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“ASHES TO ASHES, DUST TO DUST...”

The voice of the vicar presiding over the funeral—the human funeral—drifts in and out of my attention, my mind a sad mess of grief and regret and questions. Questions like:

How did Imogen Hardy die?

Who killed her?

Where’s Callum Dent? You’d think her boyfriend would attend her burial!

What’s happened to my psychic power—the ability to see the future? Why’s it deserted me?

And how is it that I’ve shed more tears for a girl I never met than I have over my own parents’ death?

Yes, they died when I was only 3-months-old and I don’t possess a single memory of them, but they were my parents. They gave me life—my mother equipped me with such immense magical power—and left me and my brother in the care of my grandparents, whom I have since lost, too.

I cried for grandma and granddad, a lot more than I cried for Imogen, but hardly any tears have escaped my eyes for the people that brought me into this world. It’s highly disrespectful.

With my thoughts not on paying my respects to Imogen, I’m being highly disrespectful to her memory, to her parents and her little sister Simone, who are all puffy-eyed and shaking with silent sobs. I console myself with the fact that this funeral service is just a formality, a show for the human world, for the people that live in ignorance of the magic and danger that lives and breathes in this city, this world, alive and kicking just like them.

The real funeral—the one for witches; the Final Ritual—will take place tonight. It will ensure that Imogen’s soul rests peacefully. That her magic will fuse with the very earth beneath our feet and soar in the wind and air that we breathe, thus becoming a part of our ancestors’ treasure trove of magic.

The powers of our ancestors that are all around us...

The powers that—

“Thanks for coming, Amber.” I’m startled to find Simone Hardy suddenly standing before me. She’s in a simple black dress, her dark eyes rimmed with red and half-covered by swollen eyelids.

“Of course,” I mumble. I hadn’t realised the service was over, that people were going up to the family of the deceased to once again pass on their condolences.

I notice now that I’m one of the few people still standing by their original position; everyone else is leaving the cemetery or in the short line of mourners waiting to speak to Imogen’s parents.

“We’ll see you tonight, right?” she asks me, sniffing.

“Of course,” I repeat.

I can’t seem to find anything else to say. Strange, seen as I’ve been speaking to Simone on the phone every day these last few days to see how she’s doing. It’s the first time I’m seeing her since the day Jax and I visited the Hardy residence after I was allowed to leave the police station’s interview room.

Interrogation room, more like!

Detective Inspector Carver was in charge of the questioning, and today, still in charge of the investigation into Imogen’s death—though it looked more like a suicide case due to her slit wrists—he’s among the attendees at the funeral. He’s been sliding furtive glances my way all day and I get the feeling that he’s going to try and talk to me before I leave the cemetery. Or before he leaves it.

No worries. I have questions for him, too...

“We really appreciate it,” adds Simone.

“Don’t mention it.” At least I found a few new words to say. And I meant them. Don’t mention the Final Ritual. I don’t want to think about the ritual that’ll take place tonight.

I really don’t want to be present during the ceremony... I only agreed because I couldn’t find it in me to say no to Simone.

“I wish Imogen could see,” she says, attempting a brave smile. “Her Final Ritual being performed by the most powerful witch in Europe.”

The most powerful witch in Europe, my unofficial title since I was 14. It’s not true. Never has been.

But I’m not supposed to say...

“Miss Adams.”

I stifle a sigh of relief—I really don’t want to think or talk about tonight, but I don’t want Simone to know that, either—and turn to my right, to the sound of my name.

DI Carver. “Miss Adams,” he repeats as he comes and stands before me. “Can I have a quick word?” He gestures with his head to follow him away from the slowly diminishing crowd of people.

Nodding at the detective, I turn to face Simone. “I’ll see you later, okay?” I promise her, my voice soothing.

“Okay,” she agrees and joins her family.

As we walk, Carver asks, quite casually, “Have you heard from Callum Dent?”

“No,” I reply.

“Strange that he hasn’t turned up today,” he says, continuing with the casualness. “He was her boyfriend.”

“I don’t think it’s strange at all,” I say coolly. “Seen as he ran away on the night I discovered Imogen’s bloodless body.”

“Ran away?” Carver’s ambivalent act slips and his voice takes on that familiar suspicious tone, one he used during the hours he spent questioning me after I found Imogen’s body in a burnt down club in Soho. “Ran away?”

Oops. Wrong phrase. Should have known Carver would pick up on it! I can’t tell him why that term slipped through; it would mean telling him about my dreams.Dreams in which Callum and I hang out together, where he implies that he’s running from the people that killed Imogen. Killed her in what appears to be some sort of crazy ritual.

In my dreams, he seems afraid, both for himself and me, and every night he urges me to stay out of this case.

“I meant disappeared,” I say in a confident tone.

“You haven’t spoken to him on the phone?” he queries, relaxed again. “Ran into him...?”

You would know, I retort in my head. I’m pretty sure you’re having me watched and followed.It’s the reason why I’ve been carrying out my personal investigation into Imogen’s murder from the comfort of my own home. Sticking to internet research rather than doing actual fieldwork. I don’t think Carver will take too well to me poking my nose in his case.

Unfortunately, so far I’ve had very little luck in tracking down anything related to the witch that was killed before Imogen—according to a ghost—but I’m confident things will change soon: I called Aiden. I told him to temporarily abandon his own investigation into the rise in demonic activity in Britain and return to London to help me with something very important. He agreed straight away and will be home any time now.

My brother, the geek; he’ll find something, I know he will. Research is his thing.

“No, Detective. I haven’t spoken to, or bumped into, Callum Dent.”

He sighs, clear that he’s not surprised by my answer. Clearing his throat, he tells me, “Well, it’s official. Imogen Hardy died of blood loss as a result of the cuts on her wrists.

“A thorough inspection of the premises where her body was found didn’t reveal even a speck of blood. You haven’t come up with any theories as to why that might be, have you?”

“No,” I tell him. “Have you?”

The detective doesn’t answer, just looks at me and waits for me to say something else. I stop walking, deducing that we’re far enough away from the all but non-existent funeral crowd. The cemetery is almost empty now.

Empty of the living, that is. Grey gravestones surround us, poking out of the green grass glistening in the bright sunshine. A chill crawls down my spine, even though it’s a warm summery day.

I can’t blame Jax for not coming today. “I don’t do funerals or cemeteries,” the young witch said, but her eyes were saying, “I’m afraid of funerals and cemeteries.”

“But you think she was murdered, don’t you?” I ask Carver in a lowered voice, breaking the silence.

“We’re keeping all lines of enquiry open,” Carver says and clears his throat. A habit of his that I wish I’d stop noticing because it’s kinda annoying.

“I’m surprised you’re still enquiring,” I mutter. “With the slit wrists, I’d have thought you’d coin this as a suicide and close the case. Why keep investigating it as though it’s a murder?”

“There was no blood.” His voice is super-tight now.

“Right.” I nod. “But that doesn’t necessarily mean it wasn’t a suicide. The lack of blood could be explained away easily. So why, Detective, are you searching for a killer?”

Carver clears his throat and repeats how they’re keeping all lines of enquiry open.

“Really?” I press. “It’s not because of something else?”

“Like what?” he snaps.

“Oh, I don’t know.” I shake my head as though I’m bewildered, as though I’m trying to come up with some explanation as to why the police are handling this case in this manner. “I don’t know,” I repeat. “Maybe because there was no suicide note? Maybe because her boyfriend’s gone AWOL? Maybe because this has happened before—”

“What do you know about that?” he blurts out. He looks surprised by his outburst but schools his features back to neutral.

“Has this happened before?” I ask him instead of answering his question.

He simply narrows his eyes.

“Has there been another case like this, Detective? Another bloodless murder?”

Silence.

I was expecting him to mumble something about how he’s not at liberty to say... His reaction confirms what I already know, thanks to the mysterious messages left to me on the A-Z I inherited when I first moved into my flat. There has indeed been another bloodless murder staged to look like a suicide.

But I need more details about the first victim. Like confirmation that she was also a witch.

How old she was. What she looked liked. Where she lived. If she’d met anyone new in her life recently. How she was acting before she died. Anything and everything that might be able to help determine who the next victim might be.

Who the killer might be.

“Was it also a young woman like Imogen?” I ask Carver. “Were the circumstances similar, if not identical?”

“I’ll be the one asking the questions, Miss Adams,” he says gruffly. “And for now, I’m done asking them. We’ll be in touch if we need anything else from you.”

He starts walking towards the cemetery gates.

I call out, “But—”

“Goodbye, Miss Adams.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


[image: image]

I’VE NEVER PRESIDED OVER A FINAL RITUAL FOR ANYONE. I was too young—not yet the required age of 18 or over—to perform it the last time a witch-friend or colleague passed away. But I have attended two of these ceremonies in my lifetime, as well as read up on it from my mother’s copy of Book of Spells and Potions, so I know what is asked of me tonight.

Don’t laugh at me, but the Book of Spells and Potions was the first book I ever read cover to cover once I learned how to read. I’ve heard my former colleagues refer to books focusing on hungry caterpillars and friendly giants as their first or favourite childhood reads, but I was having none of that when I was a child.

No. I wanted to learn about magic and spells, and gobbled up everything related to becoming a better witch, a better magic wielder.

Aiden was so clever, always ahead of the class, advanced for his age, and I wanted to excel at magic in a similar way.

The first thing I learned to master from the Book of Spells and Potions was a memorising potion—it was Aiden’s genius suggestion—and I used that solution to help me remember all the spells, hexes, and jinxes I’d need in everyday life.

And my everyday life revolved around hunting vampires for my ex-employers, the now-dissolved anti-vampire organisation, The Council.

Then, once I was expert in those incantations, I started to learn by heart every other spell in the Book. With the aid of the memorising potion, of course.

I didn’t bother learning all the potions in the Book; you have to follow the recipe for those, line by line, and even with the help of a magical solution, I didn’t want to rely on my memory when making potions. You have to be rather precise when concocting a potion, so it was better to consult the Book for those when I needed to whip something up.

Soon, however, I realised that I could... create my own spells.

Well, it wasn’t really creating a new incantation or anything like that, more that I merely had to desire a certain outcome and I could make it happen, without ever reciting a spell. Like wanting the lights on because it was dark. Wanting a glass of water because I was thirsty.

For anything that was more complicated or more difficult—such as moving a heavy object, conjuring something out of nothing—I had to really concentrate, picture it in my head, sometimes practice it a few times, but I could achieve it sooner or later.

Feeling rather smug, I decided to see whether I could replicate the effects of the most common or simplest spells and potions with my magic alone—sleeping potions, muscle relaxants, and potions that work on memory, like aiding the process of memorising and memory wiping—and voila, with some practice, I could will my magic to replicate their results.

Therefore, I never had to consult the Book of Spells and Potions after the age of 12.

It took a while for Aiden and my grandparents to notice that I was no longer hugging the Book to my chest everywhere I went, no longer keeping it with me like a second shadow, a best friend. When they asked why that was and I told them—assuming it was perfectly normal, that my powers were evolving naturally—granddad and grandma looked perplexed.

Aiden looked thrilled. He even gave me a high-five.

As clever as he was, he couldn’t decipher the expressions on our grandparents’ faces, but I did. They were looking at me like I was a stranger, something they didn’t understand.

Something they almost feared.

“What’s up?” I asked.

“Aiden,” granddad said to my brother, “go help your grandma make us some tea, hmm?”

“Sure, granddad.” And off they went.

“What’s up, granddad?” I asked when it was just the two of us.

His wrinkly face crinkled further, his grey hair looking paler. “You say you do not need to recite any spells to make things happen?”

I shook my head and told him everything, trying and failing to feel pleased with myself, with my progress—granddad was so concerned.

“Is that not normal, granddad?” I whimpered. His silence, his penetrating gaze was scaring me by then.

“Not for most witches, no,” he finally answered. I could tell it was an effort for him to keep his tone natural as he continued. “It appears as though you have more power inside you than we thought. More than your mother, definitely.”

“Oh yes, I remember!” I said excitedly. “My magic, my power, lives inside me. In my blood. And I use that power to make my spells work! But I have more power than you thought?”

My tone had become cautious because he looked anxious, worried again. It didn’t make sense.

Granddad nodded. “It seems as though you have more power than most witches The Council knows of... More power than any of your great-grandparents and great-great-grandparents...”

He was deep in thought for a whole minute, I think. It felt like hours to me.

“Perhaps it is best that we keep this to ourselves for now, hmm?” he said eventually. “We do not want the other witches—much older and wiser and more experienced than you—to get jealous of our little Amber, do we?” He gave me a grin and a wink. He looked much younger then.

I was instantly mollified, satisfied.

With time, my memory of that conversation stopped bothering me and eventually faded, however, I never forgot that I was supposed to keep my advanced powers a secret.

Whenever I talked to anyone about my abilities, I rarely mentioned how doing magic was as easy as breathing for me. Yes, there were some potions that I couldn’t replicate with my power alone, such as those that required blood—blood of the witch making the tonic or of the person that would consume it—but for almost every other magical deed, I rarely had to think about it, to make it happen.

Nonetheless, power is difficult to hide.

As I entered my teens, it was clear that I was special and it wasn’t long before people thought of me as the most powerful witch in Europe.

None of us had any idea that I was in fact the most powerful witch in the world.

Today, it’s just a handful of people that know the truth about me.That I possess the powers of my ancestors.

Powers that have been locked inside me since I was 3-months-old.

The day I discovered this, my whole life started making sense to me.

Unfortunately, every single vampire hunter that worked for The Council heard it, too. They were all present that night in November last year, when I found out how my parents died. How my mother, with the last few breaths in her lungs, bestowed upon me the powers of my ancestors and cast the ultimate protection spell on me.

A protection spell to make sure that vampires, like the ones that were responsible for her and my father’s death, would not be able to touch me.

That protection spell ended up locking the ancestors’ powers inside me, and to this day, prevents me from relinquishing the gifts that aren’t meant for anyone to keep.

A quick spell to wipe the hunters’ memories was all it took to ensure that only the most trusted of my friends and family knew my secret now. A secret that, if made known to the supernatural world, would make me a target for all dark witches and wizards around the world.

They’d want to kill me to steal my powers.

Or shed my blood to fuel spells that their own powers can’t accomplish.

Aiden and I changed our last names from Atkins to Adams, just in case any of the hunters start remembering what I’d removed from their minds. It has been known to happen if the person is really determined to remember and starts piecing things together...

I hope Jax doesn’t start questioning why I visited her early this year—to wipe her memory of all the dangerous secrets she learned about me and my loved ones. She didn’t find out the same way that everyone else did, but she knew too much and I put my all into ridding her mind of things she shouldn’t know.

Maybe that’s the other reason why I came to her house straight after Imogen’s funeral—my way of keeping tabs on her?

“I know I only knew you from a distance, Imogen,” Jax is saying now. “But I know you didn’t deserve what was done to you.”

We’re in Jax’s huge back garden, the white-haired witch partaking in her own memorial service for Imogen. She’s put a football-sized pale-grey stone in the far corner of her garden and surrounded it with flowers. The two of us are standing before it, head bowed.

“I promise I will do everything I can to find your killer,” Jax goes on. “And so will Amber.”

She turns to me with an expectant look on her face. She wants me to say a few words... When I first arrived, she’d been her usual moody self, telling me that she was in the middle of something very important and I was disturbing her.

I offered to come back some other time, but she shook her head and said, “You might as well come in and help me.”

But her make-shift funeral set-up was complete and all I had to do was take my position next to her.

“Imogen,” I begin in an uncertain voice, not knowing what to say. “I didn’t know you at all, but as a sister witch, I promise you that I will find your killer and destroy them with my bare hands for what they did to you.”

Jax turns to me and gives me a quizzical look.

“Your bare hands?” she asks sceptically. “A bit dramatic, isn’t it, Amber?”

“After your little speech,” I retort, “it felt like I had to be slightly more dramatic than you.”

She rolls her eyes before bending down to touch the grey stone. “Goodbye, Imogen. Rest in peace.”

When she straightens up and heads towards the house, I ask her, “You sure you don’t want to come to the Final Ritual tonight? I know Simone would appreciate it...”

Without looking at me, she says, “I told you. I don’t do funerals and cemeteries.”

“Ever since your parents’ funerals?”

Jax halts abruptly. We’re just a few paces away from the back doors of her house.

“Why are you here, Amber?” she snaps. “Get any more messages in your A-Z from your ghost friend?” She sneers at the last two words.

She still doesn’t think it was a ghost that was leaving me clues about where Imogen’s body was.

“Want me to tell you what I see if I touch that damned book of maps again?”

“No. I just wanted to see how you are...” My initial reason for coming here was to make sure she was okay.

She may not have been close to Imogen, but the death of a fellow witch isn’t easy to deal with.

“What? Are we friends now?” she asks acidly.

Friends.

With Jax.

I guess it’s better to have her as a friend than someone who’s indifferent to me.

“Why not?” I say with a shrug. “You want to help me find Imogen’s killer. Won’t it be easier if we get along?”

She looks bewildered. “So you’ll... let me help?”

“You promised Imogen and Simone, didn’t you?”

“You’re not going to insist that it’s too dangerous for me?” She rolls her eyes.

“It is too dangerous, Jax. But I’d rather you were investigating this with me and not on your own, so I can keep an eye on you. Keep you safe.”

Jax nods, her white hair tinted yellow in the sunlight. “Fine,” she breathes, holding out her hand for me to shake. “Friends.”

I smirk and pat her shoulder with my hands—over her white T-shirt. I don’t want her to touch my skin and get a read on me with that nifty gift of hers, which was no doubt her intention when she extended her hand to me. I’ve been careful not to touch her bare skin with mine.

“Friends,” I agree with a smile.

She smirks, her eyes saying, “Well, it was worth a try.”

Then, she asks, “It doesn’t mean I have to like you or anything, does it?”
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PUBLIC SPEAKING HAS NEVER BEEN SOMETHING I RELISHED DOING. But I suppose I should use tonight’s ritual as practice for when I go to College and Uni, where I’ll be required to do presentations in front of my class and so on.

Speaking in front of a deceased witch’s friends and family, however...

At least it’s just a handful of people gathered around Imogen’s grave tonight, and not the 50-odd that were here earlier today for the funeral. The four women and two men present—including Imogen’s mum and dad, and Simone—are the magical witches and wizards that are related to the Hardys by blood or close friends of theirs.

I’m the only stranger here, yet everyone knows of me: I visited them at the start of the year to let them know that The Council was no more. At their anxious expressions, I assured them that though they were no longer going to be under The Council’s protection, the newly-formed Witch’s Council would be their governing body from now on.

Still, I left every witch and wizard my number so they could get in touch if they needed anything. I had a feeling that not everyone would warm to the Witch’s Council so easily and so quickly—the Hardys didn’t; they didn’t involve them when Imogen first went missing—even if it was formed by the witches that were in The Council’s inner circle. 

Of course, I was asked to head up the new organisation, but Aiden refused the gig on my behalf. “We want to keep a low profile, remember, sis?” he said when I pouted at his decision.

“Yes, but—”

“Trust me,” my brother interrupted, “you’d hate the paperwork...”

“Maybe, but—”

“You promised me, Amber,” he said sternly. He’d never spoken to me like that before; he rarely did the big brother act. “We’re going to give normal life a go, remember?”

“Fine,” I huffed reluctantly.

Aiden chuckled. “That’s a good girl.”

And yet, as soon as he heard through the grapevine that something dark and dangerous was rising in the supernatural world, he put his research hat back on and started digging into it.

“So much for giving normal life a go,” I teased him.

We were in London then, in our new flat, and Aiden would usually be crouched over his laptop day and night.

“Sorry, sis,” he said sheepishly, accepting the hundredth cup of tea I made for him that day. “But all the signs point to demonic activity... I can’t sit back and ignore it. Not when granddad and I spent quite a bit of time collating data on demons from our nearest Demon Realm.”

“As if!” I retorted half-heartedly. “You just want to have all the fun all by yourself.” Actually, I wasn’t too bothered. By then, I’d talked myself into getting real academic qualifications, going to Uni and being a normal 19-year-old girl.

A normal 19-year-old girl wouldn’t be in a cemetery around midnight to perform a ritual to ensure that a dead witch’s soul rests in peace and her powers are added to that of our ancestors.

Without the Final Ritual, a dead witch’s magic would die with her, which is a waste. Every witch wants to contribute to the ancestors’ collection of power. It means that future generations will have something to draw on when in grave danger or severe need.

You’re not supposed to summon all of the ancestors’ powers and have them reside within you, have them at your disposal. Not unless you really need them. Even then, you have to give them back.

It’s not for keeps.

But my mother summoned every last ounce of the ancestors’ powers. For a very important mission. A mission that got her and my father killed.

My mother had, of course, intended to relinquish the powers of our ancestors once she no longer needed them. Instead, she was forced to transfer them to me.

She was dying and couldn’t perform the relinquishing ritual to return what wasn’t hers; if she hadn’t transferred the ancestors’ powers to me, everything—generations and generations’ worth of magic—would have died with her. She knew her killer wouldn’t perform the Final Ritual for her.

That would’ve had disastrous consequences for all witches everywhere.

When she cast the protection spell on me, I’m sure she didn’t know that it would bind the ancestors’ magic inside me, in my blood, and prevent me from setting those powers free. She couldn’t have known.

She couldn’t have known that whenever a witch tried to draw from the ancestors’ powers, I’d be able to feel it. 

Suffer for it.

My blood runs cold. It feels like my very essence is being pulled at. Like some beast inside me is trying to get out but can’t find a way. I feel like I’m getting torn apart from the inside and I can’t do anything to hold myself together.

These symptoms only go away when the witch stops trying to draw from the well of power that’s locked up inside me.

And let me tell you now, some witches don’t give up easily...

In a similar way, I can tell when the Final Ritual is performed over a dead witch’s grave and her power transfers to me. I feel light-headed, energised, my blood sings and warms, I feel like I’m more powerful than I was an hour ago. Like I’m more than what I was an hour ago.

I haven’t told Aiden about this, not the gaining of a dead witch’s power or the pain that sears through me when someone tries to summon the ancestors’ magic. I don’t want anyone to know that I’m some kind of living, breathing collector of magic.

Continuously acquiring that which is not mine.

I’ve become the vessel for all magic.

I know I should tell him, so we can once again try to find a way of releasing the powers within me, but we tried everything we could think of when we first found out what my mother had done. Nothing worked.

If I tell him I want to look into relinquishing those powers again, he’d ask me why. Why now? And I can’t bear to tell him what I’ve discovered in the last few months.

I can’t bear to tell him what I’ve become.
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I PLANT A SEED NEXT TO IMOGEN’S MAKESHIFT GRAVESTONE, MARKING THE START OF THE FINAL RITUAL. Then, I take my place by the foot of her grave, completing the loose circle that the seven of us have formed around Imogen’s burial spot.

I recite the words that I learned from the Book of Spells and Potions, learned without the help of any magic, and we wait for the candles that we’re holding on metal discs to burn out. They’re supposed to burn out in the same second, by a sudden gust of warm wind, confirming that Imogen’s powers have combined with the air around us.

At the same time, the seed I’ve planted in the ground is meant to sprout and eventually bloom into a flower, letting us know that the earth has absorbed the deceased witch’s magic, too.

I’m supposed to feel the magic thrum in the air right about now, seen as I’m conducting the ritual.

And I’d get my high from the new magic in my veins.

All this would mark the end of a successful Final Ritual.

Yet, I feel nothing but the mild night air. There’s no breeze tonight, so we won’t miss the gust of wind that our candles are waiting for.

The candles however, continue to burn, their flames steady.

And of course, the earth by the gravestone should be pushed aside, making way for the budding plant... It should be happening right now.

The blossoming flower, the burnt out candles, the heat in the air—and my own blood warming as the magic fills me—should be happening right now. I’ve done everything the Book recommended...

But nothing.

I don’t want to think about what this means... My heart starts pounding in my ears, eyes roaming the cemetery.

No one says anything, waiting.

No one looks surprised or worried.

Perhaps none of these people have ever attended such a ceremony? I know Simone hasn’t; she told me as much when she asked me to perform it for her sister. Or perhaps they’re telling themselves that these things take time.

In my experience, they don’t. They shouldn’t.

Not when the most powerful witch in the world is performing the ritual.

Yet, nothing is happening. The air is almost still, no hum of magic, no heat. I don’t feel anything in my veins, either.

Again, I rid my head of the possible reason for this. I don’t want to think about it.

About a minute later, Simone, who’s standing next to me, whispers, “Why’s nothing happening?”

I turn towards her to find her eyes fixed on her candle, burning bright as ever. I cast a glance towards her parents. Their eyes are fixed on the spot where there should be a beautiful flower but is nothing but undisturbed earth.

“I don’t know, Simone,” I mumble without meeting her gaze. I don’t know but I have a pretty good idea—

Which I don’t want to think about. Thinking about it would make it seem real.

A couple of the women—I think they’re Simone’s aunts—start murmuring that they don’t understand what’s happening.

Quickly, all eyes turn to me. For an explanation I don’t want to give.

I gulp. “Should I try again? The ritual, I mean?”

Everyone looks at Imogen’s parents, who in turn say nothing. I guess their silence means yes?

I repeat the ritual and pray that it works this time. Pray that I’m wrong about why it didn’t work the first time.

The small crowd around Imogen’s grave is holding their breath... Everyone seems to exhale at the same time.

“It didn’t work,” whispers one of the aunts.

The other aunt murmurs, “Maybe she missed something?”

I did not miss anything.

What I say out loud, with no irritation or scorn, is, “Would anyone else like to try...?”

One of Imogen’s aunts steps forward, nodding at me. I nod back and swap places with her.

Unfortunately, it doesn’t work for her, either.

I try to look as surprised as everyone else, but surprise is not what I feel.

There’s a restlessness in the crowd, confusion and concern, and it only worsens when the other aunt volunteers to give it a go and fails just as miserably as her sister did.

“What does this mean?” Simone asks the adults around her. “Why didn’t it work?”

We all shake our heads.

“Should we try again?” Simone wonders out loud. Her eyes are on me, though.

“Best not,” says Mr. Hardy, his voice sombre.

The resigned expression on his face... I think he suspects what I’m trying hard not to suspect.

“Our candles are nearly burnt down, anyway,” Mrs. Hardy seconds, a defeated edge to her voice.

She suspects it, too...

I look down at the candle in my hand and realise that there’s just an inch of it left, molten wax pooled around it on the metal disc it’s standing on. 

I hear two people sighing heavily, probably the two aunts, before, one by one, the candles are blown out by human breaths rather than magic.
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I used a cloaking spell to keep me concealed as I transported myself from my bedroom to the cemetery, just in case Carver insisted his men kept watch all through the night.

That is, if he was indeed having me tailed. To be on the safe side, I’m assuming that he’s got 24/7 surveillance on me. Therefore, I have to use a transporter spell to return home, keeping myself cloaked.

It’s fine to use magic to travel late at night; the cops will assume I’m asleep and won’t know that I’m going anywhere. Because I’m thirsty, I decide to materialise in my kitchen.

Only to find my brother making out with his girlfriend!

Ew!

She’s sitting on the kitchen counter, her legs wrapped around Aiden’s hips, her arms circling his neck, his arms wrapped around her waist, passionate moans and content sighs escaping their mouths.

Ugh!

This is why I always transport to my doorstep and let myself in with my key, so they’re alerted to my arrival and can stop shoving their tongues down each other’s throats.

Shame I couldn’t do that tonight.

Shame I forgot they were coming home soon, what with everything that happened at the cemetery.

For a second, the shock of their return renders me motionless and speechless.

Then, I consider transporting to my room before Aiden notices me. 

His girlfriend, of course, detected me the second I got home, and as usual, she hasn’t stopped groping my brother. She never gets half as embarrassed as Aiden does when I catch him in compromising situations with her. I get even more embarrassed and grossed out by it, especially when I see Aiden’s flushed face, and she knows it and loves making it happen.

That’s why, just as I’m about to transport out of the kitchen, she says, “Hey Amber! Enjoying the show?”

Her legs remain around Aiden, arms curved around his neck, her mouth still moving with his.

Yuck!

I turn to leave so I don’t have to see my brother’s horror-struck face as he starts to turn towards me, but I stop at the kitchen doorway when I hear Aiden cough violently whilst trying to say, “Amber! Hey, wait!”

Taking a deep breath when he seems to have calmed down, I turn to face them.

“Welcome home,” I mumble, my eyes everywhere but on his face as he approaches me.

“Hey, sis!” He hugs me tight and says, “I missed you.”

“I missed you, too,” I tell him when he lets go of me. Then, I look at his girlfriend. “Welcome back, Lola.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 5
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“SO, HOW COME YOU WERE OUT SO LATE, AMBER?” LOLA ASKS. “Did you meet up with a feller?” She wiggles her eyebrows at me as she slumps down on the couch next to Aiden. “Is that why you changed your hair to blonde again?”

I drop in the armchair opposite them. Suddenly, our cosy little lounge feels cramped. When Aiden and I first moved in here, we weren’t expecting Lola to move in with him straightaway. Talk about rushing into things!

Ignoring the jibe about my hair colour, I get straight to the point. “I was overseeing a Final Ritual, actually,” I inform them, voice low.

Aiden stops in the middle of chomping on an apple and asks, “Anyone I know?” He has his sympathetic face on now, blue eyes curious.

Shaking my head no, I say, “No one we knew personally.”

I’m keeping things vague for a reason, so stay with me.

“How’d it go?” he asks softly, expecting me to say, “Fine”.

When I say, “It didn’t work”, he sits forward in his seat, face crumpling in confusion.

“What do you mean?” my brother asks, running a hand through his fair hair.

“I performed the ritual but nothing happened,” I tell him, averting his quizzical gaze. “Absolutely nothing.”

“But—it’s—the Final Ritual—it’s the simplest ritual a witch has to perform,” he splutters, dropping his half-eaten apple on the coffee table. “For a witch like you, it should be child’s play—”

“What’s this?” Lola asks eagerly, finally interested in our conversation. We lost her when I made clear that I wasn’t seeing a feller. “Amber the All-Powerful failed to perform an easy spell?” She sits forward on the couch, mirroring Aiden’s posture.

“I didn’t fail to perform it,” I snap. “The Final Ritual just... resulted in nothing.”

“What’s this ritual for, anyway?” she asks, turning to Aiden.

I let him explain everything to his girlfriend, and when he’s done, I ask him, “Under which conditions would the Final Ritual not... do its job?”

Maybe he’s come across something about this in his years of research into the supernatural; there definitely wasn’t anything in the Book of Spells and Potions.

“Under no conditions should it fail.” Aiden rises to his feet and starts pacing the room as he says, “Unless... the witch wasn’t a real magical witch. But I’m assuming you know for sure that she was. Was she?”

I nod. “She was.”

There are two types of witches:

Real magical witches, like yours truly—our magic lives within us, soars in our blood, thrums in our veins—and those that occasionally succeed in performing magic after sacrificing blood and whatnot, drawing from the magic around them.

“The wannabe-witches draw from magic that’s outside of them,” my best friend Ellie had once summarised when I explained this to her, “whereas the magical ones draw from their in-built supply.”

“Imogen Hardy; she and her family—”

“Hardy...” Aiden stops his pacing. “The name sounds familiar.”

He recommences his pacing of the living room when I tell him, “They were one of the families I visited earlier in the year to inform them about The Council’s dissolution.”

Nodding and still pacing, Aiden murmurs, “If the Hardys were under The Council’s protection, then they were definitely magical witches. So, the ritual shouldn’t have failed. Unless...”

“Unless what?” Lola and I ask in unison.

Hmm, I’m surprised she’s still following.

Aiden comes and halts before us. “Unless the witch relinquished her magic some time before her death. Or her powers were transferred to someone else, voluntarily or... involuntarily.” 

You see, I wanted him to come to this conclusion himself with the minimum amount of information, without learning how Imogen died. If I told him everything from the start, his brain wouldn’t have considered all the possibilities and he’d have gone with what seemed most obvious.

“Involuntarily,” Lola murmurs. “Like... stolen from her? Is that possible?” she asks her boyfriend, even though I’m the witch, not Aiden.

My brother nods at her. His face loses colour as he gulps and looks at me with sad blue eyes.

In that moment, I read his mind. He’s thinking about what would happen if anyone found out what I possessed. How the entire supernatural world would be tempted to steal from me. Steal my powers.

Kill me for them.

That’s his biggest fear: Losing me, because I have what I can’t give up.

It’s the reason why he was happy for me to use magic to ensure that Lola forgets this secret of mine. Lola teases me with the title of Amber the All-Powerful, because she thinks, like everyone else does, that I’m the most gifted witch in the continent.

“Was she... murdered?” my brother asks me quietly. His blue eyes are frenzied though, with worry. “This Imogen Hardy, I mean.”

I can’t answer this question yet, so I ask one of my own:

“For witches that have their powers stripped from them, the Final Ritual results in nothing?”

Aiden plops down on the sofa, looking tired all of a sudden. “Not nothing,” he breathes, pushing his golden hair out of his face. “The ritual still works.”

“But you said it wouldn’t work—”

“I know I said that, but I think that the ritual would still work.”

“How?” Lola and I ask simultaneously.

Lola adds, “If all her power’s been stolen, what would get transferred to the ancestors’ collection?” 

My eyes drop to my lap. This is something I ought to know. The thing is though, once I realised how little use I had for the Book of Spells and Potions, I stopped studying magic.

I just used it.

I bet Jax knows all this stuff; she studies her craft.

Thankfully, Aiden loved to read up on all things vampires, witches, and supernatural. “Technically,” he begins, “when a witch’s powers are taken by someone, she will die, but as long as those powers are still active in the other person’s blood, the essence of her magic remains a part of her, part of her blood, her bones. Her soul. Enough to perform the Final Ritual so that her soul rests in peace.

“If a witch intentionally gifts her powers to another witch, or gives them up, she will still be alive. She won’t be able to do any spells, though. That’s why we think of her as losing all her powers.”

“So, the person that stole Imogen’s powers,” Lola says, “must’ve died and not had a Final Ritual, so all the magic in their blood died with them. That’s why Imogen’s ritual failed.”

“That’s one possibility,” Aiden says with a nod to his girlfriend. “The most likely one, actually.”

“What’s the other possibility?” I demand, heart thumping. For some reason, I don’t think the person that took Imogen’s powers is dead.

Not if what my ghost friend’s messages are to be believed.

The killer wants to have the blood of seven dead witches on his or her hands...

“The other possibility,” sighs Aiden before taking a deep breath. “Is almost... impossible.”

“Go on,” I prod him.

“Well, it could be that Imogen’s magic has been... used up,” Aiden tells me. “That it wasn’t actually taken by anyone. Well, not transferred to another witch, I mean. It could be that her powers were used up completely for some massive spell or ritual, a spell or ritual that required all of her powers.”

Seven dead witches...

“Well,” I sigh, “Imogen didn’t have a single drop of blood in her veins when I found her...”
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Chapter 6
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MY BROTHER JUMPS TO HIS FEET. He’s not angry or anything. His body just didn’t know how else to react to this shocking piece of news

“What did you say?” he asks, gulping.

I take a deep breath and tell him, “Imogen’s death was caused by blood loss. She died when her heart stopped, and it must’ve stopped when it pumped out the last drop of blood from her body. How she managed to live until then... magic most likely.”

She was somehow kept alive until she’d bled dry...

Sitting down slowly, Aiden says, “You said you... you found her.”

I nod. “I did. And... there wasn’t a single speck of blood anywhere on the premises, either...”

My brother clenches his teeth, livid. Now, he is angry. I hope it’s not directed at me for withholding information.

When he speaks, his lips barely move. “She died of blood loss but there was no blood around her?”

I shake my head.

Lola exhales loudly. “So, it wasn’t a bloody murder.”

No, it was a bloodless one.

“It was still horrific to find her,” I mumble, eyes stinging at the memory of Imogen’s lifeless body. “To see her like that...”

My words seem to dilute some of Aiden’s anger.

“Why didn’t you mention this earlier?” he asks me, almost sounding like his usual self again.

“I didn’t want the facts about her death to get in the way of you
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