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        Where sunless rivers weep

        Their waves into the deep,

        She sleeps a charmed sleep:

        Awake her not.

        Led by a single star,

        She came from very far

        To seek where shadows are

      
        Her pleasant lot.

        — Christina Rossetti, ‘Dream Land’

      

      

        

      

    

  

  
    
      
        [image: Full Page Image]
      

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      Nobody really noticed when Alice Blackwell disappeared. The ‘witch-girl’, as the village folk came to know her, lived alone in a hut nestled amidst tall ferns and ancient oaks in the mountains that surrounded Alder Vale. No one knew where the hut was exactly, or whether Alice lived in a hut at all, but they felt sure that she was the kind of girl who would live in one, and so the presumption had become a widely circulated fact. She was strange, you see. Only a strange person would choose to live a quiet existence away from the chatter and bustle of the town. At least, that’s what they whispered to one another.

      The only soul in the entire town who did know where Alice resided was a girl of a similar age who made the trip through moss-covered forests and up into the cold mountain air to visit Alice several times a week. She usually brought little bundles of fresh herbs, baked goods, and an apple or two, and they would spend hours talking and laughing before the girl disappeared back down into the valley, leaving Alice alone again.

      Contrary to what the townsfolk whispered, Alice lived a solitary life not by choice, but because she had no family to speak of. Her father and mother had raised her in this cabin. They’d loved her, cared for her, and cherished her for the first six years of her life. Then one day they’d kissed her goodbye and ventured out on a short but routine hunting trip.

      And never returned.

      Loneliness had stopped tugging at her heart years ago, very soon after she started receiving visits from the girl from Alder Vale. Something else tugged at her heart though, and it tugged with relentless abandon. The irony of the townsfolk calling Alice the ‘witch-girl’ was that Alice was sure that she possessed no real magic. She knew very little about her lineage, except for what was in her beloved grimoire that sat proudly on her crooked bookshelf. It was an ancient leather-bound tome, filled with spells and incantations, that she’d inherited from her mother, who had inherited it from her mother, and so on. For Alice, this book proved that she came from a line of women who were all gifted with real, visible magic, but she’d never seen any proof that it actually existed. The only skill Alice had was in reading cards and tea leaves – hardly useful in the world of real witches. A world she wasn’t even sure existed.

      In truth, Alice was quiet and introverted; she enjoyed the solitude. Never once had she shown an inclination to leave her hidden mountain home. Oh, she dreamed of the world beyond the Shadow Lands: castles shrouded in mist, and schools where magic was taught to those who possessed the gift. She spent much of her time in her head dreaming of such things, but home was home. It was comfortable, peaceful; a reminder of her past, a physical memorial to her parents. She could never really, truly commit to the idea of leaving.

      One evening in late autumn, all that changed.

      A deafening storm rolled over the mountainside, pelting the wooden roof of Alice’s cabin with rain. She stoked the fire and tried to ignore it; she’d never liked storms. She was acutely aware that living out in the wilds with no real means of income meant that if a tree came down and crushed her cabin, she’d be homeless. Over the years, she’d learned about essential maintenance from some of her father’s old books. She’d treated the wood, cleaned every inch of the cabin inside and out, and even replaced three beams in the roof where it had started to leak last winter. She had done everything she could to weather-proof it, time-proof it, but tree-proofing it? Alice was sure there was nothing that could be done to protect her or her cabin if a tree decided to hurl itself down upon them. She’d managed to avoid destitution for eleven years, but when the wind howled, she couldn’t help but worry that her little wooden sanctuary wouldn’t protect her for much longer.

      Night fell with alarming haste. Alice placed a kettle on the stove to boil as she prepared the root vegetables she’d collected earlier for her dinner. The rain sounded like it was weakening a little, but not enough to calm her nerves. Something didn’t feel right about this storm, about this night. Something Alice couldn’t quite put her finger on. She’d already consulted her tarot deck twice in the last hour but the answers were confusing and inconclusive.

      A gust of wind rattled the windowpanes and the heavy curtains that were pinned to the frames fluttered. At the same moment, the candle she was working by was extinguished by the draught. Only the faint flickering fire embers illuminated the room and the shadows were heavy and thick like melting tar. Through the storm, Alice heard an unmistakable noise: knocking. Three slow, deliberate knocks on her heavy oak door. Her head snapped towards the noise. Someone was out there on her porch, at her cabin that sat in the middle of a forest, miles away from the nearest town. There were no hiking routes nearby, no reason for anyone to be just passing through.

      A chill crept up Alice’s spine. Standing up from the small table, she kept hold of the knife she’d been using to prepare her food, the ivory handle sitting uncomfortably in her sweat-drenched palm. She inched towards the door, the blade of the knife glinting in a sliver of moonlight. Gathering her frayed courage, she reached for the handle and pulled just as a thunder crack echoed through the night sky.

      Alice squinted through the pouring rain into the oppressive darkness but saw nothing. She frowned, the wind whipping through her raven hair, raising goosebumps on her arms. Another roll of thunder rattled above and Alice stepped back, suspicious and frightened, intending to close the door and shut out the creeping night. Just before she could, she noticed a patch of white on her doorstep.

      A letter.

      It was crisp and bright in the gloaming, entirely dry even though it sat on the saturated floor, completely exposed to the weather. As she bent to retrieve it, she failed to notice the pair of eyes that watched her from a shadow-shrouded spot in the trees.

      Inside the cabin, with the door firmly closed and locked, Alice tore open the letter. As her eyes flicked over the words written in an exquisite scrawl, she felt fear strike her heart. Yet, alongside the fear, a tiny glimmer of hope. Could it be possible that such a small thing, a simple combination of ink and paper, could give her the opportunity to be who she’d always yearned to be? Alice knew in her heart of hearts that, truth or fiction, she needed to discover the source of this letter; she needed to know where it had come from and what they knew about her, what they knew about everything.

      Her heart pounded in her ears even more loudly than the rumbling thunder outside, but she mustered her courage, swallowed her fear, and clutched that sliver of hope like a lost child clings to a doll.

      Alice stumbled back and forth, stuffing her belongings into a black carpet bag. In mere moments, she was ready to do what had always felt impossible. She wrapped a heavy emerald-green travelling cloak around her shoulders before lacing up her strongest leather boots. Strength, she wagered, would be exactly what she needed on this journey.

      With a shaky breath, she stepped out into the storm, lifting the hood of her cloak over her ebony hair.

      She didn’t get very far.
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      Lying in the shadow of a great oak tree, Lily Knight held out a hand and let the dappled light of the early morning sun dance between her fingers. She had her other arm behind her head and revelled in the feeling of the dewy grass beneath her stocking-free legs and bare feet. She definitely should not have removed her stockings. According to the matronly busybodies of the town, it was most improper for a young lady to wander about in such a manner. But, rolling her eyes when recalling their scolding, she had removed them anyway and taken great joy in imagining the shocked expression on old Orla McHail’s wrinkly face if she could see her now.

      Nature was Lily’s tonic. In those precious moments when the sun was awakening, as the world was bathed in pale, warm light, she felt the most alive. She was sure that this was the only real magic that existed in the world: the magic of birdsong, starshine, burnt-orange leaves, crisp early morning air, and glittering river water.

      She sat up, resting her weight on her elbows, enjoying the coolness of the autumn breeze on her bare arms and legs for a few minutes more. Before long, she would have to return home to her little valley town, Alder Vale. Although for now she was content to watch a small nuthatch hopping between branches on the tree above her. Lily wished for a fleeting moment that she too could grow wings and fly up into the sky.

      This was a conversation topic that often cropped up when Lily was with her closest friend, Alice Blackwell. They would lie by the river near Alice’s woodland cabin and take turns vocalising their hopes and dreams, speaking them into existence. Lily’s dreams didn’t often stretch much further than the boundaries of Alder Vale, but they always included flying up to the top of a tree or a tall mountain to gaze at the world below, just like the wild birds could. Her hopes were modest and revolved around preserving the little slice of normality that she had come to know and love. She had always pictured herself taking over her uncle Alf’s apothecary, which would make her the first female business owner in the village, perhaps even in the whole of the Shadow Lands. A fine goal to have, she thought.

      Lily’s dreams had always been the complete opposite of Alice’s. In fact, almost everything about the two girls was different. They should never have got along. Alice contrasted Lily’s light and easy manners with darkness and awkwardness. They even contrasted in appearance, with Alice’s poker-straight, inky black hair that fell in a thick curtain to her waist. Black hair that shimmered in the moonlight, unlike Lily’s warm, strawberry-blonde hair that was meant to shine under bright, clear sunlight. If Lily was the sun, Alice was the moon, glowing in the rays of Lily’s kindness, and infinitely warmer because of it.

      Where Lily’s dreams were practical, responsible, and quietly ambitious, Alice’s dreams were fantastical. She would speak of unearthing lost cities and tracking a coven of witches to teach her magic. She would spend hours every day checking her future in her hand-illustrated tarot cards or flicking through her grimoire, whispering spells under her breath, hoping to wish her magic into existence. Her biggest dream was to harness the magic she had never been able to conjure. Yet, in their jumble of future plans, the two girls remained sure of one thing: their friendship would outlast everything else.

      Once, years ago, Alice had suggested that they call themselves the Sisters of Shadow, for although they were not related by blood, they were attached at the heart, two souls who loved each other fiercely. One filled with light, the other darkness, casting their shadows on the world around them.

      Under the old oak tree, Lily’s thoughts strayed to Alice, her uncle Alf, and the apothecary. She found herself feeling incredibly fortunate for all she had been given in life. How could she ever wish for anything else, when everything she needed was right there within her grasp?

      With that contented thought giving her the strength to leave behind the bliss of the magical dawn light, Lily stood, fastened her boots, and ran as fast as she could back to the village. The faster she ran, the faster the day would go and the sooner she could go up the mountain to see Alice and spend the evening by her log fire.
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      Lily ascended the creaking wooden staircase that led to her room after her habitual morning outing. She had so far, in her many years of sneaking out in the early hours, managed to hide it from Uncle Alf. She knew he would disapprove of her bare-footed escapades. That morning however, she had dallied in the fields for a few seconds too long. Her uncle appeared at the top of the stairs, looking through narrowed eyes at her dishevelled appearance. He was a round-bellied, rosy-cheeked man in his early fifties who loved Lily like a daughter and reprimanded her like one too.

      ‘Lily Saoirse Knight, where on earth have you been at this time of the day?’ he asked, frowning through his bushy greying eyebrows. Uncle Alf had never been very good at disciplining her, as she was a naturally wild creature with a strong will and a habit of forgetting rules the moment she stepped foot outside. She was sensible when it mattered and feral the rest of the time.

      Lily looked up to him and exaggerated her apologetic face, mimicking the facial expressions of the six-year-old child she had been when she arrived twelve years ago, orphaned, turbulent, and already possessing the knack of making others bend to her will with kindness in her heart and mischief in her eyes. Uncle Alf grinned. ‘You know, if you’re going to sneak out and roll about in mud or whatever it is you young ‘uns do, you really ought to try not to get all that moss and twigs in your hair. It does rather give the game away, lass.’

      Amused, Lily climbed the last few stairs. ‘I would say I won’t do it again’—she lifted her hand to her hair, picking out the bits of foliage that had found their way into her curls—‘but you insist that no one tells lies in this house so…’

      She smirked, went up on her tiptoes to kiss her uncle’s cheek, and then skipped past him, disappearing into her room. Just before she closed the door, she called out to him, ‘I’ll be down to open the shop before we even catch a sniff of the first customer of the day, I promise!’ and then she vanished in a flurry of skirts.
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      Uncle Alf’s apothecary was a breathtaking space and it was practically impossible to walk past his window without stopping to gaze at the myriad wares on offer. In the centre of the room sat the workbench where he concocted natural remedies, salves, herbal teas, and tinctures. This bench, much like the entire shop, was organised chaos. It was covered in old, dusty books that smelled of must, afternoon sunshine, and petrichor. The books were stuffed with separate pages of notes and sprigs of lavender to mark particularly important chapters. To the untrained eye, it was a mess that needed a good tidy. But to the Knights, it was their creative space; it was organised exactly as it should be without a page or speck of dust out of place.

      The rest of the room was similarly wild in its organisation. On the right wall, hiding the staircase up to the residential rooms beyond, stood a hulking walnut cabinet which housed every single remedy Uncle Alf and Lily had ever made (and not yet sold). The cabinet was bursting with dark glass jars and bottles filled with dried herbs, unlabelled liquids, and other less distinguishable products that gave the entire room a sweet, rich smell. In the window, to brighten the room and catch the eye of passers-by, Lily had wrapped crystals and sea glass in old string and hung them just above the window frame where they refracted the sunlight that streamed through the huge open windows. Drifting in the breeze they hung there, glass tears falling silently, frozen in time.

      Lily’s parents had died when she was a small child, long before Lily could remember the sound of their voices singing lullabies or telling ghost stories. Uncle Alf had taken her into his care and started to teach her the wonders of nature and its healing properties. He had thought that a useful vocation could help to distract this bright-eyed, wild-natured child from her grief. Uncle Alf had taught Lily how to brew every single potion he knew, so that now the two of them could quietly create new remedies from the base knowledge they both possessed. Bunches of lavender, nettle, marigolds, sage, and thyme hung from the ceiling, drying in preparation to be ground up and used in a variety of concoctions. These hanging herbs were the main reason why Lily frequently had petals and leaves caught in her curls. She had long since given up ducking and fighting her way around them. Instead, she’d made a habit of charging through them, much to the chagrin of her uncle.

      As if by magic, Lily appeared downstairs as punctually as she had promised. She had even attempted to tame her wild mane, which hung loosely around her shoulders. Reluctantly, she agreed to adhere to society’s idea of ‘appropriate attire’ while she worked in the shop, which included battling with a corset and lacing herself into constricting gowns. But the one thing Lily absolutely refused to do was tie up her hair. ‘There’s no point even trying,’ she’d say whenever her uncle commented on the impropriety of it. ‘You know it would fight its way out of the pins and end up looking like an unfortunate bird’s nest anyway.’ And, with a begrudging sigh, her uncle would agree. The compromise they had settled upon was that Lily would try to make her hair at least look neat – or, as neat as she could manage. Today, she had created a makeshift hairband from an old leather scrap, which she had used to push the curls away from her face, keeping the corkscrews out of her eyes so she could work without her vision obscured.

      As punctual as ever, Lily unlocked the front door of the shop and fastened it open so the cool autumn breeze could dance around the room. Perching herself at the workbench, she tucked a pencil behind her ear and began to organise and bottle up the orders that were due to be collected.

      As she was preparing a bitter-smelling remedy she had recently concocted to ease the pain of a gout sufferer who lived in a nearby hamlet on the edge of the town, her uncle appeared from the storeroom behind her.

      ‘Ah, you’re already down!’ Uncle Alf exclaimed, as if Lily didn’t surprise him with her punctuality every morning. ‘Good, well, stop what you’re doing because you’re out on deliveries today.’ Lily let out a melodramatic sigh and buried her head in her hands. ‘Pull yourself together, child, Frank has a sick mother to look after as well as three younger siblings, which is why he will be late in today. Count yourself lucky.’

      ‘Do I really have to?’ Lily asked, slowly lifting her head from her arms. ‘You know old Orla has been dying to clip me around the ear ever since she caught me picking figs from her tree last week.’

      ‘Well, if she does,’ Uncle Alf smirked, ‘I might just have to let slip to Jemima Darroch exactly which remedies Orla has on order, and you know Jemima can’t be trusted with gossip like that!’ He let out a belly laugh at his own mischief and his cheeks glowed red under his speckled grey beard. Lily often felt her penchant for mischief came directly from her uncle. He was her father’s brother, and he had taken her in without a second thought when she was six years old, after her parents’ untimely deaths. They had been encouraging each other’s mischievousness ever since.

      ‘Ha!’ Lily exclaimed, ‘and you berate me for insensitivity!’ Lily continued with just the slightest flicker of devilry in her eyes. ‘Just because Orla has an issue with incontin—’

      ‘Woah there, lass, I don’t need to hear you say it!’ Uncle Alf spluttered through his stifled chuckles. ‘Anyway, it’s not her I’m sending you to see today. Your Alice requested a fresh delivery of mandrake root, valerian, coltsfoot, and a few other bits and pieces last week to be delivered today or tomorrow. Well, I thought Frank could do the local deliveries when he arrives later, and you could manage the longer journey.’ He dropped an overflowing wicker basket on the table in front of her. ‘I told her I’d send you up and I thought maybe you would be grateful to see her and those beloved forests of yours. You’ve been working far too hard lately. It’s not good for a young lass like you to be cooped up in here, much as I appreciate your help.’ He ruffled her already messy hair. ‘I thought you may as well take some food with you and stay for the rest of the day. There’s not much to do here for once, so make the most of the free time.’

      Lily leaped from her seat and embraced her uncle, gratitude glowing from her bright eyes. ‘Thank you, Uncle!’ She grinned and kissed his cheek, before throwing her arms around his neck and pulling him into another melodramatic embrace.

      ‘Be careful, mind.’ Alf held her shoulders in his firm grip and looked her straight in the eyes. ‘You’ve heard the tales they’re telling, the rumours, haven’t you?’

      Lily shrugged. ‘Nonsense. I’d bet my life on it.’

      ‘Well, I’d rather you didn’t. If there’s talk of strange folk wandering around these parts, of people going missing, of murders… I know you’re sensible, and I know how much good it does you to head up into those mountains so just—’

      Lily held her hands up in surrender. ‘I’ll be careful.’ She drew his hands from her shoulders and gave them a gentle, reassuring squeeze. ‘I promise.’
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      With the basket of wares hung on her arm, Lily hitched up her dress and started out on the old familiar track she’d roamed along hundreds of times. Before she left, she had quickly changed into a less restrictive dress that matched the colours of the dazzling autumn leaves, and she had removed her corset so she could breathe freely in the mountain air.

      As Lily left the confines of the town, the cobbles gave way to a grassy driftway, which in turn became a lightly trodden unmarked path up the side of the mountain. It was a rugged landscape, but it was entirely hers. She knew every pinecone, every animal track, the grey corries and mountain ridges that obscured the horizon; it all felt like home. Far more than the whispering thatches of Alder Vale.

      Once she was sure she was out of sight, she bent to unfasten and remove her supple leather boots and tucked the hem of her dress through her belt, so her legs and feet were free from the heavy folds of material. She needed the feel of the grass and moss between her toes like a flower needs water and sunshine; it was a necessity she simply could not live without. Lily tied the laces of her boots in a knot around her belt so they could hang there, out of the way until she needed them. Continuing up into the forest-covered mountain, the morning breeze whistled sweet melodies through the canopy.

      Even though they saw each other for a few hours most days, Lily felt overcome with joy at the thought of having a full uninterrupted day to spend with her friend. Alice had lived in the cabin her whole life, but since her parents’ disappearance she had been received coldly by the rest of the Alder Vale residents. Alice was quiet but headstrong and unusual, and something about her presence made most people descend into gossiping whispers whenever she walked by.

      One of those people, who called herself Alice’s ‘governess’, was a middle-aged woman filled with pity and self-righteousness. When Alice’s parents first disappeared, she took to making sure Alice ate occasionally and taught her how to keep a fire burning in the grate. Alice had been a pale and sickly-looking child back then, but her dark eyes were fierce and her temper was fiercer, and the woman had packed up and left less than a month after Alice’s parents.

      ‘She tried to curse that poor woman,’ Jemima Darroch commented to the shop girl in the bakery a few days after the woman had left. ‘That’s why she left so fast. Take it from me, love, that child, she’s a witch, and I’m as sure as I am that the sky’s blue. A witch through and through, and the sooner she leaves the better.’

      As unkind and unpleasant as Jemima was with her gossiping, the ‘witch’ notion spread through the village like a plague. Within a week, it wasn’t simply a rumour muttered in bad taste, but an accepted fact. By the age of eight, Alice was only going down to the village every other week for food and supplies, and even then she made sure she was seen by as few people as possible. She hid her hair in a cap and skulked in alleyways, sneaking from place to place, before disappearing into the shadows again. She became a part of the local lore, ‘the witch in the woods’, ‘the strange Blackwell girl’, and every accident, every case of bad luck, every injury, was blamed on her.

      There were only two people in the village who opposed the persecution of Alice Blackwell, and they were Lily and her uncle. So as soon as Alf heard that Alice’s parents, loyal customers of his, had gone missing, his immediate concern had been for their daughter. He thought, if nothing else, perhaps Alice needed a companion and sustenance. Barely a few hours after he heard the news, he packed a wicker basket full of cakes, herbal remedies, candles, and apples, and sent Lily up the mountain to visit her.

      They had been just young children, awkward and shy, but their connection was instantaneous. From the moment they met, Lily knew they were kindred spirits and she felt sure that Alice had been sent specifically so they could be companions. She told Alice so that very first day, when they had sat together by the open log fire in Alice’s home. They shared a hunk of bread with some cheese, and enjoyed a mug of hot cocoa each, which Alice had just learned to make. Their friendship was forged that day, and Lily had visited Alice several times a week ever since.

      Sometimes Alice would read Lily’s future in tea leaves or with her tarot cards, sometimes they would plan her eventual takeover of the apothecary, and sometimes they would just sit in comfortable silence, enjoying the presence of each other’s company. What they never discussed, however, was Alice’s life, her past, her future. Lily had learned to stop asking, because Alice would shut down and change the subject, but her eyes would always flicker towards the ancient grimoire that sat on a dusty makeshift bookshelf next to the fireplace.

      Alice was less open with her emotions, but even without words, the two of them could communicate their love for each other with a squeeze of the hand or a head rested on a shoulder. Friendships like theirs were rare, and they treasured each other.

      As she continued to trudge rhythmically up the mountain trail, Lily realised that she was particularly anxious to see her friend. The last time they had been together, two days previously, they had argued, which was something they never, ever did. Alice had been distracted and melancholic for weeks and Lily had wanted to help her friend in any way she could.

      Lily had convinced Alice to come down from the woods and join her underneath her favourite oak tree, where they could gaze out across the endless farmers’ fields and pastures. Alice had reluctantly agreed. The look in her eyes foretold a relief to be in the company of a friend, but also a tentativeness, a fear that if she let the emotion overcome her, she’d reveal too much.

      Alice was frequently troubled by one thing or another, but on this particular occasion something was different. Her forest-green eyes had been ringed with the tell-tale blackness of insomnia, her pallor was death-like, her skin an even lighter shade of ivory than usual. Even her straight black hair looked unkempt and she’d let it hang loose over her shoulders instead of pinning it up off her face like she usually did. Her hands shook, though whether through cold or fear it was hard to tell. The Alice that Lily loved was usually full of wisdom and imagination; she was mysterious and she played upon it. But when she had seen her those few days before, Lily recalled a distance in Alice’s eyes. She had looked lost.

      She had looked haunted.

      ‘Alice,’ Lily had begun tentatively, careful not to push her too hard, ‘you know you can tell me anything. What’s going on?’

      Lily had reached for Alice’s hand, meaning to hold it, warm it, anything to stop it from shaking.

      But Alice had flinched and pulled away.

      ‘You wouldn’t understand. This…’ she paused, contemplating her choice of words, ‘thing, I can’t move past it. I’ve tried to wish it out of me, I’ve tried every potion to get rid of it, but I can’t. You couldn’t even begin to understand.’ She whispered, but Lily heard the unmistakable edge of venom in her voice.

      ‘I’m not asking to understand, Alice’—Lily tucked a piece of hair behind her ear—‘I’m simply asking to help you carry your burdens. They’re weighing down so heavily on you. A friend doesn’t need to understand all of your troubles to help lighten them a little.’ Lily half smiled, suddenly terrified that if she pushed too hard, Alice would close herself off altogether.

      It had been said, ever since her parents’ disappearance, that Alice had been abandoned by them. Even Alice had started to believe the stories: she was too strange, too fractured and unpredictable, and it had scared them away. It had scared them enough to leave her alone in the cabin and never return.

      What if running away was in the Blackwell blood? Suppose, if Alice became any more scared, she ran away too. Just like her parents. Scanning her memories, Lily remembered the look in Alice’s eyes that fateful day.

      ‘Oh, Lily,’ she had sighed, ‘how I wish I could view this world like you do. To you, everything is simple. Everything can be fixed with a hug and a cup of tea.’ She had frowned, her eyes darkening. ‘But that will not fix me and neither will your words. I am unfixable. From the moment I was made—’ She had stopped, seeming to change her mind about what she was about to reveal. ‘From the moment I was made as I am, my life was destined to be hollow, sorrowful—’

      ‘Wait,’ Lily had interrupted, ‘this is about your lack of magic?’ Lily had been so surprised. Considering the recent onset of her troubles, she had presumed the issue that had been bothering Alice was new. The absence of magic in Alice’s life was something they spoke of sometimes, even joked about if Alice was in a good mood. ‘But Alice, you know that magic is really, really rare.’ Lily’s brow had furrowed with concern and trepidation. ‘We don’t even know if it exists at all…’ Her voice had trailed off and she had swallowed hard, barely daring to look her friend in the eye.

      ‘I told you that you wouldn’t understand,’ Alice had growled, standing up suddenly and flattening down her skirts. ‘This world, your world, just isn’t designed for me, Lily. I wish you could see that.’

      With that, she had spun on her heels and run full speed back towards the mountain. She had disappeared beyond the horizon before Lily had even had a chance to comprehend what had happened. Pulling herself up slowly, lost in thought, she wandered in the direction Alice had disappeared. Trying to catch her in that kind of mood was pointless. Alice could outrun even the fastest adults in the town when she put her mind to it, and had done so on several occasions. No, Lily had decided that she would walk through the tall grass, stop off at her uncle’s apothecary and discuss things with him first, before attempting another exchange with Alice.

      She had intended to visit Alice first thing the next morning, hoping that overnight her temper might have softened and she would be willing to forgive Lily for pushing. However, the apothecary had been overflowing with orders and Lily hadn’t been able to take a single hour off from dawn until dusk to go and visit her friend. She knew Alice wouldn’t be angry anymore, but that didn’t make her any less anxious to go and see her and smooth things over. They never fought and she didn’t intend to start now.

      Aside from her selfish concerns, Lily also wanted to make sure that Alice was okay. Whatever had been tormenting her, whether it was the magic or something else, it was seriously impacting her health and Lily decided that she would do anything to make sure her friend felt safe and cared for.

      She walked the familiar path, her bare feet skipping lightly over the rocks and the plants, lost in her thoughts. As she idled along through the forest, Lily spotted several patches of wildflowers which she knew would brighten Alice’s often dark cabin, so she placed the basket down and knelt by the flowers, careful to hitch up her dress so as not to get it too muddy.

      She picked chicory, harebells, and field pansies (Alice’s favourite), and several other pieces of foliage like rusty-coloured bracken, rowan, and unripe blackthorn berries, arranging them into a little bunch and tying them with some string she found lurking at the bottom of the wicker basket. Alice could never resist a fresh, wild bouquet, and Lily figured that if all else failed, at least the flowers might cheer her up a little.

      Amongst the hedgerows, the blackberries still clung to their stems, and they were abundant. Crafting a makeshift bag from a napkin, Lily plucked the berries from their hiding places, ensuring that she left enough for the wildlife that would still need them for sustenance. With her bunch of flowers and her wicker basket in tow, Lily wandered the last miles of the journey in an optimistic frame of mind.

      She finally broke through the treeline and caught sight of the familiar cabin nestled in the centre of a small, open meadow, far away from the prying eyes of passers-by. The meadow was completely surrounded by a dense wall of forest on all sides, and the only sounds that could be heard from where Lily stood on the edge of the glade were the trickling of a nearby brook, the birdsong, and the wind whistling through the trees. As she looked at the small, homely cabin, encompassed by nature, she felt like she understood why Alice was so content to spend so little time down in the village. With all of this natural beauty, and only the sky to judge her, it was leagues away from the muttered rumours and hurtful superstitions of the townsfolk.

      Wouldn’t it be nice if I could convince Alice to come for a swim today? Lily thought. The air is warm, the water will be cool, we could spend the rest of the day pretending to be the free, uninhibited children we used to be.

      Those idyllic thoughts were banished from her mind when she noticed that the cabin looked different. She was unable to immediately place her finger on what exactly it was, and for a moment she just stood, staring blankly, until it dawned on her like a cloud passing over the moon.

      There was no smoke.

      Alice was always cold, even in the height of summer, and therefore very rarely did she forget to light her log fire.

      Lily shook her head. Silly superstitions making me paranoid, she thought. It’ll be nothing.

      She walked the final few steps around the side of the cabin and stepped up onto the porch that led directly to the entrance. Her frown deepened when she saw that the door was hanging open, carelessly left to swing in the forest breeze.

      This, she knew, was wrong.

      In all their years of friendship, Alice had always been intensely private. Her door was closed and locked, even if she was only leaving for a stroll.

      Lily felt her heartbeat quicken as she placed the basket and the flowers down on the warped wood. She didn’t know what she was going to find inside, but she felt sure she would need both of her hands free if she was going to face it.

      She was suddenly reminded of the tales that had spread through the village a few weeks earlier, and the warning Alf had given her earlier that day. There had been whispers and mutterings of children being taken from their homes in the dead of night. Of violent unsolved murders and disappearances. Of blood-soaked beds and gurgling cries in the darkness. Of the Lightkeepers of local lore blackening their light and venturing out with their cleavers to seek out waifs and strays. But the tales had come from the unreliable mouth of Jemima Darroch and her hoard of cronies and conniving gossips, who had said that the stories originated from the coast, many miles away. To most, though, they felt close enough to encourage caution in even the bravest of souls.

      Lily, who had always been dubious about anything that didn’t have a logical explanation, had ignored the cautionary whispers and decided that these rumours were nothing but scary stories designed to frighten children, just like the ones she herself had been told.

      And yet, something about the scene before her eyes – the darkness of the cabin, the open door, the eerie silence – made her stop and wonder whether she should have done more to protect Alice, whether she should have left her alone, so far away from other people. But at seventeen, Alice was hardly a child. She was sensible and capable, if a little unstable at times. Surely there would be a reasonable, logical explanation and things would become clear the moment she stepped over the threshold. Still, Lily felt sure that something was amiss and, gathering her courage, she entered the cabin.

      The interior was small and cramped. Alice had insisted once when Lily had commented on its size – or lack thereof – that it was ‘cosy’, but Lily still found it to be oppressive, as though the ceiling was pressing down on her from above. It was single-storey and set out as one room. The windows let in a small amount of daylight that cast gloomy shadows across the stone floor. Alice didn’t own many possessions, and a swift glance around the room confirmed to Lily that she had left in a hurry, maybe even just hours after their argument. The fire in the grate had died out, drawers were hanging open and empty, and Alice’s beloved tarot deck and the huge grimoire were also missing. It was unnerving.

      The one thing that remained was a discarded piece of parchment, left lying on a desk one the far side of the room, illuminated by the light that shone from the window above it. Lily walked across the room, her still-bare feet growing cold from the stone floor. It wasn’t a piece of blank parchment, she realised, but a letter. She reached out and picked it up, her hands shaking.

      
        
        For the Attention of Alice Blackwell,

      

        

      
        I have a proposal for you. I knew your mother and I know that, like her, you possess the gift, amongst other supernatural abilities. It has come to my attention that you are in possession of a particular gift that requires nurturing. Should you be interested in learning how to wield your special talents, then I advise you to meet with me. I will show you how to navigate a world that is filled with more magic than you could ever imagine.

      

        

      
        I will be passing through Kelseth village when the next full moon rises. If you should wish to join me, and I should clarify that it is in your best interests to do so, meet me by the harbour, beneath the lamp, at midnight. Do not waste your time writing and sending a reply. Be there, and do not tell a soul where you have gone. This is of the utmost importance. You are entering a world of incredible power, and our organisation requires total discretion and absolute secrecy.

      

        

      
        Until then,

        Your friend,

      

        

      
        Hecate Winter

        High Priestess of the Shadow Sect

      

      

      Lily looked up from the letter and gazed, unseeing, out of the window. She let the parchment fall to the floor, questions racing through her mind. What did this mean? How could this woman, this Hecate Winter, know of Alice’s existence, let alone of her ‘gift’, whatever that was? And why did she seem completely set upon meeting with Alice so secretly, and so urgently?

      Lily knew that this letter must have arrived moments after Alice had returned from their argument. She had been in a vulnerable state, and Lily had no doubt in her mind that Alice would have gone if she had any hope of gaining the magical ability for which she yearned so desperately. But leaving so suddenly, without even leaving a note… Alice’s behaviour was reckless and out of character.

      Lily was missing something. She knew she must be.

      What was this ‘Shadow Sect’ and why, out of everyone in the world, did they want Alice?

      Lily gathered up the basket, retrieved the letter, and set off back down through the forest. Her uncle had lived here longer than he cared to admit, and if anyone would know anything about this mysterious letter and its contents, it would be him. She thought that maybe he could help her convince the local warden to look into it; perhaps he could even contact the warden in Kelseth and see if anything suspicious had happened there. She hoped that someone would be able to read the letter and decipher its meaning without the distraction of emotion and concern that clouded her own logical thinking.

      At least if Alice had gone willingly, she would have been guarded and sensible. And last night was the full moon, so the warden in Kelseth might have some information to share. Lily tried to regulate her breathing. Alice would be fine … wouldn’t she? She was more than capable of looking after herself. Hadn’t she survived all this time against all the odds? And this woman, Lily thought, this Hecate Winter, she wanted to nurture Alice, to help her, not hurt her.

      But for some reason she couldn’t relax. She couldn’t help but feel that hidden somewhere in between the lines of the letter, there was a threat. A threat to hurt Alice. The thought made Lily’s hair stand on end. She knew that if someone, anyone, hurt Alice, then they would be tracked down and punished. She just wasn’t sure who would track them down, and who would punish them. Because it couldn’t very well be her … could it?

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      Lily hurtled into the apothecary, letting the door slam shut behind her, the bottles on the shelves rattling precariously.

      ‘Uncle!’ she shouted.

      She didn’t know what she should do, only that she felt like she needed answers and in order to get answers, she was going to have to find Alice. The thought had occurred to her several times as she was running back to the town, but she had pushed it from her mind each time.

      Mysteries, lost friends, magic … these were all things that happened far away, beyond the peace of Alder Vale or in dusty old novels. The rest of the world had left behind the people of the Shadow Lands because they were gentle, simple folk; they had no use for the new technologies, weapons, and societal structures that the world beyond relished and valued. This was the world in which Lily belonged and she knew it in her heart of hearts: she was a quiet, settled girl in a quiet, settled country. Adventure had never once crossed her mind. She couldn’t just run away from her life to chase a bad feeling.

      Even if she could manage it physically, could she ever be strong enough emotionally?

      Her fears were momentarily abated when her uncle materialised at the bottom of the oak stairs that, only a few hours ago, she herself had skipped down, fresh and bright from her morning excursion. His presence was an eternal comfort to her, even in her darkest moods.

      ‘What is it, child?’ His brows furrowed, lines of concern stretching across his forehead.

      She held out the letter, her hand shaking. He frowned, curious, and beckoned her towards the work desk. He sat behind the desk, placing his half-moon spectacles on his nose.

      ‘Alice is missing,’ Lily began. ‘I found this in her cabin… I don’t understand why she would leave without saying goodbye. She didn’t even leave a note.’ She placed the crumpled letter down in front of her uncle, flattening it and then watching his face for any sign of recognition.

      Uncle Alf’s eyes traced the lines on the paper slowly, deliberately, until he reached the final line. The creases on his forehead grew deeper and his face drained of colour. He dropped the letter and rested his face in his hands.

      ‘Wait,’ Lily asked, ‘what is it? What does this mean?’

      ‘The Shadow Sect. I knew them. Or-or-or at least,’ he stuttered, ‘I knew of them. They haven’t shown themselves around these parts in a very long time. Last time they were in the area, there were a series of disappearances, grisly unexplained murders, missing children, that sort of thing. They disappeared after a while, no doubt to stalk through a different area. I never dreamed that they would come back. I heard the rumours from the other village councillors when I last went to pay our rents to the baron, and I suppose I hoped they’d got the wrong end
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