

[image: image]



[image: image]


Contents


Cover

Title Page


1. The Witch with the Seashell Heart

2. All the Good Things in the World

3. The Witch Is Surprised

4. A Door Opens and Closes Again

5. The Nine-Petaled Starholder

6. Wonderfully Horrible

7. Sareena and Miss Puddlestone

8. Fish Cakes and a Nothingness

9. The Mournful Cloud

10. The Backward Hiccup Spell

11. “For Fire” and “For Tickles”

12. The Scullion

13. “For Ghosts”

14. Not Quite a Ghost

15. The Pinecone War

16. Dream Magic

17. A Nose Is in Danger

18. To Bottle the Wind

19. The Land of Sleep

20. A Kitchen Wanders Off

21. A Bad Example

22. The Most Dreadful Christmas Eve

23. The Weight of Shadows

24. Not a Terrible Christmas

25. Miss Cordelia Burbage Comes to Town

26. The Mystery of Frederick Burbage

27. To Trap the Moon

28. Into the Fire

29. The Wind of the Stars

30. The Seaside Circle of Sorcery

31. Petals on the Stream

32. The Wisdom of Dragons

33. The Thing in the Darkness

34. The Haunted Wood

35. By Sun and Stars

From the Witch’s Grimoire

Acknowledgments

About the Author

Copyright

About the Publisher




[image: image]


1

The Witch with the Seashell Heart

On this long storm the rainbow rose,

On this late morn the sun . . .

The birds rose smiling in their nests,

The gales indeed were done . . .

—Emily Dickinson, “On this long storm the rainbow rose”

When Grace smelled baking bread, she knew she was nearing the witch’s cottage.

It was her favorite kind of bread, she was certain. The kind she never had in the orphanage, where the bread was meant to be so filling that the children might as well eat rocks, for it wasn’t as if they’d notice the difference in taste. No, the aroma drifting through the dark trees was from bread gone chocolaty brown on the outside and soft as a pillow within, full of gooey raisins that burst on your tongue.

Most children would have turned around when they smelled something like that, for it meant the witch was near. The witch lived somewhere deep in the woods—she lured children in and ate them, and wasn’t even a woman at all, for she could change shape into an enormous beast made of shadows. Those were the stories the children told, anyway.

But the witch didn’t need to lure Grace. Grace was looking for her.

Grace paused to rub her aching feet. She didn’t know how long she’d been walking through forest and pasture, but it had been dark when she’d left the orphanage and now it was dark again.

She stopped and looked about, not that it did much good. The moon was lazy that night, still asleep below the horizon, and the stars were all tangled up in the black boughs overhead like fish in a net.

Her stomach growled. She hadn’t eaten anything since the stale crumpet she’d found in her pocket from days ago, because she’d forgotten that long journeys required food—not a good thing to forget, she knew, but she had no experience with running away, and if she had, she was certain she’d still be rotten at it just like she was at everything else.

If you’d only stop your daydreaming, Grace, Mrs. Spencer always said. She never finished the sentence, for Mrs. Spencer had no imagination. Grace, on the other hand, had too much, or so everybody told her. Her mind was always wandering off or drifting into her books and tales of magicians and quests. But whose mind wouldn’t wander, she thought, if it had only the bare white walls of Rose & Ivy Home for Unwarded Children to occupy it?

Well, Mrs. Spencer’s, she supposed.

As the smell of raisin bread grew stronger—raisin bread that, she was certain, would be glistening with honey and melted butter—Grace spied a gleam of light through the trees, and the little deer trail widened. The trees went from pine and oak to maple and cherry, and then she saw an apple tree, too, puffed up with its self-important blossoms. Her feet rustled through a pool of soft petals, white as little bones.

Then the path bent to the left, and there was the cottage.

On the surface, it was very cozy. Lonesome but pretty, tucked into a snug forest clearing, its white gables fresh with paint. It leaned its small face—only two windows to a story—over a stream glazed with petals and starlight. A willow brushed her branches over the stream, shhh, shhh.

But to Grace—to all children, probably—it looked . . . wrong. Like a smile on an angry face. The windows glowed golden, but too brightly.

If you were lost, though, Grace thought, scared and hungry, you might tell yourself you didn’t notice any of that. You’d focus on the smell of bread or cookies or whatever you were hungry for, and march right up to the pretty red door. But Grace had heard enough stories about who was behind that door to know what was what.

She gazed up at that cottage, cozy on the surface but full of magic and spookiness underneath, and fell in love with it right then and there. It was everything she’d ever hoped for in a home.

Windweaver settled in a pear tree, his black feathers rustling.

“What do you think?” Grace whispered.

It’s definitely the witch. I asked the other crows. Windweaver spoke into her mind, a fluttery and slightly ticklish feeling like the brush of feathers. Windweaver was the name the crow had chosen for himself. Actually, he’d chosen Prince Windweaver of the Azure Bower, but Grace only called him that on special occasions.

Grace nodded. Crows knew all about witches, and magic in general. “Is she home?”

How am I supposed to know? he said irritably. Before he met Grace, Windweaver hadn’t been able to talk—not to people, anyway; crows have their own secret language—and he still wasn’t used to it. Then he sighed. I suppose I could look in her windows.

He soared into the night, just another shadow. Grace waited, her stomach in knots. It was in moments like this, when she wasn’t watching for roots in the darkness or listening for the clop-clop of hooves coming up behind her—someone sent to drag her back to the orphanage—that she felt most afraid. What if she had to make her way back through that rough forest, along those country lanes gone ghostly in the darkness?

No. She set her jaw, and her hand tightened on her walking stick. Whatever happened, she wasn’t going back.

She drew herself up and stood gazing at the cottage, imagining that she was a noble princess who had traveled through untold hardships to seek a favor from a wicked queen.

One of the curtains twitched, and she leaped behind a tree with a squeak.

Somebody’s home, Windweaver said, settling noiselessly in the branches. I saw a shadow moving behind the shutters.

Grace drew in a deep breath, trying to be the noble princess again. But while she might have had the courage of a princess, she didn’t have the knees of one—they were quaking like anything.

Are you sure about this? Windweaver said. D’you really want to live with a witch?

“I want to learn about my magic.” Grace kicked a rock. “Besides, who else but a witch would want me?”

She tried to shrug as she said it, but it felt false. The truth was that Grace longed for a home more than anything in the world.

“It’s not as if my parents are coming back,” she added, looking at the ground.

Windweaver gave a soft croak and hopped onto her shoulder. He was Grace’s dearest friend—well, actually, he was her only friend—and he always knew what she was feeling. Maybe they will.

“No. Either they’re dead or they’re away across the sea, having adventures. Either they can’t come back or they don’t want to.”

Grace kept her voice hard, to scare away the tears, but her eyes stayed dry. The only piece of her parents she had was a blurry photograph. She couldn’t remember them at all—she’d been too little when they were lost at sea, as Mrs. Spencer said, a phrase Grace liked, for it made her think of desert islands and monkeys and lagoons. Though Mrs. Spencer had also said that Grace’s father was a no-good sea captain who dragged her mother along with him on his fishing trips, sometimes even going past Cape Breton in the smallest, ugliest boat you ever saw, though everyone knew the sea was no place for a lady.

Windweaver cleaned a leaf from her hair. I bet they’re having adventures.

“I think so too!” Grace said. “Mrs. Spencer knew them. She said sometimes they came back to shore without any fish, just these funny golden skins, like from an otter if otters came in gold, and wooden chests with symbols carved in them. And Mrs. Spencer said it, so you know it must be true. That’s the benefit of having no imagination, isn’t it? You can always be relied upon for plain facts.”

Windweaver nodded. I bet they became pirates.

Grace pressed her lips together. She always tried not to think about the other thing that might have happened to her parents. Although she supposed that being lost at sea was a romantic way to die. After all, there were people like Sarah Haberdasher, whose parents got consumption and wasted away. There was no mystery in that at all, she thought, and you couldn’t have a good story without mystery.

But she didn’t believe everything Mrs. Spencer said. She had seen the sea when it was restless and roaring as the storms rolled in, and also when it lay still as a silver mirror for the stars to admire themselves. The waves coming in, full of secrets from distant lands, whispering them to the shore. She bet her mother had wanted to go.

She drew a deep breath, her bravery stirring again. “All right. I’m ready.”

She lifted her battered carpetbag, which held only a few books. As she left the trees behind, the path grew wide enough for a carriage. Little lights dangled from the cherry trees—glass jars, their mouths wrapped in cheesecloth. But what was making the light?

“Oh!” Grace gasped. The jars were filled with fireflies, three or four in each. And there, growing next to the path, were wild strawberries like little red jewels. She wanted to stop and scoop some into her mouth, but she wasn’t that much a fool.

She’s clever, Windweaver said, perching on Grace’s shoulder. She knows what children like. D’you think the stories are true? That she—she eats them?

“Sure,” Grace said with a shrug. “What else do witches do? I bet she has a big oven inside that she roasts them in.”

Windweaver tucked his head into her hair. Be careful.

“Don’t worry. As soon as she sees me, we’ll be safe.”

She marched up to the door, which was as red as the strawberries, and knocked with a trembling hand. There was a long moment of quiet, though it was the sort of quiet that had eyes in it. Grace heard light footsteps within, and a shadow twitched under the door. Then the door slid open without even the slightest creak, and an old woman was beaming down at her.

She was a pretty old woman, comfortably plump with gold-streaked gray hair pulled back in a bun and floury hands that she was wiping on a tea towel. She wore an especially grandmotherly cardigan made of soft yellow wool, and her mouth was thin and a little stern, but with a lopsidedness that hinted at mischief. Her face was creased with what most people would call laugh lines, though Grace didn’t take this as a friendly sign, for the old woman was a witch, and a lot depended on what she was laughing about. And Grace was sure she was a witch straight away, because her heart didn’t beat.

Grace knew this because she could hear heartbeats—it was one of the three things she was good at, the other two being reading and magic (three wasn’t a lot, she knew, but it was three better than none). The witch’s heart was cold and empty, and made a sound like the whispered roar inside a seashell. What else could she be, given that all the stories said witches were heartless?

“Good gracious!” the witch said warmly. “Are you lost, poor child?”

Grace’s stomach gave a rumble, for the smell wafting out of the witch’s house was like an enchanted bakery. Not just raisin bread now, but apple tarts and sticky date pudding, maple gingerbread and pumpkin cakes, all hot from the oven. She thought about what the witch must see—a little girl, her black hair dirty and tangled with needles from the nap she’d taken under a pine tree, the front of her dress stained with huckleberry juice and her legs covered in mud. A wild thing from the forest, barely a girl at all.

The witch’s smile grew as she looked Grace up and down, and Grace had the disturbing impression that the witch was measuring her against something. The bakery smell grew so delicious she thought she might faint from it.

“You can stop that,” Grace said, trying for bravery when underneath she was terrified the witch would close the door in her face. “I know who you are.”

The witch’s smile didn’t budge. She gave her floury hands another dusting with the tea towel. “Do you.”

Grace looked up into that old face, and she couldn’t stop herself from grinning. The witch’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly, but Grace couldn’t help it—she’d never met another witch before, somebody whose heart made the same seashell sound that her own did sometimes.

“There was a girl at the orphanage who told stories about you,” she explained, talking fast now. “She used to live in the village down the lane—Brook-by-the-Sea. She said a little boy and his sister got lost in the woods near your cottage one night, and you lured them in. Then you ate the girl up, and you would’ve eaten the boy, too, but he escaped out the back door.”

Grace ran out of breath. The witch gazed down at her, her happy-grandmother disguise not slipping an inch. For a moment, Grace almost believed this was just an old woman she had interrupted at her baking, one who might pat her on the head and tut over her scraped knees.

She’s clever, Windweaver had said. He’d been right.

“My,” the witch said calmly, “you’re an imaginative girl, aren’t you? Now, a little imagination’s all right in a child, but too much can be a dangerous thing.”

“You think you can eat me, too. But you can’t.” Grace gave what she hoped was a dramatic pause. “Because I’m a witch like you.”

She was certain that the witch would gasp or at least blink in surprise, but instead she just looked at Grace blankly, as if she’d announced that she could knit socks.

“And, um, well,” Grace went on after an uncomfortable silence, “I came to see if you’d teach me. Spells, I mean—proper magic. I can work for it,” she added hurriedly. “I can cook and clean. Whatever you like.”

She tried to keep the desperation from her voice, but desperation was a tricky thing to hide, like a bad odor. The witch paused, and then without warning, all her grandmotherliness fell away, and she really looked at Grace. Gazing into the witch’s eyes felt like falling into an abyss so black and fathomless, you’d run out of screams before you hit bottom. Grace pulled her gaze away with a gasp, and when she looked back, the witch was smiling and folding up the tea towel, and Grace was half convinced she’d imagined it.

“A witch, are you?” the witch said, and Grace couldn’t tell if she was pleased or not. “Well then, we must have a nice little chat, mustn’t we?”

Grace let out her breath. She hadn’t been sent away or called a liar. “Thank you,” she whispered.

The witch smiled her secret little smile and opened the door wide. “Come in.”
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All the Good Things in the World

A Bird, came down the Walk—

He did not know I saw—

He bit an Angle Worm in halves

And ate the fellow, raw . . .

—Emily Dickinson, “A Bird, came down the Walk”

“Where are you from, Grace dear?” the witch asked. They were sitting in the witch’s kitchen, which was wonderfully cozy, with a heavy oak table and pretty yellow curtains framing the two big windows, a potted geranium on each sill. Taking up almost an entire wall was a huge brick oven.

Grace was devouring a strawberry tart with whipped cream, raisin bread with butter and crab apple preserves, several chocolate crinkles, and a piping hot mug of tea with honey from the witch’s own bees. Windweaver kept pecking at the window, but Grace ignored him. The witch wasn’t going to hurt her. They were alike.

“Rose and Ivy orphanage, ma’am,” Grace said around a mouthful of strawberry tart. “In Charlottetown.”

“Charlottetown is over twenty miles away,” the witch said. “That explains what a mess you are, I suppose. You’ve been through a trial, poor child.”

Grace blushed. Her dress was one big stain, grass and mud mostly, while her hands were purple with blackberry juice.

The witch poured Grace another cup of tea and set a plate of lemon shortbread in front of her, still warm from the oven. Grace seized one and popped it in her mouth, almost fainting with happiness as the butter melted on her tongue.

“Now then,” the witch said, “tell me about this magic of yours.”

Grace looked down at her hands. She felt lost for words—not a thing that happened often.

“Can you cast any spells?” the witch pressed. She sounded irritated, but then she gave a warm, encouraging smile, so Grace thought she must have imagined it. “Perhaps you know how to fly? Or turn things to gold?”

Grace gave a surprised laugh. “I wish! If I could turn things to gold, I bet Mrs. Silverwood would have kept me.”

“Ah.” The witch leaned back. “This Mrs. Silverwood adopted you?”

“Yes.” Grace looked back at her hands. “But then she found out I was a witch. She didn’t want me after that.”

“That must have been very hard,” the witch murmured. “Having to go back to that dreadful orphanage.”

“The orphanage wasn’t so dreadful,” Grace said. “Well, it was rather plain and worn around the edges, I suppose, and it was eight girls to a room—oh, some of those girls could snore up a storm, especially that Betsy Gulliver—but the food was all right and nobody was beaten or starved. Orphans are always being beaten and starved in stories, aren’t they? So I suppose we were lucky. There was a beautiful green woodland out back, so green you could imagine any number of creatures living in it, but I always thought of elves—little elves that dart behind trees when anyone comes near, with footsteps that sound like raindrops—and also the library was wonderful. Twenty-four shelves full of books—I know because I counted—and you could read them as many times as you—”

“I see,” the witch said, and Grace was certain she was irritated. Her smile had gone cold and hard.

Grace hurried to add, “What I mean is, the orphanage isn’t a bad place to live. But it’s a dreadful place to go back to.” She swallowed. “I didn’t know I was a witch before Mrs. Silverwood took me in. And after she sent me back, I wished . . .”

“That you weren’t a witch?” the witch guessed.

Grace shook her head rapidly. “No, I love being magic. It’s the best thing—the only good thing—” She stopped. “I just wish that I could be the good kind of magic, instead of the bad kind.”

“And what makes you think you’re the bad kind, Grace?”

Grace drew a breath. Then suddenly the story was tumbling out of her like a waterfall, unstoppable.

Mrs. Silverwood had come to Rose & Ivy when Grace was eight. She had needed a girl to help out with her babies—three of them, all born at the same time, plus two others who were barely walking. When Mrs. Spencer had called Grace into the parlor, Grace had thought it was because she was in trouble. She and Lily Reed had been sitting on her bed, eating a stolen apple pie with their bare hands—for pie, as Grace had told Lily, always tasted best eaten that way, devoured as messily as a bear devours a fish. When Mrs. Spencer walked in, Grace had hidden the pie under the pillow.

Mrs. Silverwood had been pale in a watery, washed-out way, with hair and eyes of an uncertain color. She reminded Grace of a mermaid forced into human form and stranded on dry land for years. Mermaids were much on Grace’s mind then, for she hoped that was what her parents were, and that one day they would come walking back out of the sea, full of stories about underwater kingdoms.

Naturally, Mrs. Spencer had snapped at Grace for comparing Mrs. Silverwood to a mermaid, but Mrs. Silverwood hadn’t looked upset. She’d smiled with a sort of surprised pleasure, as if she’d forgotten all about mermaids until Grace mentioned them, and a bit of the weariness had left her face.

Grace had lived with Mr. and Mrs. Silverwood for a day, the happiest day of her life. Everything was wonderful—even the name Silverwood, which had so much poetry in it, and was just the sort of name she could picture on the cover of a book. When it happened—the magic, that is—she was helping Mrs. Silverwood pick apples in her garden (the Silverwoods had a beautiful garden, built into the slope of a hill with a brook running down it). Mrs. Silverwood had asked if mermaids liked apples, and Grace said that they probably had vast undersea orchards where the apples grew salty-sweet with slippery green skins. They laughed and chattered about all the things you would find in a mermaid garden—tulips with pearls in their mouths and roses tentacled like anemones.

Then one moment, she was looking at Mrs. Silverwood, and the next, she was looking through her. Not as if she were a ghost, but as if she’d clicked open like the door of a house. Mrs. Silverwood’s gray eyes turned the gray of the winter dawn when her father had pulled her little brother, William, out of the lake. Mrs. Silverwood—who had been called Emily Brown back then, at sixteen—should have stopped her brother from wandering off that day, as she had been left in charge. But instead, she’d stayed in her room and read her books while he wandered out into the snow to look for frogs. Frogs freeze themselves in winter—Emily Brown had read that in a book. Then when a warm spring day comes, they melt and shake themselves and go back to their frog business. Emily thought of those frogs as she looked at her poor frozen brother, who would never shake himself back to life. Even after she became Mrs. Silverwood, she couldn’t stand the sound of frogs croaking.

When Grace blinked and drew back, she saw from the expression on Mrs. Silverwood’s face that she’d seen the exact same thing when she looked at Grace. Her face was white, and she stared at Grace with such a look of horror that Grace promptly burst into tears.

Grace never saw Mrs. Silverwood again, nor the house with the sloping garden and the brook. Somebody took her back to the orphanage, and when she got there, Lily Reed was gone, for the Silverwoods had swapped the two of them like pairs of shoes. Grace had dug around in the bed and found the cold, crushed pie still stuffed under her pillow.

“That’s quite a tale,” the witch said when Grace finished. “And is that the only time you’ve used magic?”

“Oh no,” Grace said. The food had made her sleepy, and the cottage had that cozy, creaky quiet of old houses. “It happened twice more. Not one of those people ever told Mrs. Spencer why they were returning me—of course, she thought it was because I’m always saying unladylike things. Mrs. Spencer was forever saying that I have too much imagination, you see. Do you think one can have too much imagination? It seems to me it’s rather like having too much lemon shortbread or too many flowers in your garden. After all, if you had too little imagination, you’d spend your life finding fault with everything, like Mrs. Spencer does, instead of noticing that there are beautiful things in the world alongside the horrible ones.”

The witch’s lips were pursed. “I wouldn’t know about that. As for the rest of it, there’s no need to mope—what you did is perfectly natural. All witches have that effect on people—we make them see their worst memories, the things they feel guilty about. We’re what people fear, you see—we always have been. The thing lurking in the shadows. You know the funny thing about fear? It’s usually mixed up with hate. Two sides of a coin. And the thing you hate most, the thing you fear, is often inside yourself. It’s what you don’t want anyone else to see.”

Grace wasn’t sure she understood any of this. “Can I stop it?”

“Oh yes.” The witch gave a short, warm laugh. “You just have to learn how to disguise yourself. As I’ve done.”

Hope fluttered in Grace’s chest. “Then—then can I live here? And learn witchcraft from you?”

“I don’t see any reason why you shouldn’t stay here permanently,” the witch said, which wasn’t quite what Grace had asked, though she didn’t notice it at the time.

Grace gave a cry of delight. “Thank you!” she said. “Thank you, thank you, thank—”

“That’s enough,” the witch interrupted. “You must be tired after all that walking. Why don’t you—”

“How does magic work?” Grace demanded, leaning forward in her excitement. “I’ve always wanted to know. You mentioned spells, but I’ve never cast any. My magic just happens, you see.”

The witch’s mouth tightened. “Perhaps we can talk about that another—”

“I mean, I would prefer magic to be spells,” Grace went on. “That’s much more interesting. In some stories, magicians and sorcerers enchant people just by looking at them. That’s dull, isn’t it? Imagine if magic really came down to a lot of squinting. Although I suppose lots of things in life are like that—more interesting to imagine than they are to do.” She paused, thinking. “But then, if magic is spells, why do I make people see the bad things they’ve done without saying a single magic word?”

“Magic is a complicated subject,” the witch said. “Too complicated to get into this late at night. How about you get some sleep, hmm?” The witch took Grace’s spoon and gently set it in the bowl. Grace followed her up the creaky stairs—her legs felt terribly heavy, and she stumbled a few times.

“Here we are,” the witch said. The stairs opened onto a landing with a door on the left. The witch pushed it open, and Grace gasped.

The bedroom within was narrow, with just enough room for a bed and a chest of drawers, but oh! It was everything Grace had ever dreamed of. There was a patchwork quilt with a patch for every flower that grew on Prince Edward Island, from lupins to lady’s slippers. The window overlooked an orchard of apple trees, their blossoms gleaming white in the moonlight like the umbrellas of little ghosts. The chest of drawers was a good solid thing of cedar planks that made the room smell like a summer forest, while a rug of blue-and-white wool spread softly at her feet like a pool she might dip her weary feet in. She thought of the long, narrow room where she’d slept in the orphanage—so narrow you had to turn sideways to get around the foot of the other beds to reach your own—with its plain gray walls and faint smell of cooking fat from the downstairs kitchen. The contrast between the two bedrooms was so great that for several moments Grace couldn’t speak.

“Oh,” she breathed finally. “It’s as if all the good things in the world are here in this room.”

The witch let out a sharp breath through her nostrils. “I’ve left a nightgown on the bed for you there. Good night.”

Grace trailed a hand dreamily over the quilt. “Are there any witch children in the neighborhood?”

The witch stopped. “Witch children?”

“That I might be friends with,” Grace explained. “I can’t imagine how wonderful it must feel to have friends. At the orphanage, most of the other children were afraid of me—they guessed that I was Something Else. Children are better at spotting witches than adults, I think. Anyway, even the brave ones were never my friends for long, for they were always being adopted and leaving me behind. I was the oldest girl left—the next oldest was a whole two years younger. She only came up to my shoulder.” Grace marked the height with her hand. “Do you know what it’s like, to always be left behind? Well, there was a blackberry bush by the orphanage, and every season we would eat the berries, but there were always some that were too high to reach, and the longer they went unpicked, the more they shriveled up into husks. That’s what it’s like to be left behind—it fills you with a shriveled-up feeling. Mrs. Spencer said I shouldn’t compare children to blackberries, or anything else, for that matter—she doesn’t believe in comparisons, you see. But I think it’s nice to find fellowship in the world, whether it’s with another person or a blackberry bush.”

The witch had that pinched look Mrs. Spencer wore when one of her headaches was coming on. “To my knowledge, there are no witch children in the neighborhood. Now, get some sleep, dear. You must be exhausted after your long journey.”

“Exhausted,” Grace murmured. She tumbled into the bed, feeling as if she could barely hold her eyes open. “I do love that word, don’t you? It just rolls off the tongue like a sigh. Isn’t it perfect when words sound like what they mean?”

The witch was rubbing her eyes and did not reply.

“Why doesn’t my magic work on you?” Grace said fuzzily. It was strange how quickly her sleepiness had come on! “Is it because you’re a witch?”

The witch smiled vaguely. “Oh, I suppose it’s because I don’t have any regrets, that’s all. Good night, Grace.”

The last thing Grace was aware of before sleep swept her away was Windweaver frantically pecking at the window. She raised her hand to open it, but her arm was quite a bit heavier than usual and sagged back onto the bed. She tumbled into sleep.
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The Witch Is Surprised

I caught a bird: She flitted by,

So near my window lifted high . . .

She fluttered, struck, and seemed to sing,

 “Alas! I can’t get out.”

—Hannah Gould, “I Caught a Bird”

When she looked back on that night, Grace told herself she should have known better. After all, she’d read plenty of stories about witches. Enough to know never to fall asleep in a witch’s house, especially after being stuffed full of sweets that made her feel sleepy in a way she’d never felt sleepy before.

When Grace awoke, she could hear the witch humming to herself. It sounded muffled, as if she was on the other side of Grace’s window. Then Grace lifted her head and found that the window in question was actually the window of the witch’s big oven, and Grace was inside it.

At first she could only blink, too stunned to move. Then—

“Let me out!” she shrieked, pounding her hands against the glass. “Let me out at once, or—or else!”

The witch snorted. She was standing by the stove, mixing something in a tall saucepan. “Given that I’m the one who put you in there, what are the odds that I’ll let you out, you foolish girl?”

The witch stepped forward—and then she changed. She stopped being a plump grandmother with creases beside her eyes and became a towering shadow with teeth. She filled the entire room, and had no body anymore at all, just tendrils of darkness reaching out in every direction, like the threads of a spider’s web. The shadow’s teeth were long and sharp, sometimes here and sometimes there. The strangest thing about the shadow, though, was that it still seemed to be wearing the witch’s clothes—the yellow cardigan, the practical boots, the locket and shawl. Somehow, they were stretched by the darkness.

It should have looked silly, a little voice in Grace’s head thought. A shadow in stretched-out clothes. But it wasn’t—the witch was more frightening that way, a hideous shadow dressed in an old lady’s clothes, as if the shadow was part of the ordinary world and not some story—which, of course, it was.

Grace shrank back. “You can’t eat me! I’m a witch, just like you—witches can’t eat other witches!”

“True enough,” the witch said. She turned back into her grandmother shape, quicker than a blink, though Grace could see shadows still lurking under the cuffs of her sleeves and around her collar, as if the witch had only bothered to disguise the parts of herself that were visible. She went back to bustling around the kitchen as if nothing had happened. “But I don’t know that you’re a witch.”

“What? I—” At that moment, Grace brushed up against something sharp and let out a scream. There were bones in the oven—a whole jumbled pile of them. And worst of all were the two grinning skulls perched on top, like an audience waiting for a show to start.

“I told you about the visions!” she blurted. “You said they’re normal for witches—how could I have known about that, if I was an ordinary girl?”

“Perhaps you stole the secrets of another witch. Who can say? Little girls like telling tales.”

“But you know I’m a witch.” Grace’s eyes blurred with tears. She supposed anybody would weep if a witch decided to bake them, but that wasn’t the full reason. She wept because once again, she was unwanted—as a person, that is, not as a meal.

“Perhaps I do,” the witch said. “Perhaps I don’t. In any case, killing you won’t break any rules if you can’t prove you’re a witch. If the Halifax Council of Magic finds out, I shall tell them it was an honest mistake.”

“But I thought this would be it!” Grace cried. “I thought if I could just find someone magic like me, I could have a home. But not even a hideous, evil old witch wants to keep me!”

And she collapsed onto her side in the grubby oven, crying so fiercely she could barely breathe.

The witch didn’t seem insulted, but she did seem annoyed. “Stop your caterwauling. The last person I put into that oven was so frightened he just sat there staring at me like a rabbit—very polite indeed. Be frightened, girl. You’re about to be cooked, and then I shall gather up your bones and use them in a variety of spells. I’m going to fetch the wood now.”

“It doesn’t matter,” Grace sobbed. “I’ll never have a home! I’d rather be cooked than go back to the orphanage, where I will spend the rest of my life knowing just how alone I am in the world.”

“Good grief,” the witch muttered. She stomped outside, slamming the door behind her.

Grace kept on sobbing so hard that she didn’t hear the tapping sound at first. Then came a small voice: Grace! Look up!

She looked. There was Windweaver, flapping frantically outside the oven. He must have snuck in through the kitchen window, which was open a crack. He was carrying a wooden ladle in his left foot, and it kept clattering against the oven door.

I think I can lift the handle with this, he said. And if the witch comes back, I’ll peck her good.

Grace rolled over. “Go away,” she said in a doomed sort of whisper.

What?

“Go away!” she cried. “Just go! I would rather be eaten by a witch than live another day as a—a spurned orphan.”

I don’t know what that means, Windweaver said. But if you don’t get moving, I’ll peck you too!

Grace didn’t reply. She appreciated her dear Windweaver’s courage, but at the same time, in her misery, she couldn’t help being annoyed at him, flapping around with that silly ladle—it wasn’t at all an image suited to the tragedy of the situation. Of course, she would have called Windweaver to her as soon as the witch lit the match. She just wished he hadn’t come to rescue her now, when it wasn’t a proper rescue. In stories, proper rescues happened just in the nick of time.

Windweaver tried to hook the ladle around the handle of the oven, but it kept slipping off. I’m going to get a twig, he said. If the witch comes back, shout!

He flapped out the window. Seconds later, the cottage door creaked open, and the witch came in, her arms full of logs.

Grace sat up straight, tears dripping. “Wait,” she said in her bravest, most noble voice.

The witch simply opened the oven and tossed in the logs, stirring up a cloud of ash that made Grace cough. She stopped at the sight of the ladle on the floor, shot Grace a suspicious glare, then shook her head and put the ladle back on its hook.

“Wait!” Grace repeated hoarsely. “You said I hadn’t proved I was a witch. What if I could? You couldn’t cook me then, could you?”

The witch paused. “And how will you do that? You only have about three and a half minutes.”

Grace swallowed, because of course the witch knew precisely how long it took for a person to burn up, and her hands went unconsciously to her hair—it was long and black and glossy, the only pretty thing about her. Her mind slipped back into her favorite stories, and she felt a flash of inspiration.

“I’ve got it! I shall make your cow give sour milk.”

Grace grinned at her cleverness. In stories, witches were always making milk turn sour or fruit wither in orchards, so that their enemies would starve, she supposed. She had never understood why they did this, for in other stories witches were mostly concerned with fattening people up to eat them. Perhaps witches were simply contrary.

The witch wrinkled her nose. “I think that given the choice between cooking you and letting you ruin my poor cow, I think I know which way I am leaning.”

But she didn’t add more wood to the oven, nor light any matches. Grace said triumphantly, “You have to let me try, don’t you? Otherwise your council will be mad at you.”

The witch scowled. Grace didn’t understand how some council would find out that the witch had eaten another witch unless she told them, but witches were magic, weren’t they? Perhaps they would simply Know, with a capital K.

The witch folded her arms and smiled. “I’ll give you one minute.”

Grace realized her mistake then, which should have been obvious—she didn’t know how to turn milk sour. She didn’t know how to turn anything sour, or sweet, for that matter. After all, she was a witch without any training.

“All right,” she said, trying to sound confident, as if she put spells on cows every day. Then, not knowing what else to do, she willed the milk to sour.

She willed it very hard. She squeezed her eyes shut and put her fingers against her temples. She imagined the cow, who was surely asleep in her stall at that hour, dreaming cow dreams about sunshine and green fields.

“Oh noble beast,” she chanted, “great cow, devourer of grass, black as night and white as snow; I will that your—that thy milk be sour as . . . as lemons. That’s it, lemons. Not lemon tart, nor lemonade, but the sourest lemons that anyone ever—”

“Be quiet,” the witch said. “That’s not a spell, you imbecile. And anyway, your time is up.”

Grace’s eyes flew open. “But—”

The witch was already at the door. “If that milk hasn’t soured yet . . .”

She left the sentence hanging in the air like a noose and vanished into the night. Grace collapsed and began to cry again. Unfortunately, only her nose would cooperate, running like anything. She wiped it on her sleeve, which was very unromantic and made her feel even worse. No tragic heroines ever got runny noses in stories. Come to think of it, no tragic heroine ever had to use the bathroom in stories, despite all the long quests they were always running off on. It was very odd.

Grace was approximately halfway through making a list of things that never happened to tragic heroines in stories—she’d just added smelly feet, for her own were terribly smelly after a long day of running away—when she heard the witch’s footsteps returning, heavy and angry.

The witch banged through the door and threw a pail down by the oven, spilling its contents across the floor. It wasn’t milk—it was far too thick. A few drops spattered on Grace’s face through the oven grate. They were cold and wonderfully sweet.

“Ice cream!” she cried. “I made ice cream! How lovely—”

“It is not lovely,” the witch snarled. “What am I to do with a gallon of ice cream, you wretched child?”

The oven door swung open and Grace tumbled out, too excited to notice the witch’s anger. “It worked!” she cried. “I proved that I’m a witch!”

“You will fix my cow immediately,” the witch snapped.

Grace faltered. “I—I don’t know how I did that. But I’ll work out how to fix her! That shall be my first task as your apprentice.” Grace beamed at her.

The witch drew herself up and began to flicker back and forth between her grandmother shape and the fanged shadow. Grace gave a strangled shriek and leaped back, colliding with the pots and pans on the wall, which made an awful clamor.

“I do not require an apprentice,” the witch said in a voice like the creak of winter trees. “And if I did, I would not choose a ridiculous, chattering brat such as yourself. Council law requires witches to offer hospitality to one another, so you may stay here for the rest of the night. But tomorrow you will go back to that orphanage, if I have to drag you there by your hair.”

And then, in a swirl of black, she was gone.
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A Door Opens and Closes Again

There! where the flutter of his wings

Upon his back and body flings

Shadows and sunny glimmerings,

That cover him all over.

—William Wordsworth, “The Green Linnet”

It was impossible for Grace to sleep after that. She couldn’t sob anymore, so she simply lay in a heap on the bed with the every-flower quilt, in the bedroom with the carpet that was like a pond and the chest of drawers that smelled of a summer forest. She had strewn her coat and shoes about the room, having decided that girls in the depths of despair couldn’t be expected to care about tidiness.

She had thought she’d found a home—the perfect home. Now she wished she’d never left the orphanage, because having a home snatched away was a thousand times worse than never having one at all.

Tap-tap.

The sound came from the window. Grace rose and let Windweaver inside—he was in a panic, feathers fluffed and trembling.

I thought she’d eaten you! he said angrily.

“It’s even worse than that,” she said, slumping back onto the bed. “The witch doesn’t want me.”

Good! She’s a nasty piece of work. Let’s find another witch to live with.

“Unfortunately, I don’t believe witches are very common on the Island.”

Windweaver fussed over her, plucking oven ashes from her hair. We can go live in the woods.

Grace snorted, and Windweaver nipped her. I will teach you how, he said. I will show you how to find berries and steal the eggs of smaller birds, and help you build a burrow to hide in.

Grace sighed. Even though Windweaver could talk, he was still an ordinary crow in many ways, which meant he was self-centered and full of his own wisdom. Grace hadn’t planned to give him the power to speak—indeed, she still wasn’t sure how it had happened. She had found him in the woods behind Rose & Ivy when he was only a croaking baby barely the length of her thumb—he must have fallen out of his nest. She snuck him inside in her pocket and fed him scraps of bread soaked in milk. He had woken her the next morning, muttering bread in her ear over and over.

She petted him, and a tiny part of her misery dissolved. Windweaver had always been there for her. As long as she had him, she would never be completely alone.

Read to me, Windweaver demanded. He loved poetry, and collected poems the way ordinary crows collected shiny objects.

“All right,” Grace said. “I suppose that poetry is well suited to the tragic nature of the evening.”

She fetched the book from her old carpetbag, a hardcover containing over five hundred poems that she had filched from the orphanage. She loved poetry as much as Windweaver did, though she rarely had any idea what those old poets were getting at. What she loved were the flashes of beauty in poems, the way the poet chose just the right word for a meadow or a river, one that made her realize there was more to meadows and rivers than she’d thought, that they had whole worlds hidden inside them. It was a different kind of magic, poetry. And she loved the strange words poets tossed about like enchantments. Evensong. Darkling. Vernal.

Read “To a Skylark” again, Windweaver said.

Grace sighed. The only poetry Windweaver liked was poetry about birds. “To a Skylark” by Percy Shelley had many beautiful parts. For instance:

All the earth and air

With thy voice is loud,

As, when night is bare,

From one lonely cloud

The moon rains out her beams, and Heaven is overflow’d.

When she read that, Grace liked to close her eyes and picture moonbeams falling out of the sky like rain. She wondered what they would taste like if you drank them. She thought they’d be sweet and cold, like milkshakes.

By the time she reached the fourth stanza Windweaver was already asleep, tangled in her hair. And Grace must have followed him soon after, for she didn’t recall reading to the end.

When Grace went downstairs in the morning, trailing her hand along the beautiful wallpaper, which was patterned with dark green leaves and red and pink flowers, the witch was back in the kitchen, bent over the saucepan Grace had noticed yesterday. She was coughing so hard her shoulders shook, a handkerchief pressed against
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