded in making her assistant look like she had an oncoming migraine.

Helena looked down to the street again. One of the students – a young man with bleached hair – hung back a little from his group, playing on his phone. He looked like tween fodder from the K-Pop bands her daughter liked. Was he with the group? Or trying to get lost in a crowd?

The boy dallied, looking directly at the nondescript townhouse they were guarding that morning. After a moment, he looked over his shoulder and then back at the safehouse. He was not with the others.

‘That’s him,’ Helena said, throwing the binoculars to one of her aides. Sometimes you don’t need to be psychic, you just need to be observant. ‘The kid with bleached hair. Mobilise and cloak the whole street.’

Flexing her fingers, Helena surged the air in the room forwards, blasting the final remaining shards of glass out of the skeletal window frames. She swelled an air cushion underfoot, letting it lift her up and carry her out of the exit she’d created. She was not letting Travis Smythe get away again. She’d waited a long time for this little reckoning.

Her heart raced, almost giddy.

No. She had to put personal vendettas aside. Unprofessional.

As she plummeted towards street level, her overcoat billowing, she saw her team leap out of their fake DPD van and sprint towards the mark. She was right. As soon as Smythe saw what was happening, he let the glamour go, reverting to his usual appearance: lithe and lanky, with dreadlocks almost to his waist.

He clocked the intercept team first and, with a flick of his wrist, tossed a parked car at three of her witches. It barrelled through the air towards them. He’d grown more powerful since the war. Luckily, Jen Yamato’s telekinesis was more powerful, and she caught the vehicle mid-air with her mind before it hit them. She held the car, a Fiesta, aloft, so that Robyn and Clare could duck and roll under it. Again using his powers, Smythe knocked Clare clean off her feet, slamming her against the steps of the safehouse. She landed with a pained cry.

Behind him, a little further down the road, Helena landed gracefully. Stray pedestrians strolled by, blind to what was happening. Sandhya’s cloaking spell was evidently working. They weren’t technically invisible, but mundanes wouldn’t see them either. Sandhya, high above them, was implanting a very simple instruction in their minds over and over: nothing to see here. ‘Give it up, Smythe,’ she barked. ‘We have you surrounded. You’re done.’

At the same time, she channelled as much wind as she could. Soon, an icy gale tore down Bombay Street. ‘Fuck you, Vance!’ Smythe screamed against the wind, staggering backwards.

‘Why would you come here? Right under our noses?’ Helena expertly manipulated her field, charging the ions in the air. A storm brewed at her fingertips.

Smythe snatched the car out of Jen’s grasp and hurled it overhead in an arc towards Helena. She discharged her self-made lightning, a hundred million volts streaming from her hands into the sad little Fiesta. It exploded around her, but she felt nothing. She cooled the air around her to freezing, creating a safe cocoon for herself. Stepping through the fire as if it were nothing, she saw Smythe wince. She’d grown more powerful since the war too.

He went to make a run for it, but Robyn intervened. ‘Stay where you are,’ she stated calmly, and he froze like his feet were superglued to the tarmac. She was a Level 4 sentient and he was only a man.

‘Get out of my head, you cunt,’ Smythe snarled.

‘I don’t like that word,’ Helena said, reaching his side. She charged the air around her again, just in case. Robyn couldn’t hold another sentient for very long, even a male one. ‘Why did you come back, Travis? You could have laid low in Italy for the rest of your pathetic life.’ Bologna was getting quite the reputation as a hotbed of dissidence, a focal point for the growing unrest across Europe.

Every decade or so, a witch or – as was more likely the case – a warlock had the bright idea of rising up against their mundane oppressors as if they were the first to conceive the notion. Helena checked herself. Was she still meant to call mundanes HOLA? Humans of Limited Ability. She recalled Snow telling her that acronym was now distinctly un-PC. Mundanes have lots of abilities, after all, albeit not very interesting ones.

The coven was aware of pockets of simmering discontent in Eastern Europe, Russia, but no one was in a hurry to repeat Dabney Hale’s civil war. And now she had Hale’s most vicious accomplice in custody. Let that send a message to anyone who thought about rocking the boat. Smythe had so much witch blood on his hands. He deserved the Pipes for what he did.

‘I’m waiting,’ Helena hissed, blue electric cracking between her fingers.

‘You know why I came …’

She cast a pointed glance towards the safehouse. ‘Her?’

‘Her.’

Helena laughed. She couldn’t help herself. ‘Fool. Do you think she’d have done the same?’

Smythe’s amber eyes seethed, burning with hatred. He was about to reply, but Helena reached into her coat pocket and blew some Sandman into his face. On reflection, there wasn’t anything he could say that she wanted to hear. He breathed the pink powder in and, a second later, his eyes rolled back into his head. Robyn released him and he slumped to the ground.

She was quietly impressed with her restraint. It would be fair and just to set him alight for what he’d done. Hale had given the orders, but Smythe – and others like him – had willingly carried them out.

Instead, Helena checked on poor Clare, who’d taken quite the hit. Her colleague picked herself up out of the gutter, dignity dented more than her body. Satisfied she was fine, Helena issued the sub-team instructions: ‘Secure him, get clean-up in, and trace the owner of the vehicle for reimbursement.’ She nodded at the townhouse. ‘I’m going to check in on Sleeping Beauty, and then I think I’m overdue a visit to Hebden Bridge …’

With a flick of her fingers, Jen lifted Smythe’s limp fish of a body, floating it towards the van. Helena covered her face against the thick smoke billowing from the wreckage. She held both her hands over the fire and it was extinguished in a heartbeat.

Travis Smythe in chains before 10 a.m. Any other week and this would be cause for great celebration, but alas, that rodent was the least of her troubles.

As High Priestess there had never been a problem she couldn’t fix. If her job mostly consisted of spinning plates, she’d kept hundreds of them aloft for years, but this was something new and worrying and she hated, truly loathed, to admit it but she needed help. She needed Niamh.
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Rise and shine, my love.

Chinara’s words found their way into the deepest strata of Leonie’s slumber. She’d been having the most wonderful dream too: a girls’ holiday to Jamaica with Rihanna. The absolute contentment of a solid eight hours but, on waking, it slipped through her fingers. Gone, dust on a dry wind. How frustrating.

Coming to with a groan, Leonie stretched out diagonally across the big bed and reluctantly joined the morning. Heavenly white light filtered through the Venetian blinds, the day full of spring promise. Stylistically, they were trying the whole minimal thing: white bed linen, stripped white floors, white orchids, white everything. So far, it was really fucking hard to keep clean and tidy.

Chinara knelt atop the duvet and leaned in for a kiss. ‘Wakey, wakey, sleepyhead.’

‘What time is it?’

‘Late. I’ve already been to the gym.’

‘Of course you have.’ Leonie sat up and pulled off her bonnet, freeing her hair. She can’t have been that drunk last night if she’d remembered to stick it on. She looked at the clock; it was only nine thirty. Late? Aren’t witches supposed to be nocturnal? Her tongue felt like carpet.

‘Good night?’ Chinara asked, wriggling effortlessly out of her sports bra – a feat Leonie could never pull off. Her girlfriend’s body was fit, tight as a drum, her skin glistened with sweat beads. Something growled in Leonie’s tummy and she honestly couldn’t say if she was horny or hungry or nauseous.

‘Drag-queen bingo and then tequila shots in Brixton.’ She felt that was all the explanation necessary. There was definitely going to be a headache situation any minute now. Chinara subscribed to the kale smoothie, paleo, my body is a temple school of thought, and rarely drank, but didn’t care (much) that Leonie did.

‘Coffee, babe?’

‘Yes.’ And then she remembered her date. ‘Oh no, wait. I’m meeting my brother. Shit. In like an hour. Fuck.’

Chinara frowned. ‘Radley’s in London?’

Leonie consciously tried to sweep the fog from her brain. Booze massively dulled her gift, she ought to rein it in a bit. ‘Yeah. Some boring warlock shit. Babe, do you think you could bring the shower to me?’ She was kidding, but didn’t doubt she probably could divert the water from the bathroom if motivated.

With a gentle wave, Chinara manipulated the air around her, lifting Leonie clean off the mattress. ‘There, you’re up. Better?’

Leonie laughed, feeling wholly safe in her hold. ‘That’s cheating.’

Chinara floated her, light as a feather, across the bedroom and into her arms. They kissed tenderly, although Leonie dreaded to think what her breath was like: shitty cat litter or something. That reminded her – the cat needed her fucking worming pills. She needed to hire a new assistant badly. Her last one had ‘gone travelling’, the selfish cunt.

‘Get that sexy ass in the shower.’ Chinara slapped her on the bum. Leonie was out the bedroom door when her girlfriend called back. ‘Oh Lee – you might wanna check the Diaspora group chat.’

She looked back. ‘What is it?’

‘Bri says there’s something going down in HMRC.’

Bri’s visions were flawless. Leonie’s hangover, a little fucking sleep paralysis goblin squatting on her brain, didn’t need that shit. ‘What?’

Chinara shook her head. ‘Something big.’

FUCK HMRC.

Chinara chuckled, hearing her loud and clear.

Sabrina – Bri – wasn’t forthcoming. Leonie messaged her from the 68 bus, all the while covering her nose to block out some commuter’s rancid B.O. Or maybe the bus itself just honked of bin juice. Hard to say with London buses. She rolled a ciggie in her lap, willing the traffic to hurry up.

Bri, it turned out, sensed the oracles up at HMRC in Manchester getting their knickers in a twist. That was nothing new. That was why Leonie liked working with a lone oracle here in London. The girls at HMRC, they riled each other up, battery hens clucking at nothing. There was a prophecy every other week. Leonie was inclined to think that yes – the world is blatantly fucked – you don’t need twenty oracles to tell you that, Sugar Tits.

Radley was waiting outside Brockwell Park Lido when her bus pulled up. The pool had just reopened for the season and a few swimmers were brave enough to take a dip. ‘Sorry I’m late,’ she said, making a show of running the last few metres to greet him.

‘It’s OK,’ he said, almost smiling. ‘I always tell you to arrive fifteen minutes before I want you to.’

‘Shade,’ Leonie said, hugging her little brother, which was a joke given he towered over her. ‘Radley … are you going grey?’ She poked at a few silver wires in his neat beard.

He slapped her hand away. ‘Thank you for pointing that out. Nice to see you too.’

She laughed, the cigarette pinched between her lips. Gods, he was so square, so stiff, like he’d left all the cardboard in his shirt before he put it on. How were they from the same gene pool, honestly? ‘Come on, I need a coffee or I’m gonna be that messy bitch puking over a bin on the street.’

They strolled through the park – peak bluebell season, which was a banging coincidence – to the Brockwell Hall café, got coffees and then carried on down to the pond to feed the ducks. A baggy of birdfeed for 50p. Bargain.

They dawdled on mundane family gossip: their Auntie Louisa was now in full remission, which was good (although she did treat their mum like a doormat), and their Cousin Nick was looking at jail time for insurance fraud. Riveting stuff. Their mother was one of five Bajan siblings, so there was always plenty of material to work with. All the news, of course, came via their mum, happily ensconced in her flat in Leeds. Chapel Allerton – the ‘Notting Hill of the North’ according to estate agents – was all cute coffee shops and organic grocers, a far cry from the estate they’d grown up on.

Both of the Jackman children had inherited their work ethic from their mother. To get off that estate she’d cleaned offices, taken on sewing, and been a childminder until she’d landed on her feet with a nine-to-five admin job at the Yorkshire Bank. She worked there still, waiting for retirement or redundancy, whichever came first.

Esther Jackman didn’t pretend to understand their lifestyle, as she called it, but always asked after their respective covens.

As they walked, neither of them mentioned their dad. Why would they? He was barely even a memory any more. He’d be lucky if he got a fucking footnote in her memoir, frankly.

Leonie watched a mallard dive to the bottom of the pond, its rear flashing white. She found it hysterically funny. Gods, she really must be hungover. Vanilla sun filtered through the leaves, making the algae-thick water the colour of mushy peas somehow. She and Rad sat side by side on a bench, comfortably silent as he checked his emails. ‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘Work stuff.’

She decided to take the bait. ‘Go on then. How’s the cabal?’

‘Officially, all cabal matters are classified, but informally, very well thank you.’

Leonie pulled a face. ‘Gods, you sound like a proper Tory, man.’

‘On the contrary, the Warlocks’ Cabal is fully bipartisan.’

‘Oh lighten up!’ she laughed. ‘It’s me. And I’m not wearing a fucking wire.’

Somehow, he managed to sit up even straighter. ‘Would you be at liberty to tell me about your little coven?’

Why couldn’t he just be a brother? Didn’t he ever take a day off? ‘Yes! I will literally tell you anything you want to know! You know what, this is why people are done with your bullshit, Rad. You and HMRC. It’s all so cloak and dagger all the time. Literally! Like why? What’s the point? Also, baby brother, kindly fucking refrain from calling my life’s work a little coven. Misogynoir; look it up.’

He grinned, sly. ‘Well that touched a nerve.’

She took a moment to sulk. A coven should be a community, not a haughty members club. There was no need for all the bells and whistles, those cloaks and daggers.

‘I’m sorry.’ He backed down. ‘What you’ve done with Diaspora is hugely impressive. Everyone thinks so.’

‘Oh, I know,’ Leonie returned with a mischievous smile. ‘You could join, you know? Unlike some organisations I don’t care to name, we are fully inclusive of both witches and warlocks of colour.’

‘Leonie …’

She swivelled so they sat knee to knee. She meant it, too. Before they’d been sent to different homes to be trained, they’d been thick as thieves. He’d been a proper limpet when they were kids. Maybe it was their dad’s disappearing act, or maybe it’s because there weren’t many mixed kids on the Belle Isle estate at that time, but they were closer than most. Leonie once dropped a paving stone on Gavin Lee’s head because he’d called Radley a poofter. Gavin needed three stitches in his scalp and it was Leonie who turned out to be queer. ‘No, listen! It’d be sick. I could be, like, the face of the revolution and you could do all the boring paperwork and meetings and shit. We’d be such a boss team!’

He laughed properly this time. ‘Well as tempting as that sounds, I’ve finally got the cabal back in shape. It’s something we can be proud of again.’ There was such shame in his voice. Dabney Hale, in his guise as High Priest, had used the cabal as a Trojan horse for his uprising. After the war, Helena had wanted to disband the whole outfit.

It wasn’t your fault, Rad.

‘I know.’ He immediately blocked her from his thoughts. He filled his head with memories of their dad. A hostile, not to mention dick, move.

‘Radley …’

‘Please stay out of my head, it isn’t fair.’ Technically, her brother was a Level 2 healer, but his real strength rested in his fastidiousness and endless patience – traits she sorely lacked. He continued to check his messages, ignoring the blossoms and the ducks and the bees. ‘Honestly, I’m very settled at the cabal. And some support would be appreciated, Leonie. First Black leader, youngest ever leader …’

‘I am proud,’ Leonie said quietly. And she was. Of both of them. They’d done all right for a pair of mixed-race, broken-home babies from Leeds. She reached into her bag for her tin of tobacco. Her lungs felt swampy from last night. She’d caved and bought a packet of Marlboros and always felt it the next day.

‘I can effect more change from within the cabal than I can do from … oh, for crying out loud!’ he exploded midsentence, sending a family of ducklings running for cover.

‘You scared the ducks, you wanker!’ Leonie snapped. ‘What is it? You wanna try putting that thing on aeroplane mode, you know? You’ll get finger cancer or some shit.’

‘Unbelievable!’ He slammed his phone down on the bench. ‘I’m going to have to go.’

Her interest was piqued. Her brother was hard to ruffle. She tried often enough. ‘What’s up?’

He clenched his jaw so hard, the vein in his neck pulsed. He must give himself the worst cluster headaches, Leonie thought. For a moment she thought he was going to tell her it was classified, but he was sufficiently annoyed to spill. ‘Bloody Helena Vance is what’s up.’

‘Uh-oh. What now?’

‘We just got word. They’ve detained Travis Smythe.’

Now Leonie was shook. The last cobwebs of her hangover were blasted away. Was that the trouble Bri had sensed? This was a big deal, especially for Helena. Leonie had been at the Somerset Floods, seen the limp bodies floating on the water. She’d been right alongside her when Helena had realised one of those bodies was Stefan. She would never ever forget her pained howl; her twisted face; the way she’d folded up, for as long as she lived. ‘Oh wow … OK. Well that’s a good thing, right?’

Radley’s nostrils flared. ‘He betrayed his oath to the Warlocks’ Cabal, he was our jurisdiction.’ He raised his phone to his ear and told her, ‘I need to get to Manchester. I should be on this.’

Leonie stood too. ‘Radley, wait. It doesn’t matter. Think about it. He’s like the last traitor to be caught … it’s over.’

Radley spoke into his phone. ‘This is Jackman. Can I get an urgent teleport back to the office immediately please? Thanks.’

Leonie tugged on his sleeve. ‘Rad. The war is over.’

He looked at her, stern. ‘But the fight goes on.’

Before he could say another word, her brother dissolved into specks of dust, scattered on the breeze. Leonie was left alone with the ducks.
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Elle looked flustered: pink-cheeked and fanning herself with the menu. Niamh, running her customary ten minutes late, hurried into the Tea Cosy and apologised, taking her place at the table.

‘It’s fine,’ Elle said. ‘It’s been a day, and it isn’t even eleven o’clock yet.’ She didn’t look her usual immaculate self this morning, her hair twisted into an uncharacteristically messy bun.

Niamh felt out of sorts too. She hadn’t arrived back from the Barker farm until almost three in the end. One of those gauzy, gluey mornings where you couldn’t be quite certain you’d ever woken up.

‘I’m definitely having the full English and no one can judge me for it,’ Elle said.

‘Fair play,’ Niamh said, scanning the menu, although she always had the same thing: avocado on sourdough. Basic, yes, but she managed to convince herself it was good for her because it was green.

Hebden Bridge had wholeheartedly embraced ‘foodie’ culture. For herself, Niamh bristled at the label but sure liked all the snacks. Twice a week there was a bustling farmer’s market on St George’s Square, and it was worth coming down for the churros alone. When it wasn’t a market day, the plaza housed enough cafés to allow visiting a different one every day of the week: greasy spoons, hipster Edison bulb bakeries and twee gingham-bunting tearooms. Just over the bridge on Market Street, the Tea Cosy was Niamh’s personal favourite: decked out with tie-dye wall hangings; shelves of well-thumbed paperbacks; and a vinyl collection which featured plenty of Kate Bush, Fleetwood Mac and Blondie. The food was knowingly ‘rustic’, just the right side of pretentious.

‘So what’s wrong? You left me on a cliffhanger, doll.’ Elle had messaged yesterday evening to ask if she was free for brunch today. They tried to meet up every couple of weeks when life didn’t shit in their path, but this time Niamh strongly sensed her old friend’s distress. She’d felt it halfway down the street, pulsing off her in murky waves.

Elle sighed deeply and sipped her water. ‘I don’t want to bombard you,’ she said meekly. ‘Get a coffee first. You might need it.’

Niamh reached over the table and took Elle’s hand. ‘Darl, what is it?’

‘What’s the worst thing that could happen?’

Niamh felt her heart plummet. ‘Demons?’ she breathed.

Elle’s blue eyes widened. ‘Oh no! Not that! It’s Holly …’

Niamh recalibrated her internal catastrophe-o-meter. ‘Ah, I see …’ The waitress came to the table and they halted conversation a moment to give her their order. ‘Go on, then …’

Elle shook her head despondently, and Niamh clicked. This was the day Elle had been dreading for almost fifteen years. ‘It’s started.’

Niamh didn’t need to ask what. She leaned further in and lowered her voice. Too soon for tourist season, the café was almost full with the post-Pilates, yummy-mummy crew … and they were all mundane as far as Niamh could tell with a quick skim. ‘Well, we always knew this might be a possibility …’ A fifty-fifty one, to be precise, if a witch has a baby with a mundane.

‘I know,’ sighed Elle. ‘But when Milo didn’t, I assumed Holly would be the same. I thought I’d dodged a bullet.’

Niamh chose not to launch into a critique of that standpoint. Internalised witchphobia if ever she heard it. She didn’t regard her heritage as a bullet worth dodging. Sure, life was complicated sometimes … but she wouldn’t choose to be without her powers if there was a magic cure. ‘How do you know? What can she do?’

The coffees arrived and they fell artificially silent again. Heaven only knows what the waitress thought they were discussing. ‘I think she might be a sentient,’ Elle admitted. ‘Sometimes she knows what one of us is thinking, even when we’ve said nothing and …’ she trailed off.

‘And what?’

‘Oh Niamh, this is so embarrassing. Do you promise not to judge me?’

Niamh smiled. ‘Not for your sausages or anything else.’

‘She can …’ Elle paused, ‘see through my glamour.’

Niamh fixed her in a puzzled expression. ‘And what glamour would that be?’

Elle couldn’t look her in the eye. ‘The usual … just a little enchantment so Jez sees me as a little thinner … a little younger … a little blonder …’

Niamh’s jaw hung open. ‘Elle Pearson!’

‘You said you wouldn’t judge!’

‘I lied, consider yourself judged! That is an outrageous use of your talents, as you are well aware.’

‘Oh, everyone does it.’

‘I wouldn’t.’

‘You look like a supermodel.’

Niamh tutted loudly. ‘Hardly!’ Their volume had crept up, and they reined themselves in. ‘I cannot believe you are casting spells on your husband,’ she whispered. As it happened, Niamh wasn’t Jez Pearson’s biggest fan. That was an understatement. But he was mundane, and Elle using her powers on him was a definite no-no.

‘Can we stick to the point?’ Elle said. ‘My daughter can see through it.’

Niamh bit her tongue. There was plenty she could say to Elle regarding her husband, but now wasn’t the time. Niamh could feel quite well how tense Elle was. ‘OK, start at the beginning. How do you know?’

‘The other day, I mentioned, in passing, I was a size ten. She looked me up and down and said, Mum, you are not a size ten. Little cow. She’s right, I’m not, but she’s not meant to see that.’

Niamh wanted to grasp Elle by the shoulders and shake sense into her. Elle Pearson was gorgeous, so she was, gorgeous enough to be a weathergirl or an air hostess. How dare she think so little of herself. ‘If we weren’t in a café, I’d slap some sense into you, Pearson. You’re stunning at any size, you loon.’ Elle didn’t look convinced. ‘Does Holly know what she is?’

‘No,’ Elle said, the weight of the world squashing her onto her chair. ‘I need to do it, rip the plaster off.’

‘Elle, you must tell her who she is. And fast. It’s so scary if you don’t know.’ In girls, so it’s said, powers usually start manifesting around the first menstruation – although she herself had started long before that. Niamh hadn’t seen Holly in a while, but the last time she did, she’d thought she’d noticed that subtle shift towards womanliness.

‘I know, I know. That’s why I wanted to see you – if I tell someone, I can’t back out of it. I needed a kick up the bum. I’ll do it tonight,’ she said. ‘Well that’s put me right off my fry-up.’

Niamh loved Elle Pearson née Device with all four chambers of her heart. Of the old group she was the easiest to understand: a simple woman who wanted simple things. And she’d mostly got them: handsome husband; angel babies; a part-time community nursing job. Unusually, she’d never done a stint at HMRC; only helping out briefly during the war. To all intents and purposes, she was a witch in name only. And what a name. Device women were killed at the trials. And now that legacy would live on in Holly.

Perhaps it was the cachet of her family that meant something about Elle’s choices never quite sat right with Niamh – the secrecy, the shame at who she was – and for that, she did judge her a little. And she judged herself for judging.

She decided to ask a sticky question. ‘Will you tell Jez and Milo too?’

Elle looked back at her as if she were mad. ‘What? No. Why?’

Niamh tilted her head, not needing to say anything.

‘What? Just tell my husband of almost eighteen years, guess what, I’m a witch and I’ve been lying about it the whole time?’

‘Well now you’re asking Holly to lie about it too.’

‘Niamh, don’t. I already feel wretched.’

‘Would you rather I only ever told you what you wanted to hear?’

Elle smiled a little, but pouted. ‘If I wanted tough love, I’d have invited Helena.’

Niamh laughed heartily. ‘True. You should put a little more faith in Jez. Conrad understood.’ At the mention of his name, her heart deflated like a week-old balloon. She’d been twenty, at University College Dublin to study, and they’d met at a bar on Grafton Street. After a full-on month of intense, studenty dating, she’d ‘come out’ to him. He was surprisingly chill about the whole thing, although it later transpired that by ‘witch’ he thought she’d meant she was into candles and crystals. Which, to be fair, she was.

Now Elle took her hand. At once, Niamh felt some of the sadness drain into her healer friend. ‘You don’t have to do that,’ Niamh said.

‘I want to,’ Elle stated simply, all the while absorbing the melancholy like a sponge. ‘Conrad was a very special man. I love Jez to bits, but – let’s be honest – he’s a Yorkshire mechanic. If he knew the things we knew I think his head might explode.’

Niamh laughed again. To fall in love with a mundane was truly a curse, yet still probably preferable to falling in love with a warlock. On the darkest winter nights, she had considered enchanting herself to desire women, but that seemed like a lot of hard work to avoid men. ‘I think you should be the one to tell Holly,’ she said. ‘But I’m more than happy to do some craftwork with her after school.’

‘Would you really?’ Elle perked up.

‘Sure! Glad to!’ During what she considered her HMRC ‘service’ after college, that had been her role – working with developing witches and the occasional warlock. An untrained witch is a grenade, just waiting to go off. The oracles would foresee them, then send them to be mentored by older witches like her.

If there were more of them, some sort of school or academy might be in order, but – over the last hundred years or so – numbers just continued to dwindle. A lot of witches didn’t want kids; some fell for mundanes; and no one, aside from a few demented right-wing ‘Trad Witches’, mostly in the States, wanted to police who witches could and couldn’t make babies with. There were, of course, witches like Leonie, where the gift re-emerges after generations of dormancy, but girls like her were few and far between.

‘You are a lifesaver, thank you,’ Elle said as their brunch arrived. They tucked in and conversation moved on to more standard topics. ‘What have you got planned for your day off?’

‘A lot of nothing. Bit of cleaning, food delivery is due at one …’

‘Is that right?’ Elle said, a mischievous twinkle in her eye. ‘And would Luke be dropping that off?’

‘Maybe,’ Niamh said. ‘What of it?’

‘Nothing. Just how much fresh fruit and veg does one woman need?’

Niamh felt her cheeks blush. ‘Fibre. It’s good for you.’

Elle laughed so hard the table rocked.

After brunch, and as it was her only day off from the surgery this week, Niamh returned home and did her daily (well, daily was the aim) meditation in the cottage garden. As ever, she did so naked. She didn’t like having anything between her skin and the earth and the air; she wanted to feel their sameness.

A dry-stone wall and trees and shrubs shielded her from the gaze of any ramblers who might stray close to the house, although – of course – she could always cloak the garden if need be. The eighteenth-century weaver’s cottage, her inheritance from her nan, was half-hidden by ivy and sat at the top of Heptonstall village, on the border of Midgehole.

People from outside Yorkshire refer to this part of the world as ‘Brontë Country’, although in reality they mean ‘windy, hilly and exposed’. At the very peak of the valley, the sturdy cottage had somehow weathered the centuries, still shouldering the brunt of everything the moors had to throw at her. Although this wasn’t at all where she’d pictured herself winding up at twenty-four, thirty-four-year-old Niamh greatly enjoyed the privacy and quiet, not to mention the plunging vista. Heptonstall almost seemed to lean vertiginously over the valley below.

She was content up here, observing life below, the way she imagined Gaia to. It’s a life skill, finding the sweet-spot between solitude and loneliness.

She felt the breeze on her bare skin, plugged herself into the source. It’s all one great circuit: the power in her blood was borrowed from the roots, which borrowed from the soil, which borrowed from the rain, which borrowed from the air. All a witch ever does is bend that flow to her will. Right now, she felt ions swarm around her, pulsate through her bones and ebb harmlessly back into the earth. She felt renewed, recharged.

She missed the doorbell, but heard Tiger barking inside. Mistress. Come. Urgency. Now. Dogs, honestly. Everything is always so sodding earnest. ‘Fuck,’ she said aloud, grabbing her t-shirt and scrabbling to get it over her head. She ran towards the back door, stepping into elasticated yoga pants. As she feared, Luke was already heading down the side of the house. ‘Niamh?’ his deep voice boomed. ‘Are you there? I’m a bit early.’

She hoisted the pants up, checking for camel toe. ‘It’s fine! I’m in the garden, Luke!’

Luke’s broad frame appeared over the gate, arms full with his produce. Niamh opened the gate to let him in. ‘Kitchen?’ he said, and she led him inside.

He plonked the wooden crate on the countertop and dusted off his bear-paw hands on his apron. ‘Some nice fresh stuff in there today: chicory hearts, radishes, chard … oh and first rhubarb of the year too.’

‘Great, thanks Luke.’ Niamh didn’t have the heart to tell him she wasn’t much of a cook, and never knew what to do with half the things he brought her. She totally relied on recipes from Elle. ‘How you going?’

‘Same old, can’t complain … looks like sun’s trying to get out.’ His Yorkshire accent was as broad as his chest. Niamh was fond of both. He shoved his hands in his pockets, awkward. Niamh felt bad: his unease was, at least partly, her doing. Their conversation, once a merry jig, had two left feet all of a sudden.

‘Busy week?’ she said, trying to keep him in the kitchen a moment or two longer.

‘Manic, yeah.’ His eyes were blue, blue like the sea in a travel brochure. No one wouldn’t notice. ‘It’s barmy, but again … I shouldn’t moan, should I? A lot of people aren’t so well off.’ The way Luke told it, he started Green & Good almost three years ago after losing a decent job at Manchester Airport in the recession. It started out small: he bought a van and drove around all the different farm shops and butchers, delivering organic food right to folk’s doors. At a place like Hebden Bridge, where everyone wanted to do their bit, and to be seen doing their bit, business was thriving.

She’d once tried to explain the unique charms of Hebden Bridge to some of the Irish side of her family because it didn’t, honestly, make a whole lot of sense. Formerly a gritty, salt-of-the-earth Yorkshire textile mill town like any other, most of the houses were tightly-packed factory workers’ terraces – dinky two-up-two-downs fashioned in grim sandstone. Not obviously aspirational for mundanes, although witches had lived in and around the Dales, brimming with power, for centuries.

During the seventies, the town somehow transformed, with a little help from Ted Hughes, into a liberal safe haven for artists, musicians, lesbians and even more witches. Hughes’s old house, mere metres from Niamh’s cottage, was now a writer’s retreat, while Sylvia Plath’s final resting place was five minutes in the other direction in the St Thomas à Becket churchyard. People came from all over the world, leaving pens and pencils at her grave.

As is the way with such things, the area gradually gentrified, attracting burned-out Londoners who wanted a slice of the bohemian pie. Nowadays, no mill worker could afford one of those terraces, and tourists flocked to the cobbled streets, searching for a taste of a bygone era that had mostly gone by. It was however, ideally sandwiched between the Yorkshire Dales to the north and the Peak District to the south.

Luke now employed a team of drivers, and had a fleet of vans, but always seemed to find the time to drop off Niamh’s veg box.

He slouched in her doorway, some sort of masculine question mark. ‘Can I … um … get you a cup of tea or something? Or …?’

‘You’re good,’ he said, eyes to the floor. ‘I’d best be off, still got a few runs to do today.’ She sensed his prickling desire to get away, it almost felt like sunburn inside her skin, and that made her sad.

He started towards the door, but Niamh stopped him, tentatively resting her hand on a meaty bicep. ‘Luke, wait,’ she said. ‘We’re hunky-dory, aren’t we?’

He sighed. ‘Yeah. Yeah, of course we are.’ Then he admitted, his face turning pink, ‘I just feel so stupid …’

She smiled up at him. ‘That’s some crazy talk, that is. You’ve no need to. You asked me out! So what? Where’s the drama?’

She wasn’t a teenager, so she wasn’t going to kid herself. Of course she was attracted to him. He was so handsome, about as different from Conrad Chen as you could get, and maybe that was part of the appeal. Conrad was athletic and lean with poetically intense and dark eyes which betrayed just how daft he was, whereas Luke was a burly, hunky St Bernard of a man. He looked back at her now expectantly, face wide open. ‘I’m embarrassed. I misread some signals …’

Niamh never misread signals. That was very much her forte. ‘You didn’t, Luke.’ She busied herself, unpacking the fruit and veg into the fridge, trying to tease some normality back into the room, but she admitted, ‘There were signals.’

He said nothing for a second. ‘I don’t know if that’s worse …’ He faked a wry laugh.

Niamh shook her head. ‘I think you’re quality, I do, but …’

‘But Conrad?’

She shut the fridge and leaned on it. Over the years, she’d read plenty of minds thinking but they weren’t actually married, but that made no difference to Niamh. ‘I still wear his ring.’ Some sort of reflex from back in the day, her left hand shot up like a flag, proudly displaying her engagement ring. She lowered it at once, not meaning to rub Luke’s face in it. ‘You know what, I’m going to put the kettle on, because I need tea even if you don’t. I’ve every herbal tea known to man, so take your pick.’ She lifted the kettle off the stove and filled it with fresh water.

Luke pulled out a chair and sat at her kitchen table. He hesitated. ‘I shouldn’t say what I’m about to say. This is the dickest move, probably, but it’s been eight years and …’

Ah, the it’s time to move on aria. She was familiar. She’d heard all the remixes. ‘I know but …’

‘Not for me, for you,’ he said sincerely. It washed across her like bathwater, the strength of his affection. How was she meant to ignore that, never mind resist it? Lust is a mighty intoxicating thing, especially when it’s coming from someone as tasty as Luke Watts. ‘I’m not saying it for me – OK I am – but it should be someone, Niamh. You’re so … and you … and you deserve love. Doesn’t everyone? If I’m speaking out of turn, I’m sorry, but I don’t think Conrad would want you to be alone.’

It was hard to know what Conrad would want, and that was sort of the whole problem. It would be only too easy to let Luke envelop her in his big arms and make new memories to replace the painful ones, but she couldn’t. Forgetting wasn’t right. ‘I’m not alone,’ she said truthfully. ‘I’ve got my friends, and I’ve got Tiger, of course.’ The Border Terrier sat beside her, scratching his ear with a hind leg. ‘And I’ve got you.’

That only succeeded in making him sadder. She wished she hadn’t said it at once. For a while now, she’d been aware that Luke was in a holding pattern, hoping she’d give him clearance to land.

‘You do,’ he said, faking brightness for her benefit. ‘If we’re just gonna be friends, I’ll make it work. I will. I wish I hadn’t said owt.’

‘I don’t,’ Niamh said, very aware she’d known how he felt for months before he plucked up the courage to ask her out. There are specific drawbacks to telepathy.

‘I’ve made things weird.’

‘You haven’t, I promise.’

He rubbed his rough jaw. ‘But now if I suggest going to the cinema or something, you’ll think I’m asking you out out not just to see a horror film.’ That was how this had all started. Elle hated horror films and Niamh had wanted to see Rosemary’s Baby at the Picture House and had asked Luke to be her sidekick for the night.

‘Well then, how about I do the asking?’ she said. ‘The Exorcist is showing next week. Why don’t we go? As two adult friends who love brutal films?’

The disappointment rolled off him noisily, but he hid it well physically. ‘Love that film. I’m in.’

‘Great!’ Marigold yellow sunshine beamed in through the kitchen windows and warmed the side of his face. What if this was her life? It looked right, somehow, him hunched over her kitchen table.

At first, Niamh thought she was imagining things, but she sniffed the air and there was a definite twinge of sulphur on the wind. The hairs on her arms bristled. The kitchen felt charged with static, and it was nothing to do with Luke’s arms this time. Someone was about to teleport.

‘OK,’ she said suddenly, ‘I’d better … um … I’ve got some things to do. Can we rain check on the tea? But I’ll text you about the film and we’ll sort times?’

Luke’s brow furrowed. It wasn’t like her to hurry him out. ‘Yeah, sure. You OK?’

On the stove, the kettle started to whistle and she lifted it off. ‘I didn’t realise how late it was. I’m so sorry to hustle you out.’

‘It’s fine,’ he said, although he did look a little puzzled, if not hurt. ‘See you later, Niamh.’ They crossed paths under the wooden beam and he gave her a brief kiss on the cheek. A very safe kiss for very safe friends.

She followed him out to the garden and braced herself. She held her breath until he was in the van and he rolled down the drive. She gave him a jolly wave and willed him to get out of sight. How the fuck would she explain someone appearing out of thin air? She’d have had to wipe his memory, and she wouldn’t feel right about that. His van vanished on the horizon and she breathed a sigh of relief.

There were enough charms and enchantments on the cottage to prevent an intruder from teleporting directly into her home, suggesting it was someone she knew … but still better to be prepared. She readied herself, her mind tight like a spring. If she wanted to, she could split their molecules apart before they fully materialised.

Niamh felt ions and energies shift and pulse. The air felt close, charged like after a thunderstorm. A sudden wind whipped across the lawn, shaking leaves from the apple tree and petals from her daffs. The hens clucked and flustered, hurrying back into the coop. A tornado of silver and gold particles whirled into the centre of the garden, rapidly taking human shape. In no more than a couple of seconds, Helena appeared from the ether. She was soon solid, and the winds died down. Niamh relaxed.

‘Ginger!’ Helena – dressed in a chic trouser suit – strode forward and pulled Niamh into a tight hug. She looked like money; nails done, makeup subtle, not a centimetre of regrowth in sight. Helena had had a haircut since she saw her last, her chocolate hair now skimming her collar.

‘Well this can’t be good. What brings Posh to Hebden Bridge?’

Helena swept past her into the kitchen and pouted. ‘Can’t I spontaneously visit one of my dearest friends? Must we endlessly plan every gathering for months? Have you got a coffee, love? I’m running on fumes.’

Niamh followed her inside, aghast. ‘Helena!’

‘What?’

‘Don’t you what me, madame.’ Niamh lifted the kettle back onto the stove. Helena made herself right at home, draping her overcoat over the back of a chair and kicking off her shoes. ‘You’re not telling me you teleported here on a Monday afternoon for a coffee.’

Teleportation is fucking hard work. It takes a small army of elementals, healers and sentients to make sure you don’t end up molecular salad all over the floor. Taking someone apart and putting them back together again in a different place is advanced stuff. If it was child’s play, Niamh wouldn’t need the car. As it was, she loathed teleportation. It was somehow even less natural than flying on aeroplanes, and she wasn’t keen on those, either.

‘You can’t fool a telepath can you? Yes, I’m here on HMRC business.’ Niamh reached for two mugs in the cupboard and found the cafetière under the sink. ‘But we can have a coffee break as well, can’t we? It’s been months. I miss your face.’

Niamh scooped coffee into the pot. ‘Helena … before you even start, I don’t work for HMRC any more.’

‘I am fully aware of that. I just want to pick your brain about something.’

Niamh gave the coffee a quick stir and carried it to the table to brew. ‘I doubt that somehow, but go on.’ She sat opposite Helena and awaited her command. This was the way it was: Helena was the eldest, therefore she was in charge. It had been true when they were tweens, and it remained so. The only difference now was that Helena was the most powerful witch in the country, not just the treehouse.

Helena exhaled before launching into it. ‘Good news first.We arrested Travis Smythe this morning in Manchester.’ She spoke with cautious victory.

Niamh let that sink in for a second. ‘Was he …?’

‘On his way to your sister? Yes. I confess we somewhat used her as bait. We leaked her location to Bologna to smoke him out. It worked like a charm.’ A pause. ‘Niamh?’

‘Good. It’s good,’ she said finally. ‘Good you’ve caught him at last.’

She stiffened. ‘It wasn’t for lack of trying …’

‘I know. Helena, I know. I didn’t mean it like that.’ Travis Smythe may not have killed Helena’s husband with his own hands, but it was him who gave the order.

‘I thought you should know. Ciara is safe and sound.’

Every time she heard her sister’s name it was another lash of the cane. The elapsing years didn’t make it any less raw or painful. ‘Any change?’

‘None.’

Niamh nodded and poured the coffee.

‘It’s been a while since you visited her,’ Helena said.

Niamh looked her oldest friend in the eye. ‘I know. I … after all these years, I don’t know what to say to her any more.’

Helena took a sip from her mug. ‘She’s in there, Niamh. She knows when you visit, I really believe that. You could guide her back …’

Niamh stood abruptly to fetch the biscuit tin because Niamh knew, and Helena knew, that it might be safer for the whole world that Ciara remained in that hospital bed. She changed the subject. ‘You’re not telling me you teleported in just to give me an update on my sister. Could have been an email.’

‘In the name of Gaia, you are suspicious.’

‘Darl, I’m also psychic.’ As an experienced witch, Helena was mature enough to keep her precise thoughts occluded, but Niamh could sense quite well that there was something on the tip of her tongue. With time, a witch could become expert at hiding their intentions from a sentient – they trained them for it at HMRC in case of hostage situations.

Helena stared into her mug. ‘You’re right. I didn’t just come here to tell you about Smythe.’

Niamh felt it. There was something wrong. Something haunted Helena. It was steely, heavy, driving the air from the room. ‘Hels … what is it? You’re scaring me now.’

‘There’s been a prophecy …’

‘Oh here we go …’ Niamh groaned. The oracles were always full of doom. That’s why they never got invited to parties.

Helena shook her head. ‘There’s never been one like this, Niamh. You don’t understand. Not even before the war.’

Helena’s steady gaze was loaded with the sort of resolution Niamh hadn’t seen in almost a decade. Like a scorched forest, it had taken time, years even, for silliness and absurdity and glib playfulness to return to the coven, or even to life, full stop. Conrad, Stef, and so many more had died, and neither Helena nor Niamh would truly heal, not ever. Some bore scars on their skin and others – like they had – bore scars within. Niamh didn’t have to look very hard to see Helena’s, however much she tried to cover them.

Niamh had learned, with time, to keep her grief in the shoebox under the bed with all the photos and mixtapes and old love letters. It was present, always, but she could work around it, knowing it was there.

Only now Helena wore her war face once more. Niamh blinked back the sting of tears. She could not, would not, go through those days again. She was still broken from last time, held together with sellotape and staples. ‘Fuck,’ she said, her voice hoarse. ‘Please tell me you’re kidding?’

‘I wish I was.’

‘You’re serious?’

She nodded.

‘Worse than the war?’

Another nod.

Neither said anything for a moment. The kitchen was silent aside from the hum of the fridge. Niamh wondered if these were the last good seconds before bad times returned.

I need you, Niamh.

Helena Vance was not the type woman to ask for help.

How can I help?

Relief washed over her face, and she was just Hels, not the High Priestess, for a second. Her lips tightened and she was business once more. She said simply, ‘I need you to come back to the coven.’
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They materialised in the lobby and, as she did every time, Niamh checked they’d put her back together in the correct fashion. It didn’t hurt so much as feel like pins and needles all the way to the bone. Cellular colonic. Unsettling to say the very least.

The foyer to the HMRC offices had lost none of its Victorian splendour over the decades. Niamh felt dwarfed by the towering marble pillars. The intricate, spiral mosaic tiles on the floor were hypnotic if you stared too long and vast potted palms spilled out of the corners all the way to the stained-glass ceiling.

Niamh couldn’t precisely pinpoint the last time she’d set foot in this building, it had been so long, but she vividly remembered the Nicole-Kidman-walking-away-from-her-Cruise-marriage energy she’d felt that day. The freedom.

As far as the mundanes of Manchester knew, this was a tax office, so naturally they avoided it like the plague. Niamh, even now, felt like a pigeon-toed little spod when she came here. She always had been a bad fit, not nearly polished enough to belong in a building like this. Before they’d teleported, she had changed into jeans and a t-shirt – that’s all she owned these days – but it was a statement also. She was not HMRC.

Her personal ick factor aside, she was proud Helena had resisted numerous government attempts to get them to relocate to London. The largest and oldest covens had always been in the north and Scotland, because – simply put – the north is more magical. It was only right they should remain in their spiritual home, and no High Priestess needs the mundane authorities watching over their shoulder at any case.

Quite used to such sudden arrivals, an aloof receptionist barely flinched behind the imposing mahogany desk, but Sandhya Kaur rushed over to greet them. Why, the last time Niamh had seen Sandhya, she’d been a keen pupil in her introductory lessons before the war, and now here she was: a grown adult woman wielding an iPad with purpose. Niamh gawped at her. ‘Sandhya! Look at you all grown up!’

Sandhya beamed and the two embraced. Their energies briefly combined and Niamh felt the familiar jade haze of a reunion. Helena, however, had no time for a catch-up. ‘Are the oracles ready?’

‘Yes, ma’am. In the Dome.’

Sandhya handed Niamh a lanyard with a visitor pass. Too fucking right. She’d made it very clear to Helena before the teleport, she was here for consultancy purposes only. She was a vet, both a veterinarian and a veteran. This wasn’t her life any more.

Helena led the way. They took the lift to the fifth floor, home to the single largest division of HMRC: Supernormal Security. They navigated the open plan office where officious witches went about their business. On Helena’s arrival, the kitchen area quickly emptied out. Niamh favoured the types of careers you saw in children’s picture books
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Truly, it takes a coven.
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