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JOY

Fifteen Years Old

The neighbourhood was much like any other in the suburbs of London: straight-backed terraced houses, tall and narrow, abrupt faces, neat gardens, iron gates – closed now. Curtains were drawn and windows glowed against the darkness outside. It was quiet – only the distant jangle of traffic, footsteps carrying someone home, a dog barking, the whisper of trees in the wind – but one house was quieter than all the others. 

Silent.

A silence so deep and still it went unnoticed, just like the house itself. Nobody turned to it as they walked by. The house was but a passing shiver – not a stone out of place on its gravel pathway, its porch primly adorned with hanging baskets, its white front door closed to the world beyond. Nothing stirred. Even the wind seemed to die at the door. 

Not a sound could be heard from beyond its walls and yet inside, in the living room, a piano was playing of its own accord – the melody so fragile and heart-achingly beautiful it seemed to be made of silence itself. It fluttered against the windows but, not being able to escape, turned in on itself, disappearing into the emptiness between each note.

Seated in an armchair, a woman drifted her hands along to the music. Upon the floor, a girl had her eyes closed as if lost in it entirely, but her hand was clenched around a piece of knotted cord. She could not listen to the music. She could hear it, but she could not listen to it. Her knuckles were white. 

The music slowed and a single note rang out, like a bell, pure and true and full of feeling.

The girl could take it no longer. She let a little of the sound through her defences, breathing in the joy of it. She gasped as the music began to fill her lungs. She grabbed at her throat, trying to breathe, but the air was too thick, too heavy with music – drowning her.

The woman’s hands continued to flutter through the air. 

The girl pulled one of the knots in her cord tighter. Tighter. She tried to wade against the panic, removing the music from her body, her mind. She pulled the knot so tight her fingers screamed. The joy in her heart silenced itself abruptly. The music washed against her but went no deeper. She took a tentative breath—

Relieved only for a second, she quickly tightened her eyes, clenched the cord and hardened herself. The song continued, beautiful no more, just a sound, an interesting arrangement of vibrations in the air. Not music. 

It grew dark outside. The girl drowned again, and again, and again. Eventually the woman ceased to move her hands. The music stopped. 

‘Magic is the first sin; we must bear it silently,’ said the woman, making the disappointment in her voice plainly heard. 

‘Magic is the first sin; we must bear it silently,’ the girl responded.

‘Go to bed, Anna.’

The girl was too tired to reply. She stood up, kissed her aunt goodnight on a cold, turned-away cheek and went upstairs. 

The woman continued to sit in the armchair, thoughts turning slowly and heavy as the wheel of a mill. Soon it would be the girl’s birthday. Would she be ready when the time came? She had to be ready. She moved her hands in the air and the piano began again.

She was pleased to find nothing but silence in her heart.
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STITCHES

Stitch in, stitch back, I sew with fear,

The needle’s eye watches me clear.

Stitch in, stitch back, I sew with blood,

A secret trapped in every thread.

Stitch in, stitch back, I sew with might, 

Silence in each knot pulled tight.

Stitch in, stitch back, and now I see:

The tighter the stitch, the stronger the knot,

The sweeter the embroidery. 

Stitch Chant, Pastimes, The Book of the Binders

Anna woke with something tugging at her. An ache. An urge. A feeling she couldn’t place. She tried to chase it but it was already gone. A dream? She did not dream. 

She looked up at the dreambinder hanging above her, a few knots caught down its length. The Binders’ twisted take on a witch’s ladder, Aunt had put it there years ago – a long length of cord – to prevent her from dreaming. It catches each dream with a knot. As the knots began to undo themselves, the dreambinder unwinding itself back into a gnarled string, Anna yawned, exhaustion weighing heavy on her. She had not slept well. She never slept well. She did not have to look at the clock to know the time. She waited. 

A knock on her door. It came every morning at half past six. The first stitch in their daily routine. Stitch in, stitch back. 

‘Anna!’

‘Coming, Aunt.’

‘The early bird catches the worm but the earliest worm escapes from the bird.’

I know because you say it every – single – morning. 

‘Coming,’ Anna repeated, trying to make herself sound more lively, trying to feel more alive. The book she’d been reading when she eventually fell asleep was still perched on top of her quilt – her only escape in the empty hours of the night. She moved it aside and pulled herself out of bed. She padded to the doors on the other side of her room. She threw them open and walked out onto her small balcony at the back of the house. Suburban London stretched out before her, the same as always: the sky a distant, grey wall, a patchwork of tight-knit roofs and dark brick houses threaded with tired greens. The gardens were motionless – shorn lawns and sculpted flower beds; a water feature tinkled neatly next door. 

She breathed in the wind and thought, or perhaps imagined, she could smell a change in the air: a stirring of smoke, of autumn, of Selene. A smile rose to Anna’s lips before she could catch it. 

Three more days. 

Three more days until her birthday – until Selene arrived. Several evenings ago they’d been sitting silently in the living room, as usual, sewing embroideries, as usual, and then, as if it was nothing, Aunt had announced: We’re expecting visitors for your birthday.

Anna’s heart had jolted with fear, her thoughts swerving violently to the Binders. Were they coming? A celebratory interrogation? But then Aunt had said Selene would be visiting and that she was bringing her daughter with her. Anna had nodded quietly at the news, but it had been so unexpected and she’d been so excited she’d sewed the last part of her embroidery with untidy stitches that looped up and down as big as the beats of her heart. She’d been made to unpick it and redo it all before she’d been excused. 

Selene hadn’t visited for years and the last time had hardly ended well. She was an old family friend, having gone to boarding school with Aunt and Anna’s mother. They’d all been inseparable back then – so Anna had been told – although she’d always struggled to imagine Aunt and Selene ever having been friends. During her brief and explosive visitations they had barely seemed to tolerate one another. But for Anna, Selene had been a wonderful, intoxicating interruption in the tedium of her life; a ribbon of colour amid a length of plain cord; a bright key to another world. She was everything Aunt was not: full of life, full of joy, playful and hedonistic; a temptress, a wonder, a witch. A witch like them and nothing like them at all. Certainly not a Binder. 

Anna went back inside. She shook out the sheets, made the bed, put on her slippers and dressing gown and picked up her Knotted Cord from her bedside table, placing it in the pocket. She tied her hair back in the mirror. She’d always felt as if some part of her were missing and she saw it whenever she looked at her reflection – not quite there, not quite whole – the girl staring back at her dreadfully pale, eyes shadowed and faded, red hair tangled; a spot gaining slow but steady ground on her chin. What will Selene make of me now?

‘ANNA!’

‘Coming!’ 

She hurried down the stairs, tightening one of the knots in her Knotted Cord until she felt her excitement fade. If Aunt caught a whiff of it, she’d no doubt cancel the visit out of spite. They prepared and ate breakfast without speaking. Toast and kippers. The portion was small and Anna was still hungry. She was always hungry. Aunt flicked through the headlines on her tablet, tutting methodically. 

‘UK economy slumps as PM vows “bounceback”.’

‘Are migrants robbing young Brits of jobs?’

‘Sexual harassment at work causing depression’.

Tut, tut, tut, like the tick of a metronome, her long, regal face remaining neutral as she read. Aunt was adept at arranging the lines of it, placid and polite, suitable for addressing the world, but Anna knew how tightly the lines were pulled, how, stretched too far, they could snap at any moment. 

‘Can you please locate the clock for me?’ Aunt said without looking up. 

Anna looked towards the clock hung on the kitchen wall. 

‘Ah! There you go.’ Aunt switched the tablet off and locked eyes with her. ‘You are aware of its location. Why then are you still sitting at the table when it is almost half past seven? Are your chores completing themselves this morning?’ Aunt was always difficult, but she’d been particularly irritable the last few days, as restless as Anna herself. 

‘Sorry, Aunt.’ Anna stood up quickly and began clearing away breakfast. ‘On it.’ 

Aunt made a displeased noise. ‘I need to go to the supermarket to get some things for this weekend’s visit.’ She laced the word with her particular brand of acid. ‘I expect every room sparkling by the time I’m back. I won’t be long.’ She stood up, tucking the stray wisps of her red hair into her bun and pulling her scarf tighter. Aunt always kept her neck covered, like the other Binders. ‘And, Anna,’ she added sharply, ‘don’t forget the leaves. They’re beginning to fall on the path – we’ll be the talk of the square.’ 

God forbid! Anna waited to hear the front door slam shut and then looked around despairingly at the ordered cupboards and white surfaces of their kitchen. Everything was already sparkling. Perhaps sparkling was the wrong word. Stale, silent, still. All the rooms of the house were the same: cream walls, floral curtains, antique furniture, sparsely and specifically ornamented. If she’d taken a vase and moved it to another table the house would not have looked right. There was an order here; things had their place. Even the potted roses in the corner of every room: dark leaves shiny as tongues and tightly sealed rose buds that never opened. 

Even me. 

Anna went to the fridge and stole a few strawberries, sweet on her tongue – one, two, three – not enough to notice; then she pulled up her sleeves and got to work. Carpets needed hoovering, surfaces dusting, bathrooms bleaching, leaves sweeping, all signs of life scrubbing away. If one’s house is in disarray one’s mind will follow suit, Anna. Every day of the summer holidays had been the same: chores, studies, piano practice, evenings of sewing, Binders’ training, back to chores – on and on in an endless, inescapable loop. Stitch in, stitch back, three … more … days.

During Selene’s last visit three years ago, Aunt had caught her trying to teach Anna magic – love magic – a language certainly not tolerated by the Binders. They’d argued and seemingly cleared the air but then Selene had thrown a dinner party … 

Anna remembered coming down the next morning to find their perfect house in disarray: people passed out on the sofas, glasses everywhere, wine stains on the carpet, what appeared to be whipped cream all over one of Aunt’s still-life paintings in the hallway and their barbecue set releasing ten-foot-high purple flames in the garden. Sent to her room, Anna had tried to listen to the ensuing shouting match. She thought she’d heard Selene scream, We wanted marshmallows! Aunt hissing, What if the neighbours had seen! and repeating the words abominable behaviour! over and over, but then their tones had grown hushed, if not harsher. She hadn’t been able to make out any more before the front door had slammed shut. Anna had never expected to see her again. 

Why would Aunt allow her to visit now? After all this time? Then again, Selene had a way of getting exactly what she wanted, and even Aunt wasn’t impervious to her persuasions. She’d never brought her daughter before. Anna vaguely recalled seeing a picture once: a skinny girl her age with black hair and a scowl. Effie. She remembered feeling only an uncomfortable jealousy for the girl lucky enough to have Selene for a mother. She hadn’t wanted to meet her then and she still didn’t now. Effie would no doubt be as charming and magical and overflowing with life as Selene: everything Anna was not.

She fetched the broom and went outside, glad to clear the stench of detergent from her nose. The clouds had loosened, the day brightening, etched with a fine wind, a feeble scattering of leaves on the ground – summer was almost over. The houses of Cressey Square stared back at her shrewdly, every one identical, front doors closed like disapproving mouths. Anna gathered the leaves together from the front garden and threw them in the bin but one sprang free, landing back on the path. Reaching down, she picked it up and turned it over in her hands; this one was already dry and brown. Lifeless. 

Without thinking, she dashed back into the house, discarded the broom and grabbed one of the keys off the key rack. She ran across the road to the garden in the centre of the square: ‘Private Garden – Residents Only’. She unlocked the iron gate and swung it open with a shriek of metal. Aunt would be home soon. She wouldn’t have long. 

The garden was empty, but it was always empty; after all, it was not meant to be enjoyed but merely admired from lounge windows. She ran down the path, past overgrown flower beds and the drying-out water fountain, to where the trees gathered and shadowed her from the eyes of nosy neighbours. Anna sat down, her back against the familiar curve of the old oak tree, breathing in her moment of freedom. She’d dreamt of escape often when she’d been young. It had become a kind of hobby: imagining herself in the books she read, making up stories in her head, playing songs on the piano that made her feel somewhere else, like someone else. She’d given up on most of that by now. But the garden still felt like a kind of escape. Only metres from the dark shadow of the house, but its own world, nothing but the wind and the clean slice of sky above her. No one to see her, judge her, punish her …

Anna placed the leaf on her lap and selected two fresh cords from the bundle in her pocket. She quickly tied them together with a loop in the middle, like a heart, three pieces of cord falling away from it like veins: the Ankh Knot, Life Knot. She focused on the leaf and let the energy build beneath her fingers. She envisioned it bursting back to life, uncurling, growing strong, the green reclaiming its brightness. The knot in her hand quivered with energy. She pulled it free, feeling a release. The leaf twitched, a pulse of green appearing by the stem, and then … nothing. 

Lifeless, still. 

The cords dangled limply in her hands, the veins drained. Anna picked up the leaf and crushed it, trying to ignore the familiar feelings of frustration and shame. It was the hope that hurt the most, thin and fine as a needle into her heart. A witch who can’t cast spells. Am I the world’s biggest joke? The garden might be her last escape but it couldn’t help her. She was a failure and – at the end of the year – any last hopes of magic would be extinguished. Escape would no longer be possible. She’d become a Binder herself. 

A dog barked in the distance, startling her. She shoved the cords into her pockets and looked around, fear quickly replacing her burst of eagerness. If Aunt caught her casting … Anna didn’t want to contemplate what she’d do. 

Magic is the first sin; we must bear it silently.

She hurried back towards the house, glancing nervously at the surrounding windows but the neighbours’ houses were still. No one was around. Anna stared up at their house. The top floor was built into the gable roof – a window at the front. It was dark, the curtains drawn as always. The third-floor room. Anna had never been inside it. Aunt claimed it was used for storage and Binders’ documents and that she didn’t want her poking through it all and Anna had been forced to accept the explanation, accept – as always – what she was told. 

She let herself back in and stopped at the key rack hung on the wall. It was heavy with the keys of their life. House keys. Car keys. Work keys … Anna put the key for Cressey Square garden back among the others, but her hand hovered in the air – moved towards the key on the final ninth hook. It did not look particularly out of place – a little smaller, a knotted iron head – but it was different from the others. Quieter, stiller. It gave nothing away. Aunt’s key. The key to the room on the third floor.

She’d tried to steal it once, when she was little. Aunt had been in the bath and Anna had sneaked downstairs and removed it from the hook. The moment it was in her hands its blade had begun to move, the pattern of it altering continuously, folding and unfolding, shifting and reshaping, as if it was changing gears. Anna had studied it with hypnotic wonder when she’d felt the shadow loom over her. She’d spun round to find Aunt, every line in her face snapped in anger, but when she’d spoken it had been with cold authority: Only in my hands will the key find its true form.

Aunt had made a knotting motion in the air with her hands. Anna remembered with a shudder the feeling of the bone in her finger breaking. The key had dropped to the floor. She’d learnt the hard way never to try to take it again. 

Anna dropped her hand and reached into her pocket, finding her Knotted Cord. She tightened one of its knots, tying away her curiosity. It was not welcome in this house. She turned from the hook and went upstairs to wash her hands and comb the wind out of her hair.

‘Red cord?’ 

‘Strength.’ 

‘Orange cord, two knots?’

‘Bind two opposites.’ 

The last of the day’s light receded from the living-room window. The room was cold. The TV off. The piano closed – the buds of the rose bush upon it small and shivery as goose pimples. Aunt was typing up hospital reports from her armchair, testing Anna on her correspondences without looking up, Anna reeling off her answers dutifully while her fingers worked on an embroidery. The whisper sound of thread did not break the silence of the room between Aunt’s questions; instead it pulled it tighter. 

Stitch in. Stitch back. Stitch in. Stitch back. 

‘Yellow cord, Knit Knot, Monday?’

‘To heal an injury.’ 

‘Brown cord, six Mute Knots?’

‘To banish unwanted thoughts.’

Aunt had picked out a verse from her Bible for the centre of Anna’s embroidery: ‘Keep me safe, Lord, from the hands of the wicked; protect me from the violent, who devise ways to trip my feet.’ The Bible verses were a good stand-in; Aunt could hardly have verses from the Book of the Binders up on the wall. That’s where her embroidery would go once it was finished. The wall behind them was covered with them, devouring every inch of space, encasing colourful images and fearful verses in dark frames. Spells of silence and protection, as Aunt referred to them, for out there and in here, touching her heart.

‘Black cord, seven Shackle Knots, Wednesday.’

‘To restrain another from speaking.’

‘Wrong.’

Aunt made a small movement with her hand; the needle slipped into Anna’s finger. She didn’t cry out. She was careful not to let the small well of blood drop onto her embroidery. It had ruined many before that way. 

‘To restrain another from spreading secrets,’ Anna corrected quickly.

‘White cord, Servant Knot?’ 

The questions continued relentlessly. Anna had never been a gifted seamstress but she’d been forced to sew for so many years the stitches came to her easily. She responded without thinking, longing to go over to the piano and play. Let the confusion of her thoughts free. Instead, she’d become accustomed to making up songs in her head as she sewed – stitch in, stitch back – fusing together the notes of the thread, the rhythm of the stitches, the melody of their patterns. To her the embroideries were not spells of protection, they were songs of longing. 

But this evening, even her music would not come. She could not stop thinking of the leaf in the garden, berating herself for her magical ineptitude. Why must her Binders’ training be so mind-numbing, so torturous? Reeling off correspondences, reciting the Book of the Binders, tying knots, unrelenting emotional tests, stitches, stitches, stitches … She rarely got to do any actual magic. 

‘Grey cord, Lover’s Knot, Friday?’

‘To protect – protect yourself from sexual desire—’

‘Wrong again!’

The needle slipped into Anna’s flesh a second time, a drop of blood dissolving into the canvas. Perhaps I can cover it with a rose … 

‘Sorry, to suppress sexual desire.’

‘Focus, Anna! What has got into you?’

Nothing! Nothing is inside me, that’s the whole problem. Would Selene be able to tell she was a failure now? A witch without magic? But the leaf had pulsed – hadn’t it? Perhaps there was hope, somewhere a little hope that had not yet been stifled. 

When Aunt finally announced they had finished, Anna put her embroidery down. ‘Aunt,’ she said tentatively. 

‘Yes, Anna.’ Anna could hear the impatience in her voice already. Aunt always seemed to sense what she was going to say before she had said it.

‘We – er – haven’t tried casting all summer. I wondered if it was time we did some practice?’ Anna said the words quickly, desperately, wanting to get them out before the more sensible part of her brain could hold them back. 

Aunt closed her laptop and fell silent. Anna knew her silences well. There was silence of her questions: narrow and pointed, full of dead ends and sheer falls. The silence of her disapproval, tight and unforgiving as pursed lips. The silence of her anger, which was like lightning without thunder – you know it is there but the rumble is too distant, too deep to hear, and hearing it would somehow make it better, less frightening—

‘What is the Binders’ third tenet, Anna?’ 

‘We shall not cast unless it is our duty.’

‘And yet you suddenly believe it is your duty to do so?’

‘No, I—’

‘What does it mean to become a Binder?’

Anna knew all too well what it meant. One year left until her Knotting. ‘My magic will be bound.’ 

Stitch in, stitch back, snip the thread and tie the knot. 

Anna gripped the Knotted Cord in her pocket. ‘I just thought that—’

Aunt made a knot in the air and Anna’s mouth snapped shut. Aunt had been bound once too, but now she was a Senior Binder her magic had been released for her to carry out her duties. 

‘You don’t think, Anna. You just feel. That’s your problem. Do you feel magic’s pull?’

‘No.’ Anna’s fingers twisted around her Knotted Cord. 

Aunt came and sat on the sofa next to her. ‘Your mother felt its pull, did she not?’ She spoke gently.

‘Yes.’ 

‘And where did that lead her?’

‘To her death.’

‘Magic killed her.’ Aunt’s voice was hollow with despair. ‘You’re not a Binder yet, you do not carry the true weight of magic around your neck. It is still all fun and games to you.’

‘No.’ Anna shook her head, regretting ever having spoken at all.

‘No?’ Aunt flicked her laptop back open. ‘You have requested casting practice and tomorrow we shall do so. I think we shall continue with the correspondences after all.’

Anna nodded and returned to her embroidery. 

‘Choke Knot?’ 

Stitch in, stitch back.
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MOTHS

Choke Knot: To bind another’s will.

Knot Spells, The Book of the Binders

The next day Aunt heaped extra chores on her. Anna settled into their dull monotony, only slowing in her dusting to pick up a picture from the mantelpiece. She wiped the dust gently from it. It was the only photograph in the house that contained her mother: Aunt and her mother together in their early twenties, her mother at the forefront, eyes playful beneath her black fringe; Aunt standing behind. Anna stared at her mother’s face and tried to feel something. She had nothing to give. 

She put it down and began to dust the other photographs – she and Aunt at various ages in various staged poses. People said they looked alike, with their green eyes and red hair. Aunt had always told her they were alike too, that they were cut from the same cloth; her mother coming from a different type of fabric altogether: Weak. Soiled. Corrupted with magic. 

Anna didn’t know why Aunt had brought magic into their lives at all if she loathed it so much. After all, they had lived for six normal, magic-free years together – or as close to normality as they had ever come. It was when she turned seven that everything had changed. A few days after her birthday, without warning, Aunt had taken her to the doctor. 

Anna remembered her childlike fear. She hadn’t felt unwell, which surely meant that an injection, some routine vaccination, was waiting for her, but when Aunt took her into the room, old Dr Webber had leant forwards, eyes bulging, and asked her how she was feeling. Anna had said she was feeling fine, that nothing was hurting, and he’d smiled dispassionately, revealing sharp yellow teeth. ‘I’m talking about your feelings inside, little miss. Have you felt particularly happy or sad the last few days?’ That had thrown her. She’d been excited about her birthday but she wasn’t sure if she was meant to have been excited so she told him no. ‘Excellent,’ he’d said, wheeling his chair over to an unassuming cabinet at the far side of the room which she’d never noticed before. He’d taken a key from his pocket and opened it, extracting several implements, while she was made to lie down on the bed.

He’d put a stethoscope, which didn’t look quite like any stethoscope she’d ever seen, to her chest and she’d felt a strange sensation inside, as if her heart were drawing towards it. He made various concerned noises as he listened and had then produced the dreaded needle. Anna remembered the sharp pain of it in her arm and wishing Aunt would take her hand, but Aunt had not moved as the blood flowed into the glass bottle. He’d poured a few drops of it onto a thin metal disc, and the moment her blood had touched the metal it had begun to sizzle and spit. 

‘A vigorous iron test – the magic is pure; however, heart readings show considerable emotional charge. Considering everything, we ought to take precautions.’

Anna had been ushered out of the room before she could hear anything more. When Aunt eventually appeared she’d had a small packet in her hand and a frown furrowed into her brow. Anna had felt as if she’d done something wrong but she wasn’t sure what. The doctor had spoken of magic … 

Anna smiled as she recalled her childish reaction. She’d hoped if she was somehow magical that it would be like the magic of fairy tales, that she’d be able to call a fairy godmother to her, or speak to birds, or send whole kingdoms to sleep. She’d soon learnt their magic was not the stuff of fairy tales, it was not to be enjoyed but endured— 

‘Anna!’ 

The duster fell from her hand. 

‘Casting practice. Dining room. Now.’ Aunt’s voice sharp as a cut lemon. 

Why did I have to open my mouth? Anna knew why, but even so, her momentary yearning for magic, diminished against the growing dread she felt as she entered the dining room. 

It was gloomy and unwelcoming as always, set aside for rare special occasions and dinner parties that never happened. A small window filtered light onto the long table in the centre; a mahogany dresser displayed their best china plates begrudgingly. Another rose bush grew from its pot placed at the far end, dotted with rose heads, tightly sealed. My Hira is twine and thorn. 

Aunt sat at the table, a moth dancing in the air above her. Her heart began to beat as fast as its movements. She twisted one of the knots in her Knotted Cord. 

‘If I wanted to tie this moth’s wings together, what colour cord would I use?’ Aunt’s eyes landed on her.

Anna tried to focus. ‘Er – black for restriction.’

Aunt nodded, picking up a black cord from the selection on the table.

‘Which knot should I use?’

‘The Servant Knot could work, or the Shackle Knot perhaps?’

Aunt tied a knot in the cord with such quick precision Anna was barely aware of it happening. She pulled it tight and the knot snapped shut. With that, the moth fell to the table, wings locked together, legs squirming madly. Aunt held up the cord for Anna to see – a single knot in its centre.

‘That is all you need if your Hira is focused and strong.’

It was an easy knot but absolute in its power: the Choke Knot.

When she was young, Anna had quickly learnt that there was nothing fairy tale about the Binders’ magic. No magic lamps. No wands or capes. Knots were the only magical language tolerated by the Binders. A knot is concise. It is secure. Above all, it is discreet, Aunt had explained. It can be done out of sight without anyone seeing. It keeps our secrets safe. 

As if that wasn’t dull enough the correspondences made it endlessly worse. You couldn’t simply tie a knot, you had to consider the material of the cord, its colour, how many cords, the type of knot, the number of knots, the month you cast, the day, the time: they all had certain magical associations or correspondences: Imagine each spell is a sentence, each cord a word, and each correspondence a letter that helps to form it. 

That was manageable perhaps, but there were innumerable combinations which could alter the meaning of a spell by degrees. Nearly half of the Book of the Binders was dedicated to detailing them, a vast vocabulary with little room for error and no room for joy. 

‘Your turn.’ Aunt untied the knot in the black cord. The moth’s wings fluttered back to life and it flew up into the air. 

Anna took the cord and prepared the knot. She studied the silent motions of the moth and allowed the intention of the spell to form in her mind: As I tighten this knot so may the moth’s wings be locked. She could feel Aunt watching her. She let the intention harden. My Hira is twine and thorn. Focusing on the strength of the cord beneath her fingers, she pulled the knot tight. The moth fell to the table, but before Anna could celebrate her small moment of magic, its wings flickered and it flew back into the air. No.

Aunt closed her eyes, but a small, satisfied smile escaped from her lips. ‘Your Hira is weak. This is simple magic. Simple.’ 

Anna was used to Aunt’s disappointment, but when it was about her magic it still stung. The moth landed on a candlestick, its feelers twitching and assessing her. It flew off, as if it had found nothing of interest. Anna glowered at it and then felt stupid for glowering at a moth. 

‘When you decide to pay attention, we shall continue.’

Anna turned to Aunt, her expression one of solemn dedication. Aunt’s hands were a flurry of activity as she tied two cords into a series of Twin Knots, little figures-of-eight looping up and down its length. There must have been ten in total before she finished. Anna looked at the moth in the air but nothing had happened.

Aunt untied the first knot. Anna looked back at the moth and found with surprise there were now two. Aunt untied the second knot and Anna watched as the second moth became two. It happened as quickly as a single beat of their wings, like an origami trick where the paper seems to grow as it’s folded. Aunt’s hands traced down the remaining knots, untying and producing further moths above the table until there was a shivering, shadowy cloud of wings above them. Anna felt the strong urge to scratch her head all over.

Aunt tied a Choke Knot in her cord and one of the moths fell to the table.

‘How do you do it so quickly?’ 

‘It looks like chaos, doesn’t it?’ Aunt watched the thrumming cluster of moths. ‘It is chaos, but contained, under my control. Everything is connected by threads, Anna, and if you know the true nature of a thing you may pull the strings of its life – forwards, backwards, up and down. The moth may feel itself free – but it is not. I own it.’

‘You believe—’

‘I believe nothing. I know, I know with a certainty beyond all else. My Hira is twine and thorn.’

‘My Hira is twine and thorn,’ Anna repeated. It was the way of the Binders. 

‘Now make one fall,’ Aunt commanded.

If she’d failed with only one moth, Anna couldn’t see how contending with multiple would make her task any easier. It wasn’t meant to. Aunt worked in illogical ways like that – if Anna had found it difficult the first time then it would be all the more so the second, by way of punishment. Anna focused on one of the moths, following its movements. She drummed up the same intention as before, adding force to it. Twine and thorn. Twine and thorn. I own you, little thing! She pulled the knot tight. 

Nothing happened. She groaned loudly and in frustration tied another before Aunt could stop her. Still nothing. 

‘Bloody stupid moths!’ Anna cried, throwing the cord onto the table. 

‘Anna.’ Aunt did not raise her voice, but it had tightened like a screw. ‘How dare you speak like that.’ She made a small movement with her cord. 

Anna felt a flickering inside her mouth. With a deep and nauseous revulsion she knew what Aunt had done. She opened her mouth, releasing a silent scream – a moth flew out, its thick, furry body rising into the air. Anna retched, wiping frantically at her tongue, trying to rid herself of the feel of its legs twitching against the side of her mouth. 

‘That will teach you to watch your tongue.’ Aunt smiled at her own joke. 

Anna felt for a moment angry enough to bring a whole cloud of moths down on Aunt’s head but she reached for the Knotted Cord in her pocket and lowered her eyes, afraid to say or do anything again. 

‘At least we don’t have to worry about binding your magic.’ Aunt turned to her and smiled faintly. ‘There’s hardly any there at all.’ 

Anna knew Aunt was right, but still, her words stung. Aunt picked up the black cord and tied Choke Knots across it with rhythmic purpose. The moths fell one by one from the air, until the dark wood was covered with a sad pool of spasming legs and broken wings. As unnatural as they were, Anna felt sorry for them – brought into existence only to be cut down.

‘Clean them up,’ said Aunt, pushing her chair away from the table and heading for the door. 

‘But they’re still alive.’ 

‘That’s your fault.’

Anna tried – different cords, different knots; tying and untying – trying to set their wings free so she could open the window and let them out, but she could not. The moths lay on the table twitching desperately. I’m sorry. I can’t save myself and I can’t save you.

Aunt sharply pulled the brush through her hair while Anna sipped on the glass of milk Aunt had brought for her (calcium for growing bones). It was how all their evenings ended. Their little ritual. The knot that tied the threads of their days together. 

Anna had little left in her but weariness and she submitted to the hard brush. Aunt pulled out the waves of her hair into a soft, unflattering fuzz. When she’d been young, people had made a fuss of its colour, caught somewhere between red and blonde, like the sunset on a field of straw, a woman in a shop had once exclaimed admiringly. As she’d grown older the comments had dried up along with her hair. It was no longer ablaze. Its spark had turned to ash. 

‘Did you enjoy your little spell practice earlier?’ said Aunt with a yank of the brush.

Anna sensed the question was a trap. ‘I shouldn’t have asked.’

‘No. You shouldn’t have. I decide when and how you are allowed to practise magic. You should not be craving it.’

‘I’m not, I promise.’

‘You think I don’t know where this is coming from? Selene’s arrival.’ The lines of Aunt’s neck pulled taut, like a ship’s sail under harsh winds. 

‘No, it’s not that—’

‘What have I always told you? Magic is a terrible curse, Anna. It makes us weak. It makes us vulnerable. It makes us prey. It is a threat to us, to all witches. And people like them, her, are everything that is wrong with the magical world: casting flagrantly, openly, attracting attention, endangering us all. You must be in control. You must be ready for your Knotting.’

Anna was unnerved by the new urgency in Aunt’s eyes; she could not escape from it. A thread of blood ran silently from Anna’s nose. She got nosebleeds all the time. Dr Webber had said they were a result of her anxiety. Aunt handed her a tissue with irritation. 

Anna dabbed at it and tried to find the right words. ‘I just thought that … I still need to learn, don’t I? That, maybe someday, when I’ve proved myself a responsible Binder, when my bindings are released—’

‘If your bindings are released.’ 

‘If my bindings are released, there may come a time when I will need to carry out magic in the name of duty, like you, to serve the Binders. That is why we train and practise—’

Aunt laughed silently. ‘You think that’s why we let you practise magic? No. We let you taste it so that you know exactly what it is you’re giving up, so that you understand the true meaning of sacrifice.’ 

Sacrifice. Yes. Anna knew that much about her Knotting initiation ceremony. The Book of the Binders explained that her magic would be bound inside of her, but how? The details were fearfully sparse: ‘With control you will be ready to make the sacrifice required.’ Anna had never liked the sharp, slicing sounds of the word. What sacrifice? Her magic? Or something more? She’d tried to extricate further detail from Aunt on many occasions before, to no avail. The ceremony was a tightly kept secret and she knew she’d have no true idea of what she’d be facing until she was facing it. Anna looked up at herself in the mirror – through herself. Will I be ready? Does it really matter? She had so little magic in her, she might as well give it up. 

‘You think now I am a Senior Binder that magic is easy for me?’ Aunt’s long fingers fluttered to her neck. ‘No one understands sacrifice more than I do, Anna.’

Anna’s stomach tightened. ‘I know.’ She wished she did not know.

‘If only your mother had been bound, she would still be with us now.’

‘No.’ Anna shook her head weakly. ‘My father killed her.’ 

‘Your father’s hands might have done the killing but it was magic that made your mother weak to it. Magic and love. Love and magic. They destroy everything in the end.’ 

Aunt did not believe in love. They had never had a man in their lives; Aunt insisted they did not need one, that she was quite capable of doing everything a man could. Anna did not believe in love either. 

Aunt sighed, putting the brush back in its set place within the antique silver-plated vanity set: brush, comb and mirror. ‘I know you think me hard on you, but I’m just trying to protect you. You’ve only got one year left until your Knotting. School will be busy, boys will be joining your classes now you’re in sixth form, emotions will be running high. You have to keep them in check. You know where they belong. Weakness in feeling; strength in control.’

‘Weakness in feeling; strength in control.’ Anna nodded, touching her Knotted Cord, doing her best not to think about the year ahead at St Olave’s School for Girls. It was no escape. 

‘If we don’t have trust …’

‘We don’t have anything,’ Anna replied. 

Aunt lowered her face until it was beside Anna’s in the mirror, their eyes side by side in a unison of green. ‘How alike we are, my child.’ She smiled, resting a hand on Anna’s shoulder. It always pleased her to compare them. Their features seemed as if they should match, but did not. Aunt’s were cut from marble, arguing with their own beauty: high brow, angular cheekbones, glassy skin, deep eyes set in a bony scaffolding. Anna’s followed the same outlines but were softer, more easily lost. She wished she was less peculiar looking, so pale and strange and haunting. Aunt continued to watch her, an uncomfortable silence growing between them. 

Of all her silences, the silence of her love was the hardest to bear. 

‘Sixteen tomorrow. I can’t keep you a child forever.’

Anna noticed a little of the defences that held Aunt’s face together crack. Anna lightly placed her hand on top of Aunt’s and breathed in the familiar magnolia scent of her perfume. Aunt was many things, none of them easy, but she was also the only mother Anna had ever known. The person to whom she owed everything. Aunt gripped her hand back and then let it go. She made a gesture and Anna’s hair responded, knotting itself gently into a plait. Aunt was so adept at knot magic she didn’t need a cord at all; she could make knots of the air. 

She picked up the empty glass and made for the door. ‘They’ll be here at three. I want you up early. That silver isn’t going to polish itself.’

Anna smiled. ‘It’ll be polished before dawn!’ 

Aunt allowed her a small smile in return. ‘Goodnight, Anna.’

‘Goodnight, Aunt.’ 

Anna never slept well, but tonight, she knew it would be impossible. Her emotions flapped about her like moths: agitation, fear, excitement. She looked at her Knotted Cord, knowing she could use it to bring them back under control. She resented every knot along its length: the years of training, the cruel tests, the parts of herself she could no longer feel. 

She threw off her covers, crept to her bookshelf and selected the Book of the Binders. She remembered Aunt presenting it to her matter of factly after she’d turned seven as if it were a perfectly normal birthday present and not a large and heavy book full of the Binders’ tangled, suffocating words. Its black cover was engraved with the image of a circle studded with nine knots; in the centre of the circle was a rose, its petals closed. The Nine-Knotted Cord and the Closed Rose: the symbol of the Binders.

Anna knew it off by heart: the rules, the blessings, the knots, the spells, the correspondences – every damn, dull word, but one chapter she returned to in secret over and over … 

She sat down in the light which poured through the balcony windows – moonlight and street light and the general, incessant light of London; the only sound the rustle of pages as she opened it to ‘Banned Magical Languages’. She lay on her front, white nightie pooling, and began to read them quietly, so that she alone could hear the words: Planetary. Botanical. Runic. Ogham. Imagic. Divination. Necromancy. Elemental. Symbolic. She would never get to practise them, but still, she could taste them, couldn’t she? Each one a droplet of syrup on her tongue. Potions. Wands. Words. Mirrors. Image Magic. Hexes. Sex Magic. Blood. Emotional. 

She tasted each word and found herself desperately, feverishly hungry. 
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SHARDS 

Magic is the first sin; we must bear it silently. 

Tenet One, The Book of the Binders.

The light was already beginning to fade when the doorbell finally rang. 

The day had unfolded as always, preparations and chores and tense silence, but this time it had been edged with something, as if the strict contours of their routine had been pulled out of shape in anticipation – frenzied – drawing towards whatever was coming. Aunt had been intolerable. Anna was halfway down the stairs when she appeared below. ‘Six hours late! We’ll come for a Sunday lunch, darling! We’ll see you at three!’ She performed a whining mockery of Selene’s voice. Selene always had a way of disturbing her careful silence. ‘I might cancel the whole thing. Dinner is ruined. Your birthday is ruined!’ 

The doorbell rang impatiently. 

Aunt made a get-down-here-now-or-else gesture at Anna. ‘Have you even bothered to brush your hair?’ It was the fourth time she’d snapped at Anna about her hair. If I’d shaved it off this morning it would have saved everyone a lot of grief. Aunt pulled her hands through it roughly, pinning it back with two slides, while Anna tried not to scream OPEN THE DOOR! before her heart burst. 

Knock! Knock! Knock!

Aunt started towards the door again but stopped abruptly and turned back to Anna with sudden intensity, digging fingers into her shoulders. ‘What is the Binders’ first tenet?’

‘Magic is the first sin; we must bear it silently,’ Anna replied.

‘Do not forget that tonight.’

Aunt finally turned and clicked open the latch. 

Golden hair, blazing yellow coat, red lips: Selene arriving like a comet to their house, radiant against the darkness around her. Her face serene and breaking into a wide smile that hadn’t changed since the very first moment Anna had seen her. Anna dropped her Knotted Cord and let Selene’s light wash over her. 

‘Look at you! My little matchstick! Aren’t you a beauty!’ Selene exclaimed, but Anna noticed the momentary concern that clouded her bright eyes. She smiled and it was gone. She ran her hands through Anna’s hair and enclosed her into a hug. She was wearing an expensive perfume. Anna breathed deeper and found the familiar scents she knew beneath. Summer flowers and rich, warm smells: honey and cloves and the amber candles Selene loved to burn. She buried herself in them and was surprised to feel tears threaten. She forced them back. She did not cry. 

Selene turned to Aunt. There were a few seconds of silence where it seemed neither woman quite knew what to say, then Selene moved forward and gave Aunt a kiss on each cheek. ‘Vivienne! So good to see you too, darling. You look fantastic. A little tired though – hope we haven’t kept you up. We only flew in from New York yesterday, it’s been chaos.’ 

Aunt shuddered just a little. ‘You’re six hours later than you said you would be, but I expected nothing less.’ Her face stiffened into something that might, from a distance, resemble a smile. 

‘I’ve brought gifts!’ Selene clapped her hands together. ‘Anna, be a doll and take my coat. It’s new and fabulous, don’t you think?’ She shrugged it off. Underneath she was wearing a grey, figure-hugging dress that fell just below her knee. Her shoes were black stilettos with criss-crossed straps and a heel that made a pleasing dent in Aunt’s carpet. She didn’t take them off.

‘Going to bother to introduce me?’ A girl’s voice drifted in from the doorway, even colder than Aunt’s. Anna hadn’t yet noticed her behind. She was a direct contrast to Selene: pale skin, long black hair, a face full of shadows where the other seemed to dispel them. Her expression was impassive, and yet somehow – although Anna couldn’t work out how – she seemed to be frowning. She was wearing an oversized grey jumper, black jeans and leather boots. Aunt’s gaze lingered on the dirt encrusting their soles. Silver hoops crept their way up her earlobes. Anna felt absurdly dull in her skirt and baby-blue cardigan.

‘Effie, you’re not a child, you can introduce yourself. Come in and stop being dramatic.’ Selene rolled her eyes at Anna.

‘It’s nice to meet you,’ said Aunt stiffly. 

‘A pleasure, I’m sure,’ Effie responded flatly, stepping inside without wiping her shoes. Aunt’s eyes widened.

Anna moved forward, extending a hand. ‘I’m Anna, nice to meet you.’ Effie looked at her outstretched hand as if Anna were offering her cyanide and then dropped her hat into it and brushed past.

‘Ignore her, she’s in an awful mood, got in a fight with the taxi driver.’ Selene threw her hands up in exasperation. Anna laughed quietly, unsure if this was the right thing to do. Silence followed, as everyone stared at everyone else with disapproval.

‘So … it feels awkward in here,’ a deep voice boomed. ‘Everyone making friends?’ 

A young man appeared in the doorway, two bags at his feet. He had dark, unruly brown hair and a smile that promised many things, none of them good. Is he the taxi driver? Or one of Selene’s lovers again? He was her type: tall, tanned, roguish, but he didn’t look old enough. It was hard to tell, his face had an ageless quality to it, as if he’d always have a boyish countenance, even when old and grey-haired.

‘OK. I’m going to hug it out,’ he announced, pulling Aunt into an overpowering embrace. She disappeared somewhere into the jacket he was wearing. She looked in shock when he let her go. He put out his hand formally as if the previous exchange had not occurred. ‘I’m Attis. You must be Vivienne. I’ve heard so much about you.’ His accent was strangely nomadic as if it had collected the interesting parts of other accents on its travels: English, hints of American and something lilting and Celtic.

He turned to Anna and crossed the corridor in one stride. She backed away into the banister, concerned he was going to do the same to her. The teeth beneath his knowing smile were a little uneven; his eyes were grey and yet somehow startling. ‘You must be Anna.’ He held out a hand, obviously sensing her disinclination to be held. She shook his, finding it hot around her cold fingers. She found herself looking anywhere but directly at him. 

‘I am Anna,’ she replied idiotically. Effie snorted behind her. 

‘There’s just one last bag in the boot, Attis, if you would be a gentleman, which you always are,’ said Selene with a sardonic, dismissive edge. Probably not a lover then. 

‘Ever at your service.’ He bowed with equal sarcasm, heading back out into the evening. 

Aunt released a forceful breath and snapped her head round to Selene. ‘Who is he and why is he here? I planned lunch for four! I can’t feed a boy, especially not a large oaf like that one.’

‘Oh, he’s a son of old friends of mine. He’s been living with us in New York, did I not mention?’

‘That hardly explains why he is on my doorstep and why you didn’t tell me he was coming.’

‘Well, he’s moving back to London too and it’s impossible to pin down the plans of teenagers; he was going to go meet someone on the way but then they couldn’t make it … Oh, these things happen. Come on, Viv, play the gracious host.’ She rubbed Aunt’s stiff arm gently, smiling. ‘He can have my food. You know I only graze. You wouldn’t want to ruin the evening now, would you?’

Anna half expected Aunt to cancel the whole evening then and there. Of her many intolerances, there were two at the top of the list: surprises and men. Selene had managed to bring both to her doorstep. 

Instead she released an irritable exhale and beckoned Selene impatiently down the corridor. ‘Just come through.’

Selene followed, winking at Anna. She knew how to get around Aunt more effectively than Anna had ever managed. Effie had disappeared. Anna spotted her through the doorway to the living room, peering with distaste at the embroideries covering the walls, moving to the pictures on the mantelpiece. Anna watched her with interest. 

‘Am I allowed in or am I too much of an oaf?’ Attis appeared again, making Anna jump. He was balancing a bag on his finger. Anna reddened at the realization he’d heard Aunt’s words, even though she’d only said them quietly. 

‘Er, come in. I’ll take these through.’ She fumbled with the bag, realizing that she was just getting more in his way. He watched her with amusement. ‘Effie’s in there.’ She pointed to the living room and carried on down the hallway to the relief of the kitchen. She was just as out of kilter as Aunt. She didn’t know what to make of either Effie or Attis, but knew with crushing certainty what they would make of her: strange, dull, forgettable. 

Aunt was serving food into bowls and huffing over what she obviously considered a spoilt meal. ‘Anna, take this through and get everyone seated. You’ll have to add an extra place setting.’ 

Selene followed Anna into the dining room. The table had been laid to within an inch of its life: the plates were stacked, the silver shone brightly, candles stood to attention. Selene made fearful eyes at Anna as if the table were an instrument of torture with which they were about to become acquainted, making Anna laugh. She realized she hadn’t laughed in a long while. Selene trailed a finger up one of the candles and it sparked into life with a clear, bright flame. She touched each of the others in turn, uttering bibbity-bobbity-boo until they were all lit. Anna marvelled for just a moment but then she shook her head at Selene. Not now. 

The door swung open. Aunt came in carrying a bowl of potatoes; Selene pulled an exaggerated alarmed face at Anna behind her back. Anna hid her smile as she helped set the food out, her heart swelling with feeling. At least Selene saw her as something more – someone worth seeing. 

Once they were all settled around the table, Aunt served the food in tense silence. ‘There’s gravy there.’ She jabbed at the jug in such a threatening way that even Effie, who was still in a foul mood, picked it up immediately. 

Anna studied her through a series of quick, sideways glances as she helped pass the food around. Effie was striking; not classically beautiful, but beautiful nonetheless, in a way that was hard to pin down. Perhaps it was exactly that – the wildness of her gamine features, the distracted hunt of her deep eyes beneath dark arched eyebrows, the mocking twist to her full lips. There was the hint of dimples on her cheeks, although as she hadn’t smiled Anna couldn’t be sure. 

‘Anna, tell me about your life. Who are you dating? School starts in a couple of days. What are your plans this year? Anything exciting?’ Selene turned her twinkling cat-like eyes onto Anna; they were mostly blue but shot through with flecks of violet so that the overall effect was something purple and galactic. 

‘Um,’ said Anna, uncomfortably aware of the sudden attention. What could she say? My plans are to survive another year in the hell that is otherwise known as school. Dating is entirely irrelevant. Then I’m due to become a Binder, my magic bound forever, to be followed by a life under Aunt’s control, on and on until I die alone, in a house full of embroideries. She forced a smile. ‘I’m more interested in what you’ve been doing. How was New York?’ 

‘Oh, New York was New York.’ Selene waved her hands. ‘This is such a treat. I don’t think we’ve had a home-cooked meal in about a year, have we? There’s just so much great food on your doorstep and so many people to see. Remember that Korean place?’ She turned to Effie and Attis, her questions to Anna forgotten. Relief flooded through her. ‘That pork belly dish with those little pickled greens, it was beyond melt in your mouth, it melted your entire being, I swear. What was the owner’s name again?’

‘Choi Minho,’ said Attis.

‘Oh yes, Minho. I wish I could have brought him to London so you could have tried it. I think he may have eloped with me if I’d tried.’ 

‘Where were you living?’ New York was on Anna’s list of places to travel if she ever managed to escape the life Aunt had planned for her. 

‘We had an apartment in the East Village for a while, and then we moved into a house outside, on the coast. I met this wonderful gentleman who let us stay with him. He owns MacElson & Faber Holdings?’ she said, as if Anna might somehow know it. Anna gave her a blank look. ‘We bonded over our love of baroque art.’

‘A very sudden love of baroque art that coincided with finding out he lived in a massive fuck-off mansion,’ said Effie. Aunt choked on a carrot. 

‘Effie, don’t swear during dinner, darling,’ said Selene. 

‘We don’t allow swearing in this house full stop.’ Aunt’s voice had taken on a tone that could strip bark from a tree. 

Effie just laughed, helping herself to more potatoes. 

Selene intervened. ‘What have you two been up to this summer then?’

‘We’ve been busy,’ Aunt replied tersely. ‘We make the most of every day, don’t we, Anna?’

Anna nodded, acutely embarrassed by the dullness of their lives.

‘Lots of studying and Anna just finished sewing the most charming embroidery, didn’t you?’

Anna nodded again, feeling worse. 

‘Gosh, that sounds fascinating,’ replied Effie, her dimples finally popping, punctuating her smile with deep-seated sarcasm. ‘Tell us more.’

Anna didn’t know how to respond, feeling as small and pathetic as it was possible to feel. Apparently no one else knew how to respond either, the table descending into awkward silence. Attis made a slight whistling sound. Anna shot the smallest of looks at him and saw that he appeared to be enjoying himself. It seemed he found her humiliation entertaining. She looked away but his face stayed in her mind, elusive as the candle smoke. 

‘These potatoes are incredible. Tell me, what did you cook them in?’ he said, quite cheerfully. 

‘Olive oil,’ Aunt replied sharply.

He leant back into the chair. ‘You see, people always say for good roast potatoes goose fat, but I think with a good quality olive oil you can get a better result. These are impeccable.’

Aunt smiled briefly in his direction, softening to his none-too-subtle flattery. 

‘And what do you do, Vivienne?’ He turned all his attention to her, eyes dancing. They were grey and distant, like an autumn sky, retreating under a cloud of heavy brow. 

‘I’m a nurse,’ she said, in the self-effacing way she always replied to that question. ‘Senior nursing officer at King’s College London.’

‘Wow. You must make a difference to so many lives.’ His reply was so obviously constructed to please that Anna found herself rolling her eyes. She happened to catch Effie’s and found she was doing the exact same thing. 

‘You do what has to be done,’ she replied nobly. ‘It can be a thankless job.’

‘Well, if I ever have any medical needs, I know where to go. You know what they always say. Those who make a mean roast potato save lives.’

Aunt looked at him quizzically; she didn’t do humour and she obviously didn’t know what to make of this boy. Neither did Anna. 

Aunt’s eyes narrowed. ‘Are you back from New York for good?’ 

‘I go where she goes.’ He pointed at Effie, who wrinkled her nose at him, but showed the first hint of a genuine smile Anna had seen from her. They were a couple then. Of course they were a couple. Anna could imagine them now – young, wild and beautiful – New York falling at their feet.

‘Besides, it was best you left New York …’ Effie gave Attis a knowing look. 

‘And why is that?’ asked Aunt, placing her knife and fork delicately together.

‘Oh, Attis put an iron hex on an ex of mine. He got mad.’

Aunt dropped the fork with a clatter.

We shall not cast unless it is our duty. 

‘Effie,’ Selene chided.

‘What?’ Effie shrugged. ‘I didn’t do it.’

‘He deserved it,’ said Attis.

Any growing warmth Aunt had had towards him withered and turned to dust. She had been proven right. He was the immoral reprobate she’d suspected. Aunt seemed reassured by this, becoming dignified in her anger, back on steady ground. She turned on Attis. ‘Magic is a duty, not a toy to be played with.’ 

Anna shrank at her words – words she knew all too well – but Effie and Attis seemed only to find them amusing. Anna couldn’t imagine being them, living without fear, worlds of magic at their fingertips …

‘What hex?’ Anna said quietly. Aunt’s head snapped around to her instead. She knew she’d be in trouble for asking but her curiosity was too great.

Effie showed a hint of a smile at her disobedience. ‘Let’s put it this way: the guy suddenly had a penchant for taking his clothes off in public spaces.’ She laughed and Anna saw how it transformed her face, the black of her eyes illuminated suddenly like a storm. Attis chuckled silently into his plate. Anna found herself smiling with them but stopped abruptly when she saw Aunt’s face. 

‘Anna, take the plates out,’ she snapped. ‘It’s time for dessert.’ Anna didn’t know it was possible to imbue the word dessert with such violence. 

Anna followed Aunt out into the kitchen. They did not speak. Aunt pointed at the dessert plates. Anna took them and went back into the hallway. She almost dropped the plates on the floor – Effie was there, leaning casually against the wall, face to the light, her black hair part of the shadows. ‘We’re going out in a bit. To a club. A magical club. You coming?’

Anna struggled for words. Aunt was in the kitchen. Effie was ahead of her. She was trapped between them. 

‘I can see you’re desperate to get out of this prison.’ Effie rolled her head towards her.

‘It’s not a prison.’

‘Fine, a prison with wall tapestries. Now come. It’ll really piss off your aunt.’

Anna hesitated. She couldn’t believe she’d hesitated. It wasn’t that she was going to go out with them, the idea of that was beyond comprehension. It was just that she’d never been asked to go out before, even if Effie seemed more focused on irritating her aunt than actually spending time with her. And then, where they were going … a magical club. Are there really such places? Surely Effie was only mocking her. 

‘I can’t.’
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