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      Sophie hurried across the courtyard in front of Turlingham Academy, clutching a gold-wrapped present and a white envelope. It was the last day of the Christmas term, and the drive was crowded with cars. Parents and children squealed as they saw each other for the first time in months, and the cold air rang with shouts of ‘Mum! Dad!’ and ‘How you’ve grown!’ Sophie grinned to herself – school was great, but she knew how lucky she was to live with her parents on the grounds. She loved seeing everyone so happy as they hugged their families again.

      Above her the leafless tree branches shivered, and gulls wheeled around the turrets of the ancient school building. Sophie craned right and left, trying to spot Ashton Gibson. She’d already looked in the boys’ dorms, and tried to find Katy to see if she knew where he was. Katy was Ashton’s sister, not to mention Sophie’s best friend, so she would know how important it was for Sophie to find him.

      But in all this excitement it was like looking for a specific raisin in a Christmas cake. She clutched the present tighter. What if he didn’t like it? Oh, but he had to! She was sure he would… but then, she’d never bought a present for a boyfriend before – never even had a boyfriend before. It still didn’t seem real that she was going out with the best-looking boy in Year 10.

      She took out her phone and rang Katy, smiling as the picture of her best friend pulling a stupid face came up on the screen. Katy’s phone rang twice and then, in the middle of a ring, it switched to voicemail.

      ‘Hey, this is Katy, I can’t answer the phone right now, leave a message!’ 

      Sophie hung up before the beep. Must be on silent, she thought. Typical!

      ‘Sophie!’ called a familiar American voice.

      She turned round. Erin, Lauren and Joanna were waving at her from under the big old oak tree where they usually hung out. Sophie ran over.

      Erin held out her arms for a hug. ‘I guess I’d better say, “Happy Christmas”. In case I don’t see you again.’

      ‘But aren’t you leaving tomorrow?’ Sophie hugged her.

      Erin nodded. ‘The flight’s first thing in the morning. But I thought I would say it now, just in case – you know how crazy the last day of term always is.’

      ‘So, is that for Ashton?’ Joanna asked, looking at the card and the gold-wrapped parcel Sophie was holding.

      Sophie blushed and laughed. ‘Yeah, it’s the new Jareth Quinn film. I hope he likes it.’

      ‘Of course he will!’ Lauren’s eyes sparkled. ‘I wonder if he’ll kiss you when you give him his present —’

      ‘He better!’ Erin said. ‘I’d kiss someone if they gave me Jareth for Christmas.’ Everyone laughed.

      ‘What do you think he’s got you, Sophie?’ Joanna asked.

      ‘I don’t know. Maybe nothing.’ Sophie blushed again. ‘And that would be fine… I just don’t know what to expect.’ Sophie looked around for him again. ‘But I still can’t find him. Or Katy, for that matter.’

      ‘Oh, I saw them from the window about five minutes ago,’ Lauren said. ‘They were by the gate.’

      ‘Brilliant!’ Sophie gave a hop of relief. ‘Thanks, Lauren.’

      She left her friends and ran along the drive towards the entrance to the school ground. She was buzzing with anxiety to see Ashton and Katy – and not just because they were two of her favourite people in the world. There was a lot going on that she couldn’t tell Erin and the girls. She was a witch, Ashton and Katy were witch hunters – and there was a whole secret world of witches and witch hunters who were very, very unhappy because they were friends. So unhappy that they’d driven Katy and Ashton’s parents into hiding. Sophie ached to think how worried her friends must be about them.

      She came up to the big wrought-iron gates that marked the entrance to the school grounds. Mr McGowan was there, talking to some Turlingham boys.

      ‘Mr McGowan,’ Sophie began breathlessly as she reached him, ‘have you seen Ashton or Katy anywhere?’

      ‘The Gibsons?’ Mr McGowan hesitated as the boys walked away. An odd expression drifted across his face, as if he was trying to call up an old memory. Then his face cleared. ‘You’ve missed them, I’m afraid. They’ve already left.’

      Sophie stood staring at him with her mouth open. Left? Without telling her? Without even saying goodbye? Or Happy Christmas?

      ‘So early?’ she managed finally. The card in her hand drooped. Was this what it felt like to have your heart broken by your first boyfriend? Ashton hadn’t even bothered to stick around and wait for five minutes.

      Mr McGowan nodded, looking at her sympathetically. ‘There must have been a change of plan,’ he said slowly, seeming a little confused.

      ‘Change of plan?’ Sophie didn’t understand.

      ‘Their uncle came to pick them up…’ Mr McGowan sounded more confident with every word.

      For a second, Sophie thought she had misheard. She hoped she had misheard. ‘Uncle?’

      ‘Yes,’ he replied, ‘their uncle Robert.’

      Sophie’s breath came fast and she hardly heard his words. 

      ‘Sophie? Sophie, are you OK?’

      He couldn’t have said Robert. Not Robert. That was impossible… because the last time she’d seen Katy and Ashton’s uncle Robert, he’d been trying to kill them all! He had even possessed Sophie’s father’s fox familiar and sworn revenge.

      ‘Are you sure his name was Robert?’ she asked, still praying she had misheard.

      Mr McGowan nodded. ‘Positive.’ A slight frown flitted over his face. He added, ‘He said how wonderful it was to see them again and how he’d missed them. Seemed like a nice man.’

      Sophie’s mind whirled. Yes – their uncle Robert Lloyd did seem like a nice man. That was, if you didn’t know he was a homicidal maniac! He hated witch hunters because they had driven him out of the community after he married Sophie’s aunt Angelica. If Katy and Ashton were with him they were in grave danger.

      Sophie spun round, looking wildly for her mum and dad. She spotted them on the far side of the courtyard, talking to a group of parents. Sophie raced over to them and tugged her dad’s sleeve.

      He looked down, startled. ‘Soph? What is it?’

      ‘I’ve got to talk to you,’ she whispered. ‘Both of you. Now!’

      Her mother looked annoyed. ‘We’re in the middle of a conversation, Sophie. This is not very polite —’

      ‘Now, Mum!’ Sophie hissed. She brought her two thumbs together to make a W, hoping her mother would understand that this was witch business. From the look on her face, Sophie knew the message had got through.

      Her mother quickly hid her shocked expression and smiled politely at the parents. ‘Please excuse us…’

      Sophie pulled her parents across the courtyard towards Mr McGowan.

      ‘It’s Katy and Ashton,’ she said as soon as she was sure no one could overhear. ‘They’ve gone. Mr McGowan says they left with their uncle Robert!’

      ‘What?!’ her mum and dad exclaimed at the same moment.

      Sophie nodded, fear bringing tears to her eyes. Her parents looked at each other in horror. Sophie’s mum was the first to find her tongue.

      ‘There must be some mistake. We have very strict rules about that kind of thing. Mr McGowan would never have let them go with someone who wasn’t their parent!’ She broke into a run, heading towards Mr McGowan, and Sophie and her father followed.

      Mr McGowan was standing where Sophie had left him, an expression of vague, pleasant puzzlement on his face. Sophie thought he looked spaced out – but then, that was Mr McGowan for you.

      ‘Sophie says you let Katy and Ashton go with someone who claimed to be their uncle?’ Sophie’s mother burst out as she reached him.

      ‘That’s right.’ Mr McGowan smiled.

      ‘How could you do such a thing?’ Sophie had never heard her mum sound so angry. ‘You know perfectly well that’s against school protocol. What proof have you got that this man was who he said he was?’

      She didn’t wait for an answer as she pulled out her mobile phone and began dialling.

      Sophie caught her hand. ‘Are you calling the police?’

      ‘Of course!’ she replied. ‘There is no time to lose.’

      Sophie didn’t know if this was a good idea or not. ‘But what if this is about witches and witch hunters?’ she whispered so Mr McGowan couldn’t hear.

      Sophie’s dad looked at Sophie. ‘It’s about two children going missing, Sophie. That comes first.’

      Sophie felt a sick churning in her stomach. She knew their uncle would do anything for revenge on the witch hunters who’d separated him and Angelica. Even hurt his own nephew and niece. Her mum was right, this was something they needed to get the police involved in. They had to do whatever it took to get Katy and Ashton home safe.

      ‘Police, please. I need to report two missing children.’

      Mr McGowan cleared his throat. ‘But… but it’s OK.’ He sounded genuinely puzzled. ‘The parents sent a letter saying that it was OK for their uncle to pick them up.’

      He drew a folded piece of paper out of his pocket. Sophie’s dad snatched it, and Sophie stood on tiptoe to read over his arm.

      It was just a couple of type-written sentences, without even a signature. It could have been written by anyone! What had got into Mr McGowan?

      Sophie’s mum glanced at the letter. ‘Oh, I see. Well, that’s OK then. The letter explains it all,’ she said in a monotone voice. To the person on the phone, she added. ‘Sorry to bother you. It was a misunderstanding.’ She flipped her phone shut and smiled at them all. ‘It all makes perfect sense. Of course their uncle would pick them up, given the circumstances.’

      Sophie looked at her in disbelief, and then at her father, who was frowning thoughtfully. Were they reading the same letter?

      ‘Yes, that’s what I thought as soon as I read it,’ Mr McGowan said, smiling too. ‘It all makes perfect sense.’

      ‘But what about the protocol?’ Sophie asked. ‘Are you serious, Mum?’

      ‘Oh, protocol.’ Sophie’s mum gave a light laugh. ‘We teachers fuss too much, that’s what I think. The kids will be fine.’

      Sophie’s mum would never say that! Sophie stared at the letter, then turned to her dad. She was about to beg him to look properly at the letter, but he put a hand on her shoulder.

      ‘Oh, isn’t that your friend Lauren’s parents? We must go and say hello!’ he said, and gently pushed Sophie away from the gate.

      ‘Dad!’ Sophie complained. What was he doing? But then she looked up and caught his eye as he winked at her. Oh – I see. Not in front of the History teacher… He steered her behind a bush and took the letter from her with a frown.

      ‘Yes, I thought so. The paper’s been treated with a spell,’ he said quietly, looking down at the letter. ‘It’s what we call a blind. It makes whatever’s written on it extremely persuasive to humans. A simple trick. Luckily, it’s easy to reverse. Watch this.’

      Sophie’s father bent and picked up an icy leaf from the ground. He shook the ice on to the paper and let it melt there into crystal clear drops of water.

      ‘Powers of the Earth – earth, water, wind and fire,’ he said. A ray of winter sun caught the pocket watch he always wore, his Source. It glinted as if it were a winking golden eye. ‘Melt this spell away like ice.’

      Sophie saw no difference in the letter, but Sophie’s father walked purposefully back to the gate and held the paper out to Mr McGowan and her mother.

      ‘So you’re both quite sure this letter explains everything?’ he said with a raised eyebrow.

      Mr McGowan studied the writing, then did a double take. Sophie’s mum went pale with shock.

      ‘Oh my goodness!’ she exclaimed.

      Mr McGowan looked around wildly. ‘I… the man was here a moment ago. He said he was their uncle. It all seemed to make sense at the time… and you said there was no reason to worry, headmistress.’

      ‘I did?’ Sophie’s mum put a hand to her mouth. ‘I did. I remember. But why would I say that?’

      ‘And I just let them go!’ Mr McGowan looked distraught. ‘I don’t get it. I would never… if anything happens to them…’

      ‘We must call Katy and Ashton’s parents,’ Sophie’s mother interrupted. ‘I have their number in my office…’

      Sophie opened her mouth then closed it again. She knew the Gibson parents wouldn’t be answering. They weren’t at home, they were on the run from the witch hunters. And they’d got rid of their mobiles so they couldn’t be traced.

      ‘Er…’ She looked at Mr McGowan, who was biting his lip anxiously as he dialled the police. She couldn’t talk about witch business in front of her History teacher. ‘They… they don’t have mobiles, remember, Mum?’ she said, hoping her mother would get the hint and remember the Gibsons’ situation.

      Sophie’s mum had gone so white it was clear she did remember. ‘Oh goodness…’ she whispered under her breath. ‘Yes, the Gibsons are… having phone trouble,’ she explained to Mr McGowan. ‘I don’t think we can contact them.’

      Sophie listened as her History teacher explained this to the police and then hung up.

      ‘They’re on their way,’ he said.

      A tense silence fell as Sophie, her mum and dad and Mr McGowan all looked desperately towards the big wrought-iron gates, hoping the police would arrive soon. Sophie tried to call Katy again, but this time it went straight to voicemail.

      That’s not a good sign… 

      ‘Katy, if you get this, call me, like right now. OK?’ she said after the beep. She wanted to say more – that Robert wouldn’t get away with this, that she wasn’t going to let anything happen to her. But what if it was Robert at the other end, and not Katy?

      Sophie’s heart beat hard in her chest as she dialled Ashton’s number.

      ‘This is Ashton. Leave a message!’ 

      Sophie hesitated, holding her breath. Then she hung up.

      She was still staring at the phone when she heard a car engine on the drive. She looked up, expecting to see a police car. Instead, Sophie saw an ancient-looking white car, covered in rust patches, coming along the school drive. In the front seats were a man and a woman wearing sunglasses. Sophie briefly thought that it was odd they were wearing sunglasses in the middle of winter. As the car approached them, the woman leaned out of the window and took her sunglasses off.

      ‘Mrs Gibson!’ Sophie cried after a second. She barely recognised her. Usually Katy’s mum was so glamorous and groomed, despite the scar on her face. But now she seemed exhausted. She had wrinkles that Sophie was sure hadn’t been there the last time they’d seen each other.

      Mr Gibson stopped the car and got out. Sophie couldn’t return his eager smile. She felt sick.

      Her mother stepped forward. ‘Mr Gibson, Mrs Gibson.’ Her face was pale, but she went on. ‘I’m sorry to tell you that Katy and Ashton have gone.’

      Mr and Mrs Gibson looked at each other, as if expecting the other to know what she was talking about.

      ‘A man calling himself their “Uncle Robert” came and took them away.’

      Mr Gibson went white. Mrs Gibson gasped.

      ‘We’re still trying to understand how it can have happened. I’m so, so sorry.’

      ‘How could you do this? How could you let them go with him?’ Mr Gibson burst out. He paused, evidently trying to get a grip on himself. ‘If that man harms them —’

      ‘I think I may faint,’ Mrs Gibson could barely speak; she reached out to steady herself on the car. Sophie’s mother quickly moved to support her.

      ‘I’ll bring you a glass of water,’ Sophie said, desperate to help.

      Mr Gibson didn’t seem to have even heard her. ‘We’ve got to find them. We’ve got to find them this minute.’ He got back into the car and turned the key. The engine revved. Mrs Gibson, still holding on to the car to support herself, staggered back to her seat.

      ‘Mr Gibson! Wait!’ Sophie’s mother hurried after them and held the door open. ‘The best thing you can do is stay here and wait for —’

      ‘While our children are missing? Never!’ Mr Gibson leaned over and slammed his wife’s door. The car jerked forward, with a screech of tyres, trying to escape the car park. Sophie’s parents stared in shock. Children and parents scattered as Mr Gibson reversed. The engine stalled.

      Sophie ran to the car and leaned in through the open window. She could hear a police siren in the distance, coming closer. Mr Gibson swore as he tried to restart the engine.

      ‘Don’t go,’ she begged. ‘We’ve already called the police, they’ll be here any moment, they’ll want to talk to you.’

      ‘The police?’ Mrs Gibson’s terrified expression made Sophie’s skin crawl.

      ‘We have to go. NOW!’ Mr Gibson turned the key again and the engine burst into life.

      ‘What? Why?’ Sophie exclaimed over the revving. ‘The police can help us find them!’

      Mrs Gibson turned to Sophie. But all she said, her voice shaking, was. ‘Don’t tell the police you saw us. Please!’

      ‘Why not?’ Sophie demanded. Why were the Gibsons so afraid? ‘Are you in trouble?’

      ‘We haven’t time to explain,’ Mr Gibson told her. ‘Just please don’t say you saw us. We’ll look for Katy and Ashton, and we’ll let you know as soon as we find them.’

      The car screeched forward, and Sophie jumped back as gravel sprayed her shins. The Gibsons’ old car drove with lumbering haste down the drive towards the gates. Sophie could only stare after them.

      She blinked as blue lights reflected off the tree trunks and a siren split the air. A police car drove through the gates. The students stared, some excited, others frightened. Sophie gulped – the police car was heading straight for the Gibsons. There was no way they wouldn’t see them.

      She ran back to her parents.

      ‘Dad, you’ve got to do something to stop the police seeing them!’ she whispered.

      To her relief, her father didn’t ask for an explanation. He simply nodded, backed away from her mum and Mr McGowan and bent to scoop up a handful of slushy ice from a puddle. He tossed it into the air.

      ‘Forces of the Earth,’ he muttered, ‘bring the winter.’

      His pocket watch glinted. There was a blast of bitter wind and the temperature sank by several degrees
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