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  Part One
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The Witch in the Woods


Winter had been about to turn back when she caught her first glimpse of the cottage. The building listed, its white paint chipped and flaking, yet the neatly kept garden gave her hope it wasn’t abandoned. 
At the centre of a small lawn rose an immense claw-footed birdbath. A great glass eye turned in the empty basin to watch her as she passed, blinking away red-rust tears. She tried not to return its stare. Horus Eyes were said to spit flame and acid at any person they took a disliking to, and Winter suspected this particular Eye was bound to the witch living in the cottage.
She stalled for a few precious moments, following the moss-limned line of the uneven roof. A long chimney erupted from the curled brown corpses of old leaves, leaning so far to one side it seemed in danger of falling off completely. Finally, Winter climbed the faded blue steps and knocked on the door as loudly as she dared.
There was no answer.
Perhaps the witch was away in the forest on some mysterious errand. Perhaps she was locked in study at the back of the house or deep in meditation, traversing worlds and realities that would render most people screaming-mad to glimpse. Winter took a breath, lifted her chin, and knocked again.
This time, she heard movement inside the cottage. A shuffling step, a bump, and what sounded like crockery falling onto a hard floor. A muffled curse. Then, a voice from the other side of the door, loud and coarse and edged with impatient anger.
“Bugger off.”
Winter was usually polite to a fault. She shook hands when she met people. She smiled without showing too many teeth. She had spent a lifetime biting back comments that might offend and reading rooms as though they might contain all the deepest, dusty secrets of the Witches’ Council. On any other day, she would have pretended she hadn’t heard, but today had been unseasonably warm. The hike through the forest had been hard and now her skin prickled with heat. She glared at the door as though she could force it to open through strength of will alone.
“I can’t leave until I’ve spoken to Myrtle MacIntyre.”
“And who the hell are you?”
Winter brought a hand to the damp nape of her neck and lifted her hair away in one sweating fist. “My name is Winter Rayne. I’m—”
“What sort of stupid name is that?”
“It’s my name. I’ve travelled a long way to see you, Ms MacIntyre.” Silence. “I hope to offer myself as apprentice. I have a letter of recommendation from the Witches’ Council.”
“Then you can definitely bugger off.”
Winter glanced down at the porch steps, longing to sit and take a long drink from the flask in her pack. “I know you have no love for the Council,” she said. “But Mistress Henley told me I should remind you of your sacred obligation.”
A final shuffling creak and the door swung open several inches. A pale face appeared in the crack.
“Mistress Henley?” the face said, its top lip rolled back in a sneer. “Did she stamp the letter of recommendation herself?”
“Yes, the Chairwoman authenticates all letters of recommendation for witches heading into the field.”
“The Chairwoman?”
The door opened all the way. Winter had expected Myrtle MacIntyre to look older, more wizened or serious. Her hair was a bright shock of blonde, cut close to her head. Her faded blue eyes stared out from a face as soft and unlined as fresh buttermilk.
“When did that creeping bitch-snake get her hands on the Chairwoman’s office?”
Winter searched for any information or memories she could muster, rattling through them like dry seeds in a hollow gourd. “She’s been Chairwoman for three years now,” she managed, congratulating herself for not stuttering.
“I need to hear more about this. You’d better come in.”
Winter strained to see past Myrtle, hesitant to fully commit to crossing the threshold. A breath caught in her throat when she realised the shelves lining the walls were stuffed with books. Not the showy, fake plastic kind, either. They were Real Books—beautifully bound, their gleaming titles etched in gold lettering.
“Like books, do you?” Myrtle said. “All the fledglings love a good book.”
Plants hung in the sun-streaked windows, casting the room in a soft green glow. Winter lifted one tentative boot over the doorstep, lured by the gut-deep longing to touch, to open every book in the place and trail her fingertips across their rich papery contents. There was a subtle shift in the air inside the cottage. It felt both warm and slightly damp, like pulling on a favourite cardigan left to languish in the chill at the back of a wardrobe.
“Make yourself at home.” Myrtle closed the door and crossed to the other side of the room.
Winter went to the shelves of books, greedy fingers moving restlessly at her sides.
“Not those ones.”
She paused, her hand halfway to a thick book with blue bands the colour of lapis lazuli dissecting the spine.
“The books with gold titles, they’re okay. Those you can look at.”
Myrtle was studying Winter, tracing the contours of her face with pitiless scrutiny until Winter felt on the verge of backing away. Then the witch smiled, releasing her. There was something not quite right about her smile. The expression seemed forced, as though her lips had quirked into an unfamiliar and little-used shape.
“Why do you want to pledge apprentice? I didn’t think anyone was interested in apprenticeships anymore. It’s easy enough to pay off the Council and get a Witch’s Certificate; you can do it quick as blinking. Why put in the work if you don’t have to? I certainly wouldn’t have, my mentor was a bitch.”
“I thought you apprenticed under your mother?”
“I did. The day she died, I threw a party and got so drunk I almost astral-projected.”
Winter groped for a response. She imagined the infamous Myrtle MacIntyre at her mother’s wake, dancing beneath the sickly neon pulse of Shard City’s colossal glass arches, drunk as a second-born triplet on a leap day. It was an arresting image—jarring when she compared it to this woman in the simple white shift, living a life of penitence in the wilds of the forest.
“I’m still waiting to hear why you want to pledge apprentice.”
“You’re the last witch,” Winter said, as though it was obvious. “The last real one, at least.”
“Is that what the Council told you?” Myrtle turned towards the green-lanced window at her back. “No, the Council would never say such a ridiculous thing. They’re all bona fide magick-workers. They would never call someone the last witch because what would that make them? They’re all witches, too, aren’t they? A whole bloody coven of the buggers, dressed up as grey-skinned bureaucrats.” She turned back to Winter, her smile turned impish. “No, you came to that conclusion on your own.”
A frisson of excitement crept across Winter’s skin. “You can see that?” Now, she was imagining Myrtle scrying over a silver bowl filled with spring water beneath the light of a harvest moon, divining arcane truths and secrets from its fathomless depths.
“I don’t need to see it.”
The vision wavered and died. Winter’s skin faded back to mundane, damp warmth.
“The Council would never speak of me in such glowing terms,” Myrtle explained. “They’d set fire to Wickory House and dance in the ashes before they admitted they don’t have a stitch of magick left between them. Not enough to thread a needle.”
Winter nodded in agreement. Much as it pained her to acknowledge it, Myrtle was right. She might not have found it within Wickory House, but Winter had always believed there was still real magick in the world. Ancient powers that slept in the earth and sighed through the last of the trees. Then, she’d heard rumours that Myrtle MacIntyre was alive, living the life of an actual forest witch in the type of cottage the Council’s great-great-great grandmothers would only have read about in stories. After that, Winter thought of nothing but finding her.
“I believe some kind of tea is in order,” Myrtle said. “Isn’t that how these things are done? What is traditional. Unless you’d prefer a good shot of whiskey?”
“Tea would be nice, thank you.”
“You should get the kettle on, then.”
Myrtle moved to a wicker chair and settled herself amongst the cushions, crossing her legs and waiting expectantly. Winter lifted her pack over her head and set it against a wall.
“Is the fireplace in a second room?” she asked, remembering the teetering chimney she had seen from outside. She turned, sure there must at least be an adjoining bedroom. She couldn’t see a place where Myrtle slept.
“A fireplace? I suppose that’s where I hang my cauldron, boiling over with potions made from crow’s eyes and the entrails of dogs.”
Winter pressed her lips together.
“There’s a kettle,” Myrtle said. “In the cupboard under the sideboard.”
Winter followed the direction of the witch’s irritated glance and found the cupboard. She bent to open the doors, disappointed to see modern clutter vying for space on the shelves. It was mostly kitchenware—metal mugs and plates, an egg yolk separator, and a glass coffee pot made useless by a fine mesh of splintering cracks. When she discovered the kettle and gripped the handle, her fingers slipped over a thin layer of dust. Myrtle was obviously not a woman who indulged in tea very often.
“Do you have milk and sugar?” she asked hopefully.
“No.”
“I’m curious,” Myrtle began when they were both seated, her elbows perched on each armrest like the folded wings of a roosting bat. “How did my beloved sister rise to the rank of Chairwoman?” Winter must have looked surprised at the question because she added, “I haven’t set foot inside Wickory House for ten years, and I don’t keep up with their nonsensical psychodramas. It’s not like they send out bi-annual newsletters to bitter ex-members.”
Winter tightened her fingers around the metal teacup, the heat biting into the soft flesh of her palms. “Mistress Henley, I mean, your sister’s wife, won the leadership four years ago.”
Myrtle emitted an unsettling laugh. “I bet Hen loved that. I can imagine her now, swanning about the place, giving orders to all and sundry like her shit smelt of roses and cinnamon.”
Winter wasn’t sure how to respond, so she pressed on with her faltering potted history. “Mistress Aled was a good leader, very capable. That’s what everybody thought. We all believed she would go on as long as Mistress Wilma or Ms Vinland.”
“And why didn’t she?”
“Mistress Henley bested her in a duel. Killed her legally. It was very sad, actually. I always liked Mistress Aled.”
“Henley killed her own wife?” Myrtle sat back in her chair. “What a scheming cow. I’m not surprised; she always did suffer from feverish bouts of megalomania. And you don’t like her?”
“Excuse me?”
“You said it was very sad when Aled died.” Myrtle elongated the words, made them sarcastic and ugly.
“That’s not precisely what I meant, but I did have great respect for Mistress Aled.”
“Not for dear old Hen?”
“I think you’re twisting my words. The Witches’ Council is different under Mistress Henley’s leadership, that’s all.”
Myrtle smiled her thin-lipped smile and reached for her tea. When she took a sip, she wrinkled her nose, but Winter politely followed suit. The tea left an unpleasant aftertaste—dank and vaguely swampy.
“This obligation of mine,” Myrtle said, pushing her mug back across a splintered side table, “what did Henley tell you about it?”
 “Nothing, really,” Winter said. “Just that I should remind you of it if you refused to talk to me. I know you value your privacy, Ms MacIntyre. You are distrustful of strangers, which is entirely understandable in this day and age. I’m sure Mistress Henley just wanted to equip me with something that would reassure you.”
“Yes, I’m sure.”
Myrtle’s tone indicated that she wasn’t really sure at all, but they both let the moment fade into the mossy green light—streaked with a delicate meshwork of dust particles.
“I suppose I should ask you some questions about yourself, your skills, and whatnot.” Myrtle drew a lazy circle in the air with her finger as she talked. “What do you think qualifies you to be my apprentice? Bear in mind that I disowned the Witches’ Council and all they stand for a decade ago. You’d better bloody impress me.”
Winter sat up straighter in her chair. “I was taught at home before I joined the Council by my mother, who was taught by her mother. I’ve studied herbalism, potion making, and many forms of prognostication.” She began ticking each item off on her fingers. “I have experience with energy manipulation, spirit manifestation, theurgy, meditative trance, alchemy—”
Myrtle held her hands up and Winter stuttered to a stop.
“Enough. If anything, you’re overqualified. I’ll give you a brief go
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