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  Małgorzata Mierzejewska Armitage stood at the top of Morel Road Market, baffled by the rickety two-wheeled barrow she must have passed four times a week for the last seven years without ever once noticing. The barrow was shoddier and older than any of the other stalls around it by several hundred years, if the lichen eating through its decrepit wooden boards was any mark of truth. The trader, a stooped eighty-year-old woman in a threadbare overcoat with bird droppings spattered across her shoulders, had stacked the barrow high with filigreed iron cages filled with a chittering assortment of birds, reptiles, and rodents that towered above her.


  Gosha planted her feet wide on the cobblestones against the jostling of shoppers brushing past, as oblivious to her as they were to the stench of manure from the mess of droppings beneath the cart that wafted over her and stung her nostrils. She glanced up and down the market, triangulating her bearings with familiar buildings and stalls. There was Mrs. Harty and her fish cart, and there was Craig Wooley with his cheeses, the fabric shop behind them, the Tesco’s next to it. Everything where it should be. She’d simply been blind to this most peculiar barrow like everyone else around her until that day last September when she took the Betrayal and became a witch. And now a dozen similar barrows, manned by eccentric stallholders who only spoke in incomprehensible gibberish, dotted the market, stretching all the way from Bath Lane to Bagshot Row. On one September afternoon, Cheyne Heath, her home for twenty years, had been transformed into a queer landscape straight out of one of her sons’ books.


  “Małgorzata, focus!” Her mother snapped her fingers in front of Gosha’s face. “This is serious. I won’t be there to help you. Whatever bargain you strike you will have to fulfill yourself. It’s time for you to stand on your own. Honestly, girl. It’s no wonder you’re in such a sorry state. You’ve no awareness.”


  A frond of her mother’s white hair dislodged in the spring breeze and fell across her face, a wisp of softness across the sharp arch of her eyebrows and the harsh creases etched into the corners of her eyes from a lifetime of scowling. Agnieszka tugged the frond back and tucked it into place. It helped to think of her mother as Agnieszka. Gosha grasped at any detail to open the meager distance between them now that they lived under each other’s skirts. As a child, she’d always wondered what it would be like to have a mother who would protect and nurture her, to guide her and teach her. Now she knew. It was scarcely better than when they’d been estranged and living on opposite sides of the heath. At least now, Agnieszka didn’t use spells to force Gosha to do her bidding, only a sharp tongue and emotional manipulation.


  “What," snapped Agnieszka. “What are you looking at? Such a gaze. Like a judging angel. What goes through your head when you drift away?"


  Gosha sighed and pulled herself together, steeling herself for the next of the many tests Agnieszka had lined up. Though so much of her life had changed in the past months, it had been too much to hope all her mother’s points and edges might have softened once Gosha, after years of resistance, did what her mother wanted and became a witch. As usual, Gosha would have to find the love and support she craved elsewhere.


  “Are you ready?" said Agnieszka.


  “Any last-minute tips?" said Gosha, distracted by the animal seller scooping up a mound of droppings off a cage with her finger and wiping it on her skirt.


  “Must I go over this all again? Learn to stand up for yourself. You can’t slide around on the hem of my skirts. Oh, my aching fingers. Thanks to me, your nursery grows with an abundance of seeds blown into your garden by favorable winds. The list of chores in your kitchen grows longer and longer with every week. I’m not your housekeeper. You can’t just send me off to the shops like you did Elsie. A hard-working woman’s housework is her own to do.”


  She’s speaking in Cant, thought Gosha.


  Though she would have loved to snap back and tell her mother to speak plainly, she pushed down the impulse. It would only start a fight, and they’d had enough of those in the past few months.


  After years of frustration with her mother’s peculiar turns of phrase, at last she understood. Her mother was using Witches’ Cant, a secret language witches used to speak frankly about their affairs out in the open without fear of persecution. Agnieszka’s reference to her aching fingers was a sign that she was shifting to Cant. The talk of seeds and garden referred to the increasing number of people coming to the house seeking the help only a witch could provide, drawn by the invisible witch marks her mother had inscribed on her front door. Kitchen chores signified the work of Craft she had to perform to fulfill her visitor’s needs, and housework meant the rules of conduct that witches observed toward each other.


  “The sun is too strong this morning," said Gosha, the complaint about the weather telling her mother she was speaking plainly and not in Cant. “All I want is to do a good job. I want to make you proud.”


  The sun wasn’t too strong. It was lovely. She took a deep breath and closed her eyes as she let it out, turning her face so the spring daylight glowed through her eyelids. She doubted she could ever make Agnieszka proud of her, but her mother responded better to meek subservience than contrariness.


  Agnieszka grunted, unimpressed, and walked on. A woman wheeling a pram slid into the gap between them, forcing Gosha to skip around the clattering wheels to catch up.


  “Why must I speak that way if only we can see her stall?" said Gosha to the hand-knit shawl wrapped around her mother’s shoulders. Agnieszka didn’t slow down.


  “Excuse me?" said Agnieszka, halting to turn and raise an eyebrow, its well-plucked point jabbing toward the heavens.


  “My ankle aches," said Gosha with a sigh, indicating she was shifting to Cant. It did ache, her foot having landed awkwardly on the cobbled street as she stopped herself from barreling into her mother. It took a moment to formulate what she wanted to say, frustration gripping at her tongue like it had when she was a child and they first arrived in Britain. “Why must we talk about scrubbing and cleaning when any hard-working woman will know what she’s looking at?"


  “Iron Jenny likes to clean a house the old-fashioned way.” Agnieszka strode away at a brisk clip. “And a woman with a job to do should know where her washing powder comes from. Can’t clean a house from rafters to foundations without knowing that.” Iron Jenny, the witch Gosha would have to bargain with, was a traditionalist, and would insist on using Witches’ Cant, part of the shared heritage of all witches.


  Agnieszka took her by the arm and steered her to a gap between two barrows on the side of the street. She clasped the sleeve of Gosha’s sweater, bunching the fabric up in her hand. It wasn’t a sign of affection. The physical contact would include her in whatever spell her mother was about to cast.


  “Pezhvatek," said Agnieszka, a spell word in the secret language of Craft her mother had brought with her from Poland.


  The morning light faded as if a cloud had covered the sun, the din of commerce around them softening to a murmur. It was a spell of concealment, making everyone around them forget they had ever been there. They could speak plainly now, with no one seeing or hearing them.


  “Tell her that the ride into town was arduous," said Agnieszka. “Make it seem you came from a great distance.”


  “The house is a seven-minute walk from here.”


  Her mother’s eyebrow twitched. Had Gosha still been a girl, Agnieszka would have swatted her across the back of the head.


  “It tells her you are new and still finding your way," her mother said instead. “It’s a plea to be forgiving.” She snorted. “Must you always have an answer to everything? You’re far too sure of yourself. Look where it’s got you. You would think losing your husband would’ve taught you to hold your tongue.”


  Gosha hadn’t lost her husband. George had become a murderer and a sorcerer, and she didn’t know which was worse. She’d banished him from Cheyne Heath and set wards around the neighborhood so he could never threaten her or her children again. Her home had become her refuge. She didn’t dare pass the boundary of the wards for fear of what he might do. Her refuge was vast, the entire borough, but it still felt like a prison, her mother a jailer constantly reminding her of her failings, even as Gosha did her best to be the witch her mother wanted her to be.


  “Do you have your list of what you need?" said Agnieszka.


  Gosha nodded and pulled it out of her pocket.


  “And what did I tell you to say?"


  She looked down at the notes she’d scrawled in her jumbled handwriting next to her mother’s precise cursive.


  “For the ingredients of balms and salves I need to talk about cooking, and knitting for the cures for smoking and nail-biting.”


  Agnieszka nodded. “The two after that are tricky, subtler. Mrs. Garfield’s scoliosis is too extreme for simple Craft, and the scars from Andrew Johnson’s shingles are deep. Frame these things as if they were for a dress you’re making. This will inform Iron Jenny you are looking for ingredients that are more refined. Be wary of numbers, dates, seasons, anything to do with the calendar or the passage of time. If she uses them, the negotiations will have begun. When she asks you if you’ve heard of something someone has made, it means she is happy with what you’ve agreed on. To accept the terms, you tell her you have heard of it and how much you like it. Say something negative about it if you don’t. When you leave, say you have lots of housework to do. She will say something similar. It means you are pledging to honor the conventions that bind all witches. Come straight back and tell me exactly what she said, to the letter. I will tell you what you’ve agreed to. Make sure you get a good price, or it will reflect poorly on me.”


  Gosha felt her stomach twist into a rock that pressed into her diaphragm, making it hard to breathe. It was all so confusing.


  “Why is she called Iron Jenny?"


  “Because she’s impossible to haggle with. Off you go. Pay attention to everything. Everything is meaningful. You’ll make a mess of it, I’m sure.”


  Agnieszka released Gosha’s sleeve, and the spell broke. The commotion of Morel Market rushed back at them, but the street remained a listless gray. The morning sun had gone in behind the clouds.


  2
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  Iron Jenny’s barrow was larger and better kept than the animal peddler’s. Cheerful red wheels and wooden posts supported the green flatbed, everything held together with iron buffed to a sheen. Glass mason jars containing her wares lined the display of stained and polished wood several shelves high in a tiered phalanx. A varied assortment of objects and substances from haberdashery to powdered dyes of vivid color made the stall look like the secret hoard of an ambitious magpie. Gosha could have browsed for hours, picking up each jar and wondering how its contents could be used in Craft, but if the conventional barrows in the market were only interested in a brisk business with little time for chat, she doubted the special ones would be any different.


  Iron Jenny squatted on a low wooden stool by the side of her barrow, unwrapping packages of old newspaper bound in twine she pulled from a crate, and adding the contents of each package to a trayful of jars at her feet. She was a handsome woman, perhaps in her seventies, though Agnieszka’s friend, Eleanor, looked younger than Gosha and was at least a hundred years old. Gosha took very little at face value anymore.


  “Morning," said Iron Jenny without looking up as Gosha stopped before the barrow. She’d brushed her wiry salt-and-pepper hair in a severe parting. A hard line of pale scalp that glowed in the morning light divided her head in two, her short locks held in place by brass and lacquer barrettes. On the lapel of her tweed jacket she wore a butterfly brooch that brought out the blue of her eyes.


  “Morning," said Gosha. “I could never sit like that. My knees ache too much.” The greatest challenge Gosha had with Witches’ Cant was making the arcane code sound like normal conversation. Whenever she practiced with her mother, she sounded like a spy in a fifties movie talking to her handler.


  Iron Jenny grunted. “You get used to it. It’s my fingers that give me trouble.”


  She looked up at Gosha from beneath eyebrows reinforced by dark pencil applied with a heavy hand. Tiny flecks of powder had caked in the grooved wrinkles of her face, a pattern Gosha recognized from her mother’s scowl lines.


  “There’s a storm coming," said Iron Jenny. Gosha’s chest gripped in panic. Talk of the weather was supposed to signal an ending to Cant. “Pricking in my thumbs tells me so.”


  Okay, she thought. A complaint about the body. Back on track.


  “It’s out there gathering strength," said Iron Jenny as she squinted up at the cloudless sky. “Can’t see it now, but it’s out there. The sea’s a big place, and it’s coming from a long way away. Might take a while to hit, decades maybe, but it’s coming.”


  Gosha had no idea what she meant. Agnieszka had said something about weather and water referring to Influence and the Spheres, but she couldn’t remember any details. Better to keep the conversation on the limited track her mother had laid out for her.


  “It took forever for me to get here," she said.


  “Oh, yes?" The slight burr in Iron Jenny’s speech told Gosha she came from the West Country, an accent that Gosha had always found comforting. Not so here.


  Iron Jenny did nothing to keep the conversation going.


  “I… I was up all night," said Gosha. “First, the car broke down and I had to walk. Then, I caught a bus, and that took me the wrong way. And then there was a delay on the trains. And I broke a heel.” She held her breath before she could say anything else. She was blathering.


  “Well, you’re here now," said Iron Jenny, a fresh package in hand.


  Gosha didn’t need to be fluent in Witches’ Cant to know she was being told to get on with it.


  “I have a list," she said, pulling the crumpled piece of paper out of her pocket. “I’m making soup and I need spices. Nutmeg, poppy seed, tamarind, saffron, and peppermint.”


  Though “making soup" meant she was Crafting balms for health and wellbeing, she was asking for those spices. Many of the ingredients of the Craft recipes her mother was teaching her were items you might find in an ordinary pantry, but prepared in ways Gosha couldn’t imagine to bring out the effect they had on Influence, the magical force generated by the human psyche that fueled Craft and sustained the supernatural Lords and Ladies of the Spheres, the mystical beings who granted magical power to the mortals that pledged allegiance to them with an oath of fealty. Except no one referred to it as ’magic,’ a word centuries of persecution had rendered taboo to those who wielded it.


  Iron Jenny grunted again and pulled herself up off her stool by a spoke of one of the barrow’s wheels.


  “How much?" she asked.


  “Two heaping tablespoons of each.”


  The old witch took down an armful of jars, spooned out their contents into small brown paper bags, twisted the corners to seal the bags, and lined them up at the edge of the barrow. The smell of tamarind and peppermint filled Gosha’s nostrils.


  “What else," said Iron Jenny.


  “I’m knitting two scarves.” Knitting meant she was making charms to alter human behavior. “And I need yarn and notions. Ash gray and forest green yarn, and stitch markers made of nickel and copper.”


  These would be actual yarn and actual stitch markers, the color of yarn and the material of the markers affecting what they could make happen.


  “How much?"


  “A yard of each color and five of each stitch marker.”


  Iron Jenny had devoted one tier of her display to color: yarn, thread, and swatches of fabric gleamed within their glossy containers.


  “Do you need bobbins and needles?"


  Bobbins referred to a foundation for the charm, something to bind the elements together, and needles were a way to deliver the charm to its intended target.


  “No, thank you.”


  Iron Jenny raised an eyebrow in surprise. Gosha checked her notes again, even though she could have recited them backward. They weren’t on her mother’s list.


  “And… And I’m making an outfit," said Gosha. “I need… I need swatches of pink gingham for the skirt and green felt for the jacket. I’ll also need thread: red, white, orange, and yellow, the smallest spindles you have. And three sewing needles.”


  Much of a witch’s Craft, according to her mother, was based on tried-and-true recipes using a cornucopia of ingredients consistent throughout the world. Consistency was the great mystery of Craft. In the time before recorded history, ambitious and resourceful sorcerers devised ways of taming the chaos of raw, unbridled Influence, creating dozens of arcane realms across the globe, territories of Influence where the Lords and Ladies of the Spheres emerged from the miasma of the human psyche to grant power to their saints and acolytes, power stolen by witches to fuel their Craft. Though a witch in Kuala Lumpur and a witch in Kingston upon Thames might use different spices, different fabrics, different yarns and notions, the recipes were the same. Even though they might speak different languages, they each had a secret tongue with which to cast their spells. The talisman of one might be a jade figurine handed from mother to daughter across the generations, and that of another a tube of oxblood lipstick purchased at a long-closed boutique on Kensington High Street, both women gained their power from the same ritual of the Betrayal. The traditions of a witch’s Craft stretched back thousands of years and spanned thousands and thousands of miles, no matter how hard others tried to stamp it out. Wherever a woman was told no, there were witches and Craft. Wherever a man decided he knew better, there were witches and Craft. Wherever there was need, there were witches and Craft.


  She pulled herself back from her reverie. She needed to focus.


  “What else," said Iron Jenny, twisting the corners to seal the final paper bag.


  “That’s everything.”


  Iron Jenny went down the line of paper bags, tapping each one once with her index finger, and looked Gosha squarely in the eye, but said nothing. Gosha froze, confused for a moment before realizing what Iron Jenny was trying to tell her. Gosha was to signal her satisfaction with the goods being offered.


  “I love your brooch," she said, pointing at the sparkling butterfly.


  Iron Jenny grunted. “I’m making myself a dress. Has to be Easter.”


  Easter. The negotiation was beginning. That she referred to dressmaking meant Iron Jenny would want something complex in return.


  “That’s nice.”


  “Haven’t found the buttons I want.”


  Buttons. The potential uses of a button in a recipe were vast. In her nervousness, Gosha couldn’t remember any of the lore about buttons her mother had drilled into her. But Agnieszka had given her a simple rule of thumb: the more valuable the substance, the more powerful the effect, and the harder it was to produce.


  “I love buttons. I have a big collection at home.”


  “The ones I want are fabric, silk, blue. I need two score.”


  Fabric should be easy, she thought. Her mother had said only to accept items as mundane as possible. No precious metals, no stones, no spices she couldn’t buy at a Safeway or Tesco’s. She had tons of fabric at home in her studio that she used as backdrops for photo shoots, but forty buttons seemed like a lot. The prospect of haggling made her toes curl into fists in her Doc Martens boots. Being forced to ask for what she wanted and risk offending the other person made her want to pay the sticker price and run. But she had to do a good job, or her mother would nag at her for hours. What would be a decent counter-offer, she thought? Half? A quarter? She had nothing to go by.


  “Forty’s a lot to come by in one place.”


  “Yet that’s the number I need for the dress I have in mind.”


  Gosha had hoped Iron Jenny would have dropped her price without Gosha pushing, but no such luck. Her mind raced, trying to assess a proper counter-offer. Half. Half seemed good.


  “Could you perhaps use twent—" Gosha’s throat closed up in an involuntary gulp as she tried to get the number out and swallowed the word instead.


  “What?"


  “Twenty. I have twenty at home if you want them.”


  Iron Jenny grunted. “That’s a pretty top you’re wearing.”


  “Thank you.” She wore her favorite sweater: slouchy loose-knit mohair in irregular blocks of bright color with one black sleeve she’d bought on the King’s Road, a memory of a happier time when her oldest son, Edmund, had just been born. Before the trip to Liverpool with George that had ruined their marriage and set her husband on the path to becoming a monster.


  Gosha brushed the memories away. Iron Jenny had accepted. Now to determine how much time she would give Gosha to make her buttons.


  “Easter’s late this year," said Iron Jenny. “I was hoping to wear my new dress to early mass.”


  Easter was this week. Today was Tuesday. Gosha didn’t know what time of day she meant by early mass, but supposed it would be before noon. Would five days be enough? Even if it were, the general principle of haggling was to turn down any first offer.


  “My family’s coming over for Easter weekend. Lots of housework," said Gosha. Housework in Cant signified witch’s work. It was brazen of her to claim it as a bargaining tool, but she had nothing to lose. “Won’t have time to breathe until next Tuesday.”


  Iron Jenny squinted at her and nodded. “Never ends. Maisie Williams made a dress, did you see? Lacey summer thing.”


  Satisfied with the bargain, Iron Jenny was willing to close the deal.


  “I did. It’s very pretty. She looks lovely in it.”


  The old witch scooped up the paper bags and handed them over.


  “Kitchen to clean and linens to air?" she said.


  “There’s no one else in the house who will," said Gosha, completing the transaction.


  Gosha took the bags with a smile and clutched them to her. Needle tips poked through the paper bags into her skin, but she didn’t notice, so elated was she to have passed the test.


  She found Agnieszka at a mundane barrow, haranguing the stallholder over the quality of his dishcloths.


  “I did it," said Gosha, breathless with excitement.


  “Show me.” Agnieszka snatched the bags from her and rummaged through them. “What did she say? Tell me exactly.”


  “I need to make her twenty blue silk buttons by next Tuesday morning.”


  “Silk buttons? Twenty?" Agnieszka rolled her eyes. “Stupid girl. You did a terrible job.”


  “But you said the simpler the material, the better.”


  Agnieszka threw the bags back at her and stormed off, forcing Gosha to chase after her.


  “Buttons, girl, buttons!" She stopped and rounded on Gosha in the middle of the flow of shoppers. Shuffling people brushed past them, pressing them closer together. “You don’t listen, and you don’t think! Buttons are the hardest thing to get right and fabric are the worst of all. So small and fiddly. I could fashion twenty by next Tuesday without a problem, but you always make such a mess of things. It will take you a month. And I told you I won’t help you.”


  She turned to storm off, but a cluster of slow-moving shoppers got in her way. With a muttered hex, a spreading wave of commotion spread outward from her as the people slipped and stumbled on cobblestones, leaving her a clear path.
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  “Why are you dragging me halfway across London?” moaned Agnieszka.


  Gosha rolled her eyes when she knew her mother couldn’t see her. Rafferty’s Yard was a ten-minute walk from the house, five from Iron Jenny’s barrow. A small triangular courtyard, tucked away behind Morel Road where three streets met beyond the bustle of shoppers and curiosity-seekers from the rest of London and parts beyond, the yard served as a tiny version of the market only frequented by locals in the know. A butcher, a fishmonger, and the best cheese shop this side of Harrods Food Hall lined the yard, along with Gosha’s intended destination, Billings Cafe, a traditional workman’s cafe the likes of which was rapidly disappearing in London.


  “To check up on Tracey Dobbs,” said Gosha.


  “Is that the young one with the bun in the oven?” Agnieszka wrinkled her nose in disapproval. “Why are we coming here to see her? Witches are not country doctors. We call them visitors for a reason. They come to us, not the other way around.”


  “I’m worried about her. Last time I saw her she was looking a little peaky.”


  The brickwork outside the cafe was painted a bright orange beneath a purple sign, the frames of each window and the front door painted a different bright color.


  “Ugh,” said Agnieszka as they went inside. “Such an eyesore.”


  Inside, the cafe was a single large room filled with worn and cigarette-stained laminate tables, heat-warped by decades of hot mugs of tea. A counter stood at one end in front of a rudimentary kitchen. The walls were covered in faded original nineteen-fifties rock-and-roll concert posters. The likes of Little Richard, Bill Haley and the Comets, and Buddy Holly stared down at the customers as they tucked into jellied eel, mushy peas, and traditional English fry-ups.


  “That’s exactly your problem,” said her mother as they took a table near the counter. “You’re worried about her. A witch should worry about her visitors as much as she worries about her cat, which is not at all. Make them come to you, make them pay, give them what they asked for and send them off. Anything more will only bring you trouble. You heed my words.”


  Tracey Dobbs, a long-limbed girl with dyed-blond hair in a shaggy bob in need of a trim, shuffled over from the counter, the swell of her pregnant belly preceding her.


  “Hi, Mrs. Armitage,” she said, order pad in hand, the bright sing-song of her voice tarnished by exhaustion. “What can I get you?"


  She winced and clutched her back. Gosha pulled out the chair next to her so she could sit.


  “Just a cup of tea for each of us. How are you today?"


  Dark circles lined the pale skin under her eyes.


  “Tired as tired could be. If only this little one would let me get comfortable.” She caressed her belly. “A decent night’s sleep and everything will be fine. Marge got us in some pastries from a new bakery at the other end of the market. Want to try one?"


  “That would be lovely, dear.”


  “Ketchup’s run out,” said an old man at the table next to them.


  “Not to worry, Mr. Fuller.” No matter how miserable she felt, Tracey always had a kind word to give. “We’ve got plenty back there.”


  “Ta, luv,” he said as she hoisted herself up from the chair and shuffled back to the counter. “You’re a gem.”


  “She’s a damn fool, is what she is,” said Agnieszka. Mr. Fuller shot her a dirty look. She stuck her tongue out at him. “Why is she still working? She should be resting, stupid girl. Young women have no respect for themselves and their own bodies.” She leaned across the table toward Gosha and tapped the speckled laminate with her finger, a judge gaveling her final decree. “They think they can go out till all hours of the morning without consequence. They have no sense of what they’re doing to themselves.”


  Gosha frowned, not content to put up with her mother’s slander.


  “Tracey Dobbs is a hard-working girl.”


  Agnieszka raised an eyebrow at ’hard-working,’ a term used in Cant to indicate a woman was a witch.


  “You know what I mean.” Gosha shook her head. “She and her husband are each working three jobs to make enough money to move out of his mother’s house after the baby comes.”


  “Her man can’t even support the two of them, and now there’s a baby on the way?” Agnieszka sat back and laid her hands across her handbag. “He’ll leave her with the baby the second it’s born.”


  “He won’t.” Now it was Gosha’s turn to lean in and pass judgment. “He’s a good man. He’ll be an excellent father. They’ll both be excellent parents.”


  The clatter of breaking plates from behind the counter cut through the chatter in the cafe. Gosha and Agnieszka leaped to their feet and rushed to the kitchen. Tracey lay on the floor, her back against the sink.


  “Tracey, dear.” Gosha, squatted at her side to lay a hand on her forehead. “Are you okay?"


  “Just got a little woozy for a second.”


  “Did you hit your head?"


  “No, I’m fine. I’ll be fine.” Tracey looked around her and groaned. “I’ve made such a mess.”


  Broken crockery and pastries were strewn across the floor. Tracey gathered herself up to clamber to her feet, but Gosha stopped her.


  “Hang on, dear. Mamusha, help.”


  Agnieszka tutted loudly as they hoisted Tracey up to a chair. The girl’s skin was ashen pale.


  “Get her a glass of water,” said Agnieszka, pushing Gosha out of the way to get a better look at her. Gosha returned to find her mother with her fingers curled around the acorn talisman she always wore around her neck, her other hand on the girl’s forehead.


  “She’s only tired,” said Agnieszka.


  Tracey took the water and sipped at it.


  “Are you just going to stand there?” said Agnieszka to Gosha. “What about all this? She can’t clean it up.” She turned back to Tracey. “Sit and recuperate. My daughter will do everything for you. She likes that.”


  A woman came up to the counter.


  “Cup of tea, please, and a bun.”


  Agnieszka walked out from behind the counter without acknowledging the customer, went back to her table, took out her knitting, and set to work ignoring everything around her. Tracey attempted to pick herself up off the chair.


  “Sit, dear,” said Gosha. “I’ll take care of it.”


  “Tea bags are in the green tin above the sink,” said Tracey as Gosha cast around for what she needed.


  The woman with her cup of tea and bun was followed by a young man wanting a bowl of soup, and a mother with two children in tow in need of orange juice and digestive biscuits. Three fry-ups, five rounds of toast, two cheese and chutney sandwiches, and three mugs of coffee later, Gosha was a flushed and harried mess in her canvas bondage trousers, the t-shirt under her sweater clinging to her back.


  “Mrs. Armitage, what are you doing back here?” said a surprised Marge Dearden, owner of the cafe, as she stepped behind the counter, a dozen shopping bags in each hand. “Tracey, luv, are you okay?” She put the bags down and went over to coo at the girl.


  “Just had a little turn, that’s all.”


  “Very kind of you to help, Mrs. Armitage,” said Marge. She leaned in to whisper as she took a plate of mashed potatoes and steak and kidney pie from Gosha’s hands. “Thank you so much for that special tea. It’s done me a great help.”


  Marge Dearden suffered from a challenging menopause and was a frequent visitor to Gosha’s kitchen.


  “I have all the ingredients for the cure for your husband’s smoking,” Gosha whispered back. “Tell him to come by the house next week and I’ll have it ready for him.”


  “You stay there, Tracey,” said Marge. “When you feel better, get stuck into those bags.”


  Gosha had known few young people as thoughtful and competent as Tracey Dobbs. She worked hard with never a bad word to say about anyone. People were happy to support her in return.


  “Come by later and I’ll give you something that will help you feel better,” she said to Tracey as she went back to Agnieszka.


  “That was a waste of a morning.” Agnieszka packed up her knitting. “And we never had our tea. Got a great big splinter from my knitting needles,” she said as they stepped back out into Rafferty’s Yard. “Getting it out will be painful.”


  Gosha looked at her mother’s hands. They seemed fine. Then she realized Agnieszka was signaling a switch to Cant.


  “No amount of hot dinners or cups of tea will teach that girl how to play a good hand of rummy,” said her mother. “She’s too loose with her cards at the end of the game. Anyone can see what she’s holding, and it’s not a winning hand.” No special recipes or spells will help that girl with her pregnancy. She’s pushing herself too hard. Anyone can tell she’s endangering the baby.


  Gosha opened her mouth to speak, but her tongue stalled as her mind raced trying to piece together a response in Cant. She gave up.


  “Her doctor said she’s fine. You said she’s fine. She has no choice but to work. Isn’t that what we’re here for? To make sure she and the baby are okay?"


  “We’re not here to hold their hands and pamper them and tell them they can do what they want. That’s not good mothering.”


  ’Mothering.’ The Cant word for Craft used to help the visitors to a witch’s kitchen.


  “Good mothering is preparing people to face up to their reality. A hard-working woman has her own house to clean and her own family to mother. It will be hot tomorrow,” she said, switching back from Cant to normal speech. “You of all people should see that, now that your children have no father.”


  Her mother’s words stung, but not so much as to stop her wondering why she would have needed to make it clear she wasn’t speaking in Cant when she said that. What could ’father’ represent in the witches’ code?


  Gosha was too irritated to ask.
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  The market had grown busier with the coming of lunchtime. Gosha let her mind wander as they walked home, closing her ears to the constant nattering of her mother as she gave her yet another lecture on how she was doing everything wrong. Agnieszka slipped in and out of Cant in a steady rhythm of complaining about her joints and complaining about the weather as her criticisms ranged between the mundane and Craft. Gosha was numb to it by now.


  When her mother had first moved in, Gosha had been desperate, terrified at what else George might do to ruin her life from beyond the barriers of Cheyne Heath in his attempt to force her to heel. She’d tried her best to be the attentive, eager daughter and apprentice her mother had always wanted, but Agnieszka was never satisfied, no matter how hard she worked. Gosha’s many failures seemed to give her more satisfaction than her meager successes.


  A young man pushed through the crowd toward them: Gary Dobbs, Tracey’s husband.


  “Mrs. Armitage.” His cheeks were flushed with youth and enthusiasm. “I thought you might like these.”


  He thrust a large brown paper bag full of produce into her hands.


  “It’s strawberries and rhubarb. They’re fantastic right now.”


  “Gary, thank you, but I couldn’t possibly accept.”


  “Please, Mrs. Armitage. It’s just a thank you for all the help you’ve been to Tracey and the baby. She’s always saying she doesn’t know what she’d do without you. There’s a few other things in there I thought you might like.”


  Agnieszka took the bag out of her hands before Gosha could return it.


  “Thank you, young man. She’s happy to receive the gift.”


  “Mamusha,” said Gosha as she snatched the bag back and held it out for Gary. “It is very, very kind of you, but I-"


  “I hope they’re paying for that, Gary.” The strident voice of Wendy Dobbs, Gary’s mother, cut through the market hubbub as she bore down on them, pushing people aside. The silky headscarf that tied her hair back into a tight bun bobbed and gleamed in the afternoon sun.


  “Mum, it’s the leftovers from yesterday’s batch. We’ve got tons of them.”


  Wendy snatched the bag from Gosha.


  “This is my money you’re handing away to strangers on the street.”


  “They’re the ones who have been helping Tracey. I just wanted to thank them.”


  “They’ve given you no help at all. You’re far too young to get married and have a baby with that girl. She’ll drag you down to her level, and these two busybodies have no place interfering.”


  Agnieszka’s face began to flush as she rolled her acorn pendant between her fingers, preparing to cast a hex on Wendy Dobbs, but Gosha grabbed her wrist.


  “No,” she whispered.


  Her mother shot her a dirty look.


  “Gary, we just came from the cafe. Tracey was feeling a little poorly.”


  His eyes bulged with concern.


  “Is she okay?"


  “She’s fine. Mrs. Dearden is keeping an eye on her.”


  “I’d better check on her.”


  He pushed his way through the crown toward Rafferty’s Yard.


  “Gary Dobbs,” Wendy shouted. “You get back here, young man. We have customers!"


  But he was gone, lost in the crowd.


  “He is a bright young boy who will go far,” said Wendy Dobbs, stabbing a finger in punctuation as she held the bag of produce away from them, holding it protectively to her like a baby. “He doesn’t need daft women putting ideas into his head. People like you should mind their own business.”


  Agnieszka reached for her talisman again. Gosha held both her wrists down, but she didn’t need gestures, only words, to do damage.


  “Gyerzhat," she hissed, and the bag of produce split, sending strawberries, rhubarb, potatoes, and tomatoes tumbling to the cobbled street to be kicked and crushed by the passersby.


  As Wendy Dobbs scrambled around on the floor trying to retrieve her goods, Gosha took Agnieszka firmly by the arm and led her away.


  “You can’t do that. You can’t just throw hexes-"


  “Language!” Her mother raised an eyebrow to caution her.


  Gosha growled in frustration.


  “My knees ache. You can’t throw hot tea around at people in the street. People will get burned.”


  “I can make a pot of tea, and drink a pot of tea, and throw it on the ground if I like. I am a hard-working woman and people should know to respect me. My tea is strong, my coffee is pungent, and my beer and cider will have you under the table before you take the cap off the bottle. You would do well to remember that.”


  A smudge of black appeared in the corner of Gosha’s field of vision and all the frustration and anger at her mother building inside her drained away.


  “Mamusha.” She clutched her mother’s arm tight. “Widow’s weeds.”


  Someone was about to die.


  4
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  As ornery and critical as her mother could be, when faced with an immediate threat, Agnieszka was all business. They rushed home, Agnieszka casting spells as they ran through the market compelling the other shoppers to clear them a path.


  “How far along?” Agnieszka panted as they climbed the steps to the front door.


  “Not far.” The black smudge of the widow’s weeds had traced only a few degrees around the periphery of her vision. “We have time.”


  Inside, the house was alive with chatter and commotion emerging from the kitchen at the back of the first floor. Number 64 Canterbury Gardens was a three-bay, four-story house on a leafy street dragging itself up out of economic collapse as Londoners realized what a steal property in Cheyne Heath could be. Gosha and George had been well ahead of that wave, buying the house for next to nothing seven years ago when Edmund was born. Their friends had called them mad to move into such a dubious neighborhood with a young child, but Gosha had fallen in love with the house the moment she’d stepped foot inside, despite the peeling walls and warped floorboards. She made it her mission to return the house to its former glory, balancing style with comfort as she scoured Morel Market for antiques and artwork. She had money then. Money and, she’d believed, love. Now George was gone and determined to ruin her. Only the financial help brought in by her mother’s pension and the sale of her own house, what little rent Johnny was able to pay to live in the basement flat, and the income she made from Craft were keeping them afloat.


  For now, the benefits her mother brought to the household outweighed the difficulties of her harsh and unforgiving personality. Gosha needed to learn every ounce of Craft she could if she was to have any hope of sustaining herself and her children now that George had poisoned all her old associates and work contacts against her. And, though she was tough to live with, the raucous clamor of her mother’s friends filled the house with gossip and banter that softened Agnieszka, making her more bearable. And the commotion distracted the boys from the undertone of worry that colored everything Gosha did.


  All social activity centered in the kitchen, the first place to which her mother and her coven gravitated. Gosha’s kitchen was large, two rooms merged into one, the plant-filled conservatory that overlooked the garden knocked through to provide a light open space for the large kitchen table. Her mother’s friends Mei and Shreya, sat at the table reading Gosha’s youngest, Timothy, a book, while Eleanor leafed through the morning paper. Elsie, Gosha’s housekeeper until George began his campaign to ruin her, puttered around cleaning while Johnny and Edmund rolled around on the floor playing with his Action Man figures.


  “Ladies,” called Agnieszka from the front door as she hung up her coat. “Let me tell you about how I slipped outside and damaged my knee.”


  The assembled witches all looked up at once, understanding at once what she was telling them. Elsie stuck her head into the conservatory, tucking a damp dishcloth into the pocket of her apron.


  “The boys shouldn’t hear this,” Agnieszka muttered to Gosha under her breath.


  Gosha put the materials from Iron Jenny on the kitchen table and picked Timothy up from his chair. He was getting big. Soon she wouldn’t be able to carry him.


  “Johnny, be a dear and take the boys downstairs to play?"


  Johnny looked up from the floor, his light brown skin and jet-black hair dark against the pale linoleum.


  “Agnieszka and I have business to discuss with the ladies.”


  Her mother shot her a glance at the sound of her name coming from Gosha’s lips. Gosha had never called her that out loud, only in her head.


  Johnny understood. Aside from George, she’d only ever told two people what she was. Miranda, her friend of twenty years, couldn’t handle it. Johnny, though she’d known him for only a matter of months when she told him, had accepted her without question. He was a remarkable young man.


  “Come on, Timbo,” he said, taking the boy from her and perching him on his hip. “You too, Ed-monster. Let’s go downstairs and play dress-up. I just got a bunch of new fabric for an outfit for my show. We can make capes and be superheroes.”


  “Yay!” shouted Edmund and Timothy at the top of their lungs as he led them out to the stairs to his flat below.


  Agnieszka watched them go with a raised eyebrow.


  “Don’t start,” said Gosha.


  “I’m just not sure it’s good for them to be so friendly with a homo-"


  “With a what?” Gosha cut her off before she could finish. To suffer Agnieszka’s incessant judgmental comments aimed at herself was one thing. To see them aimed at a dear friend was quite another. “A kind, creative, thoughtful, generous person? I can’t think of anything better for them.”


  The smudge at the corner of her eye spread further, tracing another segment of its arc.


  “It’s growing faster,” she said.


  “How much time?” said Agnieszka.


  The smudge would grow and grow, wrapping around the periphery of her field of vision in a sinister vignette until it completed its circle and someone near her died.


  “A few hours.”


  “What is it?” said Mei, a sturdy Chinese woman in her fifties with close-cropped dark hair in a businesslike skirt and blouse.


  “My daughter has widow’s weeds,” said Agnieszka. “And she sees visions of the dead every month before her flow.”


  “Mother!” Outrage and embarrassment in equal measure flushed Gosha’s skin.


  Agnieszka beamed with pride at her friends’ astonishment.


  “Widow’s weeds,” said Shreya, a white-haired Indian woman in a blue-green sari. “So rare.”


  “My great-aunt had them, but not visions of the dead,” said Mei.


  “Oh, my dear,” said Elsie, a diminutive ball of quintessential English goodness in floral prints. She brushed past the others and hugged Gosha tight. The fragrance of lemon and cinnamon wafted up at Gosha from her hair. “In all my years in this house, I never knew.” She patted Gosha’s cheek, her hand a soft caress. “If only you’d come to me. I could have helped you.”


  Elsie Dearing, her mother’s best friend, was everything Agnieszka was not. How Gosha would have loved to have her as a mother.


  “In darkness there is fruit,” said Eleanor, her voice rising and falling as if reciting poetry. “The winds of light bear only illusion and deceit.” In a silk blouse with wide-legged slacks and a string of pearls, her hair pinned up in a Marcel wave, she looked like an actor in a Noel Coward revival. Though she appeared to only be in her twenties, she often talked as if she were much, much older. “In the seclusion of night, when the moon is shielded from the sky, we may know ourselves and the mysteries that surround us.”


  The other witches exchanged uncomfortable glances.


  “Oh, Eleanor,” said Shreya, her South Asian accent crisp and articulate. “You do speak such absolute rot sometimes.”


  “Who are the widow’s weeds for?” said Elsie.


  “She doesn’t know, is that right?” said Mei, looking to Gosha for her response.


  Gosha nodded.


  “That’s what my great-aunt said. Your eyes are sensing a shift in Influence that comes as a person approaches the end of their life, but they don’t tell you who. It must be someone nearby. Who have you been near today?"


  “Half of Morel Market,” said Gosha. “Please, can any of you help me figure out a way to find who it is?"


  “Perhaps a finding spell?” said Elsie.


  “Once a man returns from the war,” said Eleanor, “his heart is never in the place he left it.”


  “Are you saying that won’t work?” snapped Mei.


  Eleanor nodded.


  “Then just say that. Don’t give us the whole Nostradamus act.”


  “Hush, Mei. Leave her alone,” said Shreya, walking over to Eleanor and placing a hand on her shoulder. “How long since you’ve had your tea?"


  “The ship sank at high tide on the fourth night of the waxing moon.”


  “So, last Tuesday?"


  Eleanor nodded again.


  “Gosha, dear,” Shreya looked up at Gosha. “Do you have any eldergart root?"


  “I don’t think so.” Gosha had no idea what eldergart root was. She knew she’d only been a witch for less than a year, but she so wanted these formidable women to think well of her.


  “Oh yes,” chimed in Elsie. “I know where it is. I’ll whip it up.” Elsie scurried over to the stove and put on the kettle. She knew Gosha’s house better than Gosha.


  “No finding spells, then,” said Shreya. “How about something that follows the ebb and flow of Influence. I have an alarm clock that once belonged to Indira Gandhi that chimes whenever someone casts a spell within a hundred yards. Perhaps we can devise something like it that is sensitive to the Influence of death. Did your great-aunt ever try something like that?"


  “My great-aunt never gave a damn about anyone other than herself,” said Mei. “I doubt she had the compassion to investigate.”


  “What can we use that resonates with the Influence of death?” said Agnieszka.


  “Lilies,” said Elsie from the stove where the kettle had boiled in less than a minute. “Anchor weed, a field mouse that has eaten liquorice, balsam of Grenada, and South African rum distilled in wine-tarnished copper.”


  She brought over a mug of tea and passed it off to Eleanor, who blew on it before sipping.


  “Do we have any of those things?” said Gosha.


  Elsie glanced around the kitchen.


  “No,” she said, crestfallen.


  Eleanor took a great chug of the tea and sighed. “I have just the thing,” she said. “Get out your telling cards. I know a spread that will narrow down your options.”


  “She doesn’t have a telling deck,” said Agnieszka. “I’ll get mine.”


  “No,” said Eleanor. “It won’t work. The widow’s weeds are hers, so the deck must be hers. You really should get to making your deck, my dear.”


  “She’s not ready,” said Agnieszka.


  “Ready?” said Shreya. “Who needs to be ready to make a deck of telling cards? All you need is construction paper, a pair of scissors and a pen. I made my first cards with cuttings from the garden and glue.”


  “I made mine out of fabric from my mother’s workroom,” said Mei. “I sewed them onto pieces of card.”


  “This one isn’t ready,” snapped Agnieszka. “Her spell work is undisciplined, and her Craft is about as powerful as a box of PG Tips.”


  “But she’s a wonderfully creative person, aren’t you dear?” said Elsie. “You could make them out of your photos.”


  Her mother opened her mouth to respond, but the doorbell rang. The witches fell silent and turned toward the foyer in anticipation. In her short time receiving visitors to her kitchen, Gosha had learned nothing focused a witch more than an unexpected knock on the door.


  Outside on the front step, Tracey Green clutched the railing, panting with the effort of climbing the steps.


  “I’m not feeling well, Mrs. Armitage. Something’s wrong with the baby.”


  She looked much worse than before, a gray tinge to her skin, her pretty green eyes staring out from dark wells. Gosha cursed herself for making the poor girl come all the way here. She should have stayed to make sure the girl was all right.


  “Come in, dear,” said Gosha, putting an arm around her. “Hold on to me. Let’s get you a seat.”


  One look at Tracey as Gosha brought her into the kitchen and the witches leaped into action. Eleanor and Agnieszka took her from Gosha and helped her into a chair. Shreya, Mei, and Elsie scurried around in a clattering whirlwind of opening and closing cupboards as they pulled together ingredients for concoctions that would help her.


  “Put your feet into this, beta,” said Shreya as she laid a bowl of herbs mixed in water at Tracey’s feet and helped her get her shoes and socks off.


  “Oh, that feels so good,” said Tracey as she dipped her feet into the bowl.


  Mei gave her a compress for her neck and Elsie, the queen of all tea, handed her a steaming cup of something spicy and aromatic. As the others cooed and comforted her, Eleanor took out her talisman, a twig that never died and never lost the two small green leaves and three red berries sprouting from it. In a casual gesture that looked no more unusual than an unconscious habit like rolling a coin through her fingers or twirling a lock of her hair, she waved the twig around her, occasionally pointing the tip at Tracey and then holding it to her ear as if to listen. Though the other witches continued to tend to the young woman, chatting cheerfully among themselves, they all had one eye on Eleanor.


  Eleanor tapped the tip of the twig on her wrist three times, stood, and strode from the kitchen to the living room. The other witches rose to follow, Elsie remaining behind to keep Tracey company.


  “What did you see?” said Agnieszka as Gosha and the others clustered around Eleanor in the living room.


  “It’s quite strange,” said Eleanor. “There’s nothing the matter with her.”


  “So, she’s just tired,” said Mei. “What’s strange about that?"


  “You misunderstand me. It’s as if she weren’t pregnant at all. At this stage, the baby should generate its own Influence. Not much, but enough to detect. There is no second flow of Influence.”


  “So, the baby’s dead?” said Shreya.


  “She just went to the doctor yesterday,” said Gosha. “The baby was fine then. And I still have the widow’s weeds.” The dark smudge had progressed to cover a full quarter of its arc. “If the baby were dead, wouldn’t they have vanished?"


  “Assuming they’re attuned to the baby,” said Mei.


  “So, someone’s about to die and Tracey is pregnant with a healthy baby that also isn’t there,” said Gosha, shaking her head. “None of this information is helpful.”


  Frustration pushed her out of the living room to the front hall where she could watch Elsie tend to Tracey. The others followed. She slipped her fingers into her pocket and wrapped them around the tube of lipstick that was her talisman. Her senses opened with new awareness, a second sight that revealed the ebb and flow of Influence around her, an awareness that borrowed from all her other senses and added layers of its own. She could see and feel the Influence with the warm pressure of an ocean breeze blowing across her skin, in an overlay of delicate blue mirage shimmers that sloughed off the other witches, swirling around their various talismans in tiny vortices.


  Tracey’s aura, the Influence that emanated from her body and pooled around her in a glittering cloud, was as wispy and tenuous as any normal person’s. Only oath-bearers, sorcerers who had taken an oath of fealty to the supernatural Lords and Ladies of the Spheres or to one of their saints, could hold Influence around them in a robust cocoon of power. She looked at Agnieszka and her friends with her second sight. Witches had no aura at all, every ounce of their Influence pouring into their talismans.


  Eleanor was right. Tracey’s aura had changed, had lessened. Agnieszka’s acorn talisman was usually against her bare skin, meaning her mother was rarely without her second sight, but the experience for Gosha was too strange and disorienting. She only clasped her tube of oxblood lipstick when she needed it. She’d spent time with Tracey and had observed her aura, but she’d never noticed the baby’s. Her mother had never mentioned it. It made her wonder if her mother was withholding knowledge, or if she simply hadn’t known.


  “How are you feeling now, sweetie?” she asked, squatting beside her as Elsie massaged a fragrant oil into her feet.


  “Better,” said Tracey in a small, frightened voice.


  Elsie’s hands shimmered with Influence as she rubbed, the flow spreading up her legs and across her body, bolstering the young woman’s aura.


  “You just rest there,” said Gosha. “Take all the time you need.”


  She went back out into the hall where the other witches looked on.


  “What should her aura look like?” said Gosha.


  “The average person’s is soft and fluid,” said Eleanor. “Only very important people have a vigorous flow all the time, but when a woman is pregnant, her Influence is stronger, more coherent. It takes on the aura of Abundance until the baby is born. See how, even with Elsie’s tender ministrations, it’s a wash of flow that dissipates quickly?"


  “Yes,” said Gosha. The delicate shimmer radiated off Tracey’s body to be picked up and whisked away by the tide of ambient Influence around them.


  “When you have looked at her properly in the past,” she hadn’t indicated she was speaking in Cant, but ’properly’ from the lips of her mother and her friends always meant ’with the full Craft of a witch,’ “was her aura thicker, more serpentine?"


  Gosha remembered Tracey’s aura shifting and swirling in ropes around her body at the start of her pregnancy.


  “Yes, I saw that.”


  “The Vines of the Empress, it’s called. And was there a suggestion of flowers? Of unfurling petals or dustings of sparkling spray?"


  “The sparkles, yes.”


  “That was the baby’s Influence. All that’s gone now.”


  The witches watched Elsie caring for Tracey in a moment of quiet.


  “What about the Influence of death?” said Gosha in a whisper, wanting to make sure Tracey didn’t hear the terrible word. “Can you see it on her?"


  “It’s very subtle,” said Shreya. “You could never see it with naked second sight. That’s why you need a resonator to pick up the Influence and amplify it.”


  Agnieszka doled out her teachings of Craft in small, terse utterances, the bare minimum information necessary to carry out her instructions. In the seven months she’d been her mother’s apprentice, Gosha had struggled to grasp the underlying rationale behind any of Agnieszka’s commands. She’d learned more in the past five minutes than in the past six weeks.


  Gosha went back into the kitchen.


  “May I feel the baby?"


  She pulled up a chair to sit next to Tracey.


  Tracey nodded and Gosha laid her palm on her stomach, smiling encouragingly, and waited a long, tense minute. When the baby thumped its little foot into her hand through its mother’s womb, Gosha jumped.


  “There he is.” She laughed.


  Tracey’s eyes rolled back in their sockets and her head drooped to one side.


  “Oh my,” said Elsie.


  A dark stain of blood spread across the crotch of Tracey’s jeans.


  5
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  It took all the strength of Gosha, Mei, and Eleanor combined to carry her down the front to Gosha’s Mini Cooper and get her into the passenger seat.


  “Mamusha,” cried Gosha as she rushed around to the driver’s side. “Go to the Dobbs’ stall and tell them we’re taking her to St. Decuman’s.”


  “That woman is a miserable old bat who thinks far too highly of herself,” huffed Agnieszka from the top of the steps.


  “Mother!” Gosha shouted, slamming her hand down on the car hood. “Just do it.”


  She checked on Tracey as she slid in behind the steering wheel to make sure the clasp of her seat belt was secure. The blood stain on Tracey’s jeans had stopped spreading, but the smear of darkness of the widow’s weeds had accelerated its pace, ringing two more quarters around Gosha’s field of vision in the past ten minutes. She didn’t have much time.


  Gosha made good time to the hospital, running only two red lights with no police cars around to stop her. There was no way she could get Tracey out of the car on her own, so she parked across the sliding doors to Casualty, blocking the entrance, and ran in.


  “I need help,” she shouted to anyone who would listen. “I have a five-month pregnant woman outside passed out with bleeding.”


  Hospital staff leaped into action. Two large male nurses wheeled out a stretcher to the car and extricated Tracey from the front seat in a choreographed maneuver. They had her strapped down in less than a minute. The dark stain of the widow’s weeds slowed its spread.


  “What’s her name?” said a middle-aged nurse with a clipboard, a security guard walking up behind her.


  “You can’t leave your car here,” he said.


  “Her name’s Tracey Dobbs.”


  “Are you family?"


  “No, I’m just a friend. Her husband and mother-in-law are on their way.”


  A black cab pulled in behind the Mini. Gary and his mother tumbled out and rushed toward them.


  “Mrs. Armitage, what happened?” said Gary, his face twisted with worry.


  “Are you Tracey Dobbs’ husband?” said the nurse, firm, fast and unflappable.


  “Yes, Gary Dobbs.”


  “Come with me, Mr. Dobbs.”


  “Of course, you would be here.” Wendy Dobbs thrust her face at Gosha as the nurse led Gary away. “You’ve caused enough trouble for my son.” She stabbed an accusing finger at Gosha. “You keep away from all of us or I’ll call the police on you.”


  She turned on her heel and swept after her son.


  “Miss, you have to move your car,” said the guard.


  Gosha’s entire body trembled with the combined shock of Tracey’s collapse and Wendy Dobbs’ contempt. She thought of Tracey’s pale, slack face in the passenger seat, the dark stain of blood across her lap. The widow’s weeds had slowed, but they were still progressing toward their terrible completion. She had to get inside. Who knows if she could do anything to help, but she needed to be there all the same.


  “Miss, your car,” said the guard. “You have to move it. It’s in the way. You can park it over there.” He pointed to a half-empty parking lot to the side of the building.


  “Sorry, yes,” she said. “I’ll do it right now.”


  She parked the car and was about to run back to Casualty, but stopped herself at the curb. Rushing in would do her no good. She wasn’t family, so the hospital staff wouldn’t let her in. And, regardless, Wendy Dobbs wouldn’t be happy to see her.


  The stain of the widow’s weeds grew ever closer to completing its circle.


  Her mother had used a spell to shield them from view only a few hours ago. What was the word she’d used? Her mother was so miserly with her knowledge of Craft, keeping most of her spells to herself.


  She held her lipstick talisman and repeated the word she thought her mother had said.


  “Peshatet.”


  Nothing happened. No opening appeared within her to shape the Influence that flowed through the tube of her talisman.


  She tried again.


  “Peshatek.”


  Still nothing.


  “Pezhvatek.”


  Casting spells was still new to her, but she wondered if she would ever get used to the feeling. She hoped not.


  Just as a word has a sound in the mouth when spoken, her mother’s secret words had shape in the mind and feeling in the body. On speaking one, her experience of time slowed as tension released in her body, allowing Influence to flow from the talisman through her in a strong, steady torrent. The shape of the word molded the Influence as it surged through her, transforming it from crude and chaotic flux to a discrete, refined event that emanated outward to affect the world around her. In her short time as a witch she’d spoken simple words that broke or bound with coarse and uncomplicated manipulations of matter. She’d spoken subtle words that caused Influence to snake out and pursue her quarry, winding around obstacles that sought to block them. She’d spoken powerful words, curses that would kill, and one great, terrifying word that brought chaos and madness down around her. No matter the word, no matter its complexity or intent, the experience of speaking her mother’s secret language was one of bliss, of complete focus and purpose. This new word was no different.


  From the shape of the word that opened inside her sprang a memory of her childhood, playing hide and seek with her cousins: hiding from Mateusz at the back of the cupboard in her bedroom, tucked in behind winter coats and summer dresses, enveloped by the smell of cedar from one of her mother’s concoctions to ward off moths. The excitement she’d felt as Mateusz blundered into the room and opened the cupboard door, but never bothered to move the clothes to one side now rippled across her skin. The lazy calm as she settled in to wait now pressed against her chest in a protective embrace.


  Cool spring air warmed against her skin and the sunny afternoon dimmed, the colors of the world around her shifting toward gray. As she approached the automatic sliding doors to Casualty, the security guard chatted to a nurse, his dark uniform and broad shoulders looming over the dimmed white dustiness of the nurse in her crisp uniform, his words muffled to Gosha’s ears, as if she listened to them from the bottom of a swimming pool. He gave no sign of noticing her as she passed, nor when the sliding doors opened at her approach.


  Interesting, she thought. The door’s electronic sensors know I’m here. The spell only works on people.


  No one noticed her as she walked through the waiting room, as she slid through the doors behind another nurse to the ward beyond and moved from treatment bay to treatment bay to find Tracey.


  A commotion of nurses slipped in and out of a curtained-off bay. The curtain pulled back to allow a harried nurse to wheel in a cart of equipment and revealed Tracey lying still and oblivious to the fuss around her, her skin pale, her limbs frail and weak next to the swell of her belly. Gary and Wendy stood across the ward, he a rigid figure, all
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