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  Prologue


We  are witches, born from generations of witches, and our magic has been passed down through the centuries. 
But it seems we have more power than we ever thought possible.
When things that were hidden come to light, an enemy is awakened. Our ancient grimoires were hidden for a reason; now we are in a race to find them first.
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  One


Avery always liked to read the tarot cards on a full moon, outside if the weather allowed, and today it did. It was mid-June and hot. The earth smelled rich, and the scent of lavender drifted towards her. 
She sat at her garden table. The brick-paved patio area was flooded with silvery light and the garden beyond was full of plants, lost in the shadows despite the full moon. The only things visible were the white roses that nodded from the depths of the borders, and the gravel paths that snaked around them. 
Earlier that day she had sensed a shift in the normal path of her life; a premonition that required further investigation. Out of long practice she sat calmly, shuffling the cards and then placing them out in the cross before her, turning them one by one. She shuddered. Change was coming, and with it, danger. The cards revealed it and she could feel it. And it would happen soon. 
Avery leaned back, perplexed, and then jumped slightly as she heard the click of the gate. Alex, another witch. She recognised his scent and sound. Her worry over the reading was replaced by curiosity. 
He stepped into view, his expression invisible with the moon behind him, casting her in shadow. He was tall, with broad shoulders and a lean, muscular build. It was like a wall had stepped between her and the moon. 
 “What do you want, Alex?”
 “What a lovely greeting, Avery,” he said, his voice smooth. He pulled a chair out and sat opposite her, looking down at the cards. “So you sense it, too.”
 “Sense what?”
 “You know what.” He sounded impatient. “That something is coming. Don’t you think we should work together?”
 “No.”
He leaned back, shifting slightly so that the moon lit his face, showing his day-old stubble and his long dark hair that fell just below his shoulders. His brown eyes looked black in the light. “This is ridiculous. You have no reason to distrust me.”
She refused to be drawn. “I have no reason to trust you, either. You disappeared for years, and now you’re back. I have no idea who you even are anymore.”
 “I’m the same witch I always was. People travel, you know. That’s life!”
Even now Alex could make her blood boil with his infuriating superiority. She wanted to throw something at him, like a lightning bolt. “Why are you here?”
They stared at each other across the table, Avery only able to see a glint of moonlight in his eyes, until he said with forced patience, “There are five witches now in White Haven, five of us who wield the old magic. We should meet. Pool our resources. I can’t believe you haven’t already.” 
“We’ve had no need to form a coven, and I like working alone.” She inwardly chastised herself. Why did she have to sound so defensive? It was okay to work alone. 
“I’ve been talking to Elspeth. She’d like to form one.”
Avery rolled her eyes. “Of course she would.”
“There’s nothing wrong with that. We can share ideas, share our strengths.”
“We’re all witches! What do we need to share?”
“Oh, let me see,” he said with a sigh. “El can work metal brilliantly, metal and gems, in fact. Far better than any of us can. Have you seen what she’s been producing lately?”
“No.”
“You should. And of particular use for us, she can weave magic into an athame and other useful objects we use in our rituals.”
“I can do that, too,” she said impatiently. “We all can. We’re witches.”
“Not as good as she can,” he persisted. “Briar is excellent at using herbs and healing. Better than all of us,” he said, cutting her off before she could protest. “Gil is particularly good at using water magic. And then there’s you.” He stopped and just looked at her, his expression unfathomable. He was making her uncomfortable.
“What about me?” She was annoyed with him for being so very logical, and the wind stirred around her as her annoyance increased. 
He laughed, the white of his teeth bright against his shadowed face, and looked around as the breeze ruffled his hair. “Am I making you cross? I’m sure you’re causing that wind.”
She frowned and cut it off, the wind dying instantly.
“Air. You manipulate it so easily. And new spells, your intuitiveness—those are your strengths.” 
She was so unnerved at his knowledge of her that she responded with sarcasm. “What about you, Alex? What can you bring?” 
“My ability to scry, to prophecise, my astral abilities. And fire.” He glanced at the candle that sat on the side of the table, unlit, and it suddenly flared to life, the flame shooting a foot into the air before it settled down to a small, orange flame. The light illuminated his grin. “I burn hot, Avery. Nice on cold nights.” 
“How lovely,” she said, trying to dispel the images that rushed into her head. She put the flame out as quickly as he had lit it, the smoke eddying between them.
He leaned forward. “I’m calling a meeting. The others should know that we’ve sensed something. We need to be on our guard. My place, tonight at ten.” He stood, once again blocking the moon briefly before he headed to the gate, his gait long. “By the way, your defences on the house need strengthening. See you later, Avery.”
Alex was twenty-nine, a year older than her, and they’d been to the same schools and shared the same powers, and yet he infuriated her. She watched him go, then looked up at the moon wanting to scream, but the moon counselled silence, so she swept the cards up, shuffled, and dealt again.






  
  Two


Avery woke at dawn after a restless sleep, the barely-there light filtering through the blinds in the bedroom. She had been thinking more about Alex than the ominous reading, and that annoyed her more than anything. She hated the way he just slid into her mind and stayed there.  
By the time she arrived at work she felt irritable. Work was a bookshop called Happenstance Books, which she’d inherited from her grandmother, along with the building it was in. They stocked new and old books, fiction, non-fiction, and the esoteric—witchcraft, divination, angels, devils, and all things in between, as well as tarot cards, incense, greeting cards, postcards, and other occult-related objects. The shop was well placed, halfway up a small side street that wound up from the sea, and wedged between a coffee shop and a gift store selling local trinkets to tourists. It was stacked with high shelves that wound around the walls, as well as through the middle, making the interior a section of narrow passages. A selection of comfy chairs and a small sofa were placed in strategic locations to encourage reading and lingering, and it smelt pleasantly of old paper, coffee, and incense.
Sally, her friend and the store manager, was already in their stock room at the rear of the shop, unpacking a box of old books Avery had bought a week ago in a house sale. She knew Avery was a witch, although she never called her one. It was inevitable she should know after their years of friendship, although Avery made out it was something far more wishy-washy than it really was and Sally indulged her accordingly. 
Sally looked up and smiled. “You’re early! Someone kick you out of bed?”
“Funny. Bad night’s sleep. What about you?”
“You know me, always an early bird. Coffee’s on if you want some.”
“I don’t want some, I need some,” she said, heading to the small galley kitchen and inhaling the coffee fumes gratefully. She hesitated a moment and then called out, “Alex came to see me last night.” 
There was a moment of silence as the rustling of books stopped, and Sally came to the door, leaning against the frame. “I thought you didn’t get on?”
“We don’t, sort of. But he sensed the same thing as me.” Avery tried to decide what to say, but in the end she just said it all. “I was reading the cards last night and the spread was ominous. Something dark is coming. I have no idea what, but Alex saw it, too. It's one of his skills. He came to talk. At two in the morning!”
“So he knew you’d be up,” Sally said, raising her eyebrows quizzically. “Have you two got a psychic link?”
Avery shook her head, leaned back against the counter, and sipped her coffee. Sweet and strong, just as she liked it. She might just start to feel human soon. “No! At least I hope not. It’s very disconcerting.”
“I like him, and I don’t really get why you don’t. He’s honest, and runs a great pub. He’s got a fab chef at the moment. Have you been?” 
“No, not since he returned.”
“Are you sure nothing’s happened between you two?”
Avery rolled her eyes. “No. Anyway, he wants to talk at his pub tonight. He’s calling a meeting with the others.” Sally would know exactly whom she meant by the others.
“It’s probably a good idea. There’s strength in numbers.”
“Don’t you start.”
Sally grinned, raking her hand through her blonde hair. “I wouldn’t hesitate if Alex invited me over. He’s very good-looking.”
“And he knows it. Besides, you’re married with two kids!”
Sally married her childhood sweetheart when she was twenty years old, and within a couple of years they had their first child, swiftly followed by a second. Avery had no idea how she managed the shop and her home life so efficiently.
“I meant, if I was single!” Sally changed tack, looking slightly worried. “So, is this serious what you and Alex saw? You’ve never mentioned anything like this before.”
Avery immediately regretted saying anything, and shook her head. “No, probably not. I’ve probably got a rival with a new bookstore opening. I’m sure it will be fine. It was just sort of spooky, Alex turning up when he did, and I’ve probably read more into it than I should have. Anyway, anything good in that box?” 
Sally headed back to the store room, Avery trailing after her, and pulled a book out of the box she’d been unpacking. “Old editions of the classics, but nothing riveting. Not yet, anyway. I’ve got to do another house visit later. Unless you want to? One of us has to update our inventory.” She smirked, knowing Avery hated doing the inventory.
Tone heavy with sarcasm she said, “I’d love to pick up those boxes! Thanks Sally. Where am I going?”
“Do you remember that little old lady who used to come in here sometimes? Anne? She was a bit of a local historian.”
“Yeah, I think so.” Avery kept it light, but she did remember her. People poking about in the town’s history always made her worried. She didn’t want them to turn up anything she’d rather keep hidden. She’d been polite to Anne, but had otherwise tried to keep her distance.
“Well, she died the other week, and she’s left us some books.”
“Oh,” Avery suddenly felt bad and also slightly relieved. “I’m sorry to hear that. Sure, I’ll go. Who arranged it?”
“Her son, Paul. I haven’t met him, he just phoned. I arranged to pick up mid-morning. Are you all right, Avery? You look a bit odd.”
The feeling of unease had rushed back like an incoming tide and Avery felt dizzy. “No, I’m fine. Bad night’s sleep, remember? Need more coffee.” She headed back to the kitchen, trying to subdue her worry.

      [image: image-placeholder]Avery pulled up outside a large, old house that sat on a rise overlooking the sea on the edge of the town. The second she saw it, she shuddered. Something had alerted her witchy senses, something magical. It was only a trace, but it was there. 
She studied the house thoughtfully. Anne hadn’t presented any inkling of magic, so why could she sense something here? And what of her son, Paul? They certainly weren’t related to the other four witches in the town, and she was pretty sure there weren’t any others. Was this a trap? But surely if he’d been a witch he’d have tried to disguise the wisps of magic she could sense. 
The house was constructed from the mellow, creamy stone that many houses in the area were built from, and that also made up the old boundaries snaking across fields and along roadsides. It sat down a drive that was overgrown with bushes and trees. The paving was cracked, the paint on the door and window frames was peeling off, and the whole place looked like it needed a complete overhaul. At one point, this house would have been one of the most coveted houses in White Haven, and probably would be again after a ton of money had been thrown at it. All of the other houses on the lane were in much better condition. She bet the neighbours were looking forward to the renovation. But was something hiding behind that cracked façade? Time to find out.
Avery checked her appearance in the rear view mirror. Her long, red hair was loose and relatively neat, and her pale green eyes had lost their earlier tiredness. Coffee was awesome. She touched up her makeup, grabbed her phone and checked there weren’t any messages, then exited her old green Bedford van, something else she’d inherited from her gran, locking it behind her. She smoothed her long, dark blue maxi dress, keen to make a good impression. 
As she walked up the drive, she scanned the garden, but noted nothing unusual until she came to the front door where a vigorous pot of thyme and one of sage was placed either side of the door. Common plants, but they also offered protection. Plus, on the corner of the doorframe she saw a small mark. Another symbol of protection. This was getting weirder. She rang the doorbell and waited for a few seconds, flexing her fingers in case she needed to defend herself, before finally hearing footsteps approaching. The door swung open to reveal a harried-looking man who appeared to be in his sixties. He looked at her, confused. 
“Can I help you?”
“I’m Avery from Happenstance Books. You must be Paul? You asked me to collect your mother’s books—Anne Somersby? Is this a good time?” She smiled encouragingly.
“Oh, yes, sorry, of course. I’m a little distracted—I’m sorting through some paperwork. Come in, please.” He leaned forward and shook her hand. “Just follow me and I’ll show you the library. Well, it’s not really a library, but it does have a lot of books.” 
Avery relaxed. She didn’t detect anything magical or threatening from him. He walked ahead of her, leading her down the long hallway to a room at the back of the house that looked out onto extensive gardens. 
She paused at the window, “Wow, what a beautiful garden.”
He laughed. “It was a beautiful garden. Now it’s a mess.”
She laughed, too. “Well, you know what I mean. It will be again.” She looked around the book-filled room. “This is amazing, too!” 
“You’re a book lover. I just see more stuff I have to move. But yes, it is.”
The ceilings were high, and the room was lined with robust oak shelves filled with books. The small amount of exposed bare wall was panelled with the same dark oak. And the magical something was here—Avery could sense it more strongly now. She tried to contain her excitement, schooling her face carefully. “Did Anne leave me all of these?”
“Everything, although of course, you don’t have to take them all.” He looked puzzled. “Did you know her well?”
Avery shuffled awkwardly. “If I’m honest, not really. She came into the shop, chatted sometimes, bought books.” She shrugged. “I’m guessing that’s why she left them to me—to bring them back home. I’m sorry to hear she died.”
Paul smiled sadly. “Thank you, but she’d had a rich life.” He gestured at the shelves. “There were some old town histories she’d put together herself that she particularly wanted you to have. Insisted, in fact, before she died. Made me promise I wouldn’t forget. Are you a history fan, too?”
Avery tried to cover her surprise with a small lie. “Very much so. You can’t live in White Haven without loving history. We sell a lot of history books in my shop.” 
“Quite a murky history in places! What with witches, caves, smuggling, and wrecks at sea, the place is riddled with strange deeds."
Avery’s heart skipped a beat at the mention of witches, but she laughed it off. “True, but no more so than many old villages along the coast, I guess.”
Paul nodded. “Anyway, I better get on. I’ll be in the study going through more papers.” He paused at the door. “She accumulated everything, you know. Would you like coffee?”
“Yes please, sounds great. Black, two sugars.”
He disappeared, and for a second Avery stood still, thinking, while her heart pounded uncomfortably. Anne had requested she come here. Had she known what she was? She couldn’t think about that now, so she turned to the books. It took all her self-control not to run over and start pulling them from the shelves. 
Something was definitely here; her witchy senses were tingling all over. The shelves were crammed with worn paperbacks, hardbacks, and books with old leather covers—a mixture of classics, romances, thrillers, and reference books. She focused on where she could feel the pull of magic, and looked up.
In the far corner on a top shelf was a row of leather-bound books. Just as she was about to pull a chair out to use as a step, the door opened and Paul entered with her coffee.
“See anything you like?” he asked, as he put the coffee on a side table.
“Lots of thrillers and classics that would sell well, and some of the reference books, too.” She tried to keep the excitement out of her voice. “Where else did your mother get her books from, do you know?”
“No idea! And I imagine she bought them years ago. She didn’t go out much as she got older.” He looked at the dust and general dilapidation of the room with its dated decoration. “I don’t think she did much of anything lately except look at family trees. She would go to the library and look at the archives, and then she got a computer and would do what she could on there.” He brightened at the thought and smiled. “I was quite impressed when she got a computer. She didn’t let age stop her learning!” He pointed at the shelves. “The files she particularly wanted you to have are in that section. She was especially interested in old families of the area. You’ll probably find them amongst that lot.”
Researching old families? That gave her another prick of unease. Her family, Alex’s, and Gil’s would have been amongst the oldest. All magical. All with secrets. “I’ll look out for them.”
“Sorry, you’ll have to contend with a lot of dust.”
“It’s fine. I’m used to it. I clear quite a few books from old houses.”
He nodded. “Okay, I’ll leave you to it.”
As soon as he’d gone, she pulled the chair out and stood on it, reaching up to the row of books. As she pulled a few volumes out, dust billowed around her and she coughed and blinked. Grabbing a handful of them, she carried them to the table under the window. The names gave nothing away: A Reference Book of Wildflowers, The Cave Systems of the West Country, Herbs and their Properties, English Folklore, Legends of the South. Not what she was expecting, but interesting. Flicking through them, she found nothing significant, but when she picked up the book on cave systems and shook it, a black and white photo fell to the floor, releasing the scent of magic. 
She picked it up and held it under the light, and almost dropped it with shock. The photo was of a house, slightly unfocused, the gardens manicured, and a big bank of trees behind it. In front of the house were a woman and two small children staring at the camera, unsmiling and grim. But it was unmistakable. She knew that house—it belonged to Gil. Was that his mother? No, she corrected herself. The photo was too old. It must be his grandmother, maybe even great-grandmother? The children must be either his mother or father, and an aunt or uncle. She could never remember who he inherited his magic from. 
After the shock, her initial reaction was one of disappointment. Gil was a witch—maybe the photo had come from his house? Was that why she could sense magic? She turned the photo over to reveal a scrawl of writing that looked like it had been written in a hurry. “The real Jacksons.”
Her hands shook and she looked around the room as if she was being spied on. She had known Gil all her life. She liked him. A lot. He seemed so trustworthy, but now she had doubts. This suggested that Gil was not a real Jackson. And if that was the case, who was he?






  
  Three


White Haven was a small seaside town on the south Cornish coast, and Avery had lived there her entire life. It was an old and charming place, filled with stone buildings with mullioned windows, tiny lanes, cobbled streets, quayside views, and boutique shops and restaurants, all swirling down to the sea where fishing boats bobbed in the harbour. Outside the shops and pubs were hanging baskets and potted plants, and the whole place was picturesque. Beyond the town were rolling hills and fields heading up and away from the sea.  
This was the place she called home, a place that was filled with magic. It had a special quality to it, like a few of the ancient towns and villages that carried their old magic through the years. Many sensed it, and it attracted new agers, wiccans, mediums, pagans, and spiritualists, although she doubted that any knew that real witches actually lived among them. 
It was now nearly 10:00pm, her tea of beans on toast was hours ago, and she was starving again. Part of her wished she’d gone to the pub with Sally for their usual post-work drinks with friends, but she had really wanted to read Anne’s notes before meeting the other witches. The traffic was always nightmarish in town, so she walked from her shop down to the pub, thinking about Alex and trying to dispel the annoying feelings he always provoked.
She’d always felt he thought he was better than her, and she’d resented him for it. A few years ago he’d left White Haven, and she had no idea why or where he’d been. He’d returned a few months ago, taking over the old pub on the quayside that belonged to his uncle, and it had been a shock to see him back. She’d seen little of him since his return, other than when he came into her shop to say he was back. It surprised her that he thought to tell her. He was as good-looking as always, more so now that he was older. He’d looked around her shop, waiting for her to be free, and then he sauntered over to the counter, grinning. “Long time, no see, Avery. Thought I’d let you know I’m back, in case you ever need anything.”
“Thanks, Alex. Very generous of you. But I think I’ll be okay.”
“Same old Avery. When you change your mind, you know where to find me.” And then he strolled out the door. 
Since then she’d bumped into him at a few parties, and in a few bars with mutual friends where they’d chatted a few times, but that was all. And yet last night he’d come to see her, knowing she would have seen something coming.
 The Wayward Son, Alex’s pub, was on one of the quayside roads, looking over the small harbour with its collection of fishing boats. She could smell the brine. It always made her tingle. As she walked in, the sound of chatter and music swelled around her; the pub was packed. She headed to the bar and saw Alex make his way towards her from the far end, leaving his two bartenders to attend to the other customers. His dark hair was tied back, but he still hadn’t shaved, and dark stubble coated his chin and cheeks. He wore a black t-shirt and old jeans, and he looked way too good. 
“Evening,” he said, a lazy grin on his face. “What’s your poison?”
“A very large glass of red, please. And a packet of cheese and onion crisps.”
He reached behind him and grabbed a bottle of merlot. “I predict the lady likes a full red with a hint of spice. Sound good?”
“Perfect, thank you,” she said, feeling churlishness wouldn’t be a good idea in his pub. 
“Drink’s on the house, and don’t worry about the crisps, there’s food upstairs.”
“Is there?” she asked, all animosity towards him temporarily forgotten.
“Of course, I like to feed my guests.” He gestured towards the stairs at the back of the pub. “Head up, I’ll be with you soon. You’ll have to unlock the door, but you know how,” and he promptly turned to another customer.
She grabbed her glass and headed through the crowded main room to the back, as instructed. A set of stairs was tucked to the rear of the small room that looked out onto the beer garden. Outside a breeze bustled around the courtyard garden, jostling the strings of fairy lights that lit up the drinkers still sitting outside. The back room was much quieter and darker than the main part of the pub, lit only by more fairy lights, candles on tables, and discreet up-lighting in the corners. It seemed that only locals were in here, and she nodded in greeting to a few she recognised. 
She headed up the stairs and onto a broad landing, shrouded in shadows, and found a locked door. She whispered a spell to unlock it, and hearing the lock click, she turned the handle and went in.
Avery knew Alex had the whole of the first floor to himself. He didn’t rent any of the rooms out, saying it was too much work, but she had never seen it before and she was surprised at how good it looked. He had knocked through as many walls as safety allowed, and consequently his flat was large and roomy, with an open plan kitchen and living area, exposed brick walls, and a massive fireplace. A tan leather sofa, enormous and squashy, dominated the living area, and a large rug covered the polished floorboards. She was impressed. Alex had style. Taking advantage of being the first there, she had a quick peek around and found there were two good-sized bedrooms and a bathroom, and that was it. 
Drawn by the thought of food, she headed to the kitchen, and found a few covered dishes of crackers, olives, and pickles. She nibbled a few olives and sipped her wine, wondering where the others were, but within seconds the door opened and Briar arrived, halting with surprise when she saw Avery in the kitchen. 
Briar was about the same age as Avery, with hazel eyes and chestnut brown hair that fell in waves past her shoulders. She was petite, barely past five feet, and slim, and favoured long skirts and dresses. Of all of the witches, she was not only the best at making herbs and potions, but also at healing. Briar sold creams and lotions, herbal medicines, soaps, candles, and old remedies in her shop, Charming Balms Apothecary. She had deliberately made it old-fashioned and everyone loved it, especially because her stuff worked. Complexions improved, eyes were brighter, nails were stronger, and ailments were eased. The magic was subtle, but it was there.
There was something very soft and gentle about Briar, usually. Avery detected a slight prickle to her at the moment, however. She shut the door behind her and said, “So you came! I really didn’t expect you would.”
Avery felt a bit shocked. Was she that unsociable? She gave a half-smile. “I wasn’t sure I would either, but here I am.” She wondered if Briar was put out. “How are you? It’s been a while.”
“I’m fine, Avery. Just busy. The shop is very popular at the moment. Can’t complain, it’s summer season. It will slow down soon enough.”
“I know what you mean.” Avery nodded. “I’ve been busy, too.”
Briar didn’t waste time. She leaned against the counter from the living room side, sipping her white wine. “So what’s this meeting about? It must be important seeing as you don’t normally come here.”
The word ‘normally’ gave Avery a jolt. “No, I don’t,” she answered. “But Alex insisted.”
Briar laughed. “And when has that ever made a difference?”
Before she could answer, Gil, Elspeth, and Alex arrived together, bringing in a jumble of laughter and chatter.
Alex looked surprised. “Great, you’re here too, Briar! I didn’t see you arrive.”
“You were busy,” she said, hugging him. “Simon served me.”
Avery was already feeling like the outsider; they all looked pretty comfortable together. She wondered if it showed when Elspeth came round the counter into the kitchen and hugged her. 
It had been a while since Avery had seen her, and she’d forgotten how gorgeous she was. Elspeth was tall and graceful, with long blonde, almost white hair that cascaded down her back. She always wore red lipstick that looked even brighter against her pale skin, but she also wore lots of jewellery. Rings, a nose piercing, necklaces, and lots of bangles, and she nearly always wore skinny black jeans, biker boots, and rock t-shirts. Elspeth owned a jewellery shop, and sold her own designs as well as things she brought in. All of her jewellery had a little magic woven through it. She sold charms and amulets that offered protection, as well as pendants, rings, earrings, hair clips, pins, and brooches. She had spelled positive energies into them, and used gemstones as well. She must be making more things lately, from what Alex had said. 
“Avery! It’s great you’re here. Alex said you were coming, but I didn’t believe him.”
“Elspeth, hi,” she managed to murmur through the hug.
“El, please, not Elspeth! I love your hair, Avery, it’s such a beautiful colour.”
“Thank you,” she said, suddenly conscious of her long, dark red hair.
In contrast, Gil stood next to El looking quite homely. He was shorter than Alex, his short dark brown hair was neat, and he wore a plain t-shirt and dark blue jeans. Gil ran a plant nursery called Greenlane Nursery out of the extensive grounds of his house, and it was very popular. He employed half a dozen locals, supplying hanging baskets to shops and businesses, and helped White Haven to compete in an annual garden competition, Britain in Bloom. He sold the usual annuals, perennials, and shrubs, but he specialised in herbs. Gil’s family were rich and he had inherited the house and grounds, most of which were private, apart from the nursery and show garden. 
Gil grabbed her in a bear hug. “Lovely to see you, Avery.”
Avery felt flustered, and tried to laugh it off. “Well, it’s nice to be wanted. I think.” She took a large sip of wine and a few deep breaths while the new arrivals grabbed drinks from the fridge, and Alex pulled out cheese and pate.
He loaded up a tray and handed it to Avery. “Would you mind?”
“No,” she stuttered. “Where do you want it?”
“The coffee table,” he directed, and picked up another tray and headed to the living room.
The group trailed after them, Gil and Elspeth sitting on the couch, while the others sat on huge floor cushions. Avery felt a whisper of magic and the lights around the room dimmed, as the fire flared in the fireplace. 
“That’s better,” El said. “I was starting to feel chilly.” Her long limbs were crossed beneath her on the couch, and she took a large slug of bottled beer.
 Avery realised it really had been a long time since she’d seen them, and she felt suddenly guilty, although she couldn’t work out why. She thought of the photo of Gil and again wondered what to do. As if he read her mind, Gil caught her eye and smiled. 
“Come on, then,” Briar said. “What’s going on?”
“Does anything have to be going on?” Alex said. “Can’t five witches get together for Friday drinks?”
“Four witches sometimes get together—Avery does not. Therefore, something must have happened.”
Alex glanced at Avery. “We’ve both had a premonition. Enough to merit bringing it to everyone’s attention.”
“What kind of premonition?” Gil asked, concerned.
“Ladies first,” Alex said, winking at her.
Avery tried not to glare at him. “I read the cards and saw that something is coming. Something dark. Something that will threaten us. I read the cards several times and saw the same things—the Tower, Death, the Fool, the Moon, and many sword cards. And then Alex came to see me.” She turned to him and found him watching her, his eyes narrowed as he listened. “What about you, Alex? You never said what you saw.”
“I was sitting here—well, at the counter, actually,” he said, nodding to the long counter that separated the kitchen from the living room. “I was just looking into my coffee thinking about what I had to do that day when I experienced a rush of darkness, almost a blackout, and I saw a man coming. He was dark-haired but faceless, and he brought danger. I could see blood and steel, maybe a blade. And a burning anger and desire. It was so strong, I knocked my cup over and almost scalded myself.”
Gil leaned forward, “Did you recognise him? Anything that was familiar?”
“Nothing.” Alex was a joker, a tease, but there was nothing light about his mood tonight. “It felt personal, though.”
“But what could he want?” El asked. “We have nothing that anyone who knows magic could desire. Nothing unusual, nothing powerful.” She looked around the group, perplexed and questioning, “Well, I haven’t, anyway.”
Avery shook her head slowly. “Me, neither.” The others agreed, although Gil looked down at the floor, lost in thought. Avery looked over at Alex. “But how did you know that I would have seen it, too? It was bit odd that you simply arrived at two in the morning.”
He hesitated for a moment, and then said, “You, more than any of us—well, other than me—have the gift of sight. As soon as I had my vision, I knew you had sensed something, too. I waited all day to see if the feeling would go, and it didn’t. It woke me up and I had to see you, straight away.” He shrugged, looking at her with an unusual intimacy, “I can’t explain it other than that.”
Avery made a decision. “I did find something interesting today, although I don’t know if it’s anything to do with our premonitions. I was gifted some books by a lady who recently died, and I visited her house today to pick everything up from her son. She had compiled files and family trees on lots of old White Haven families, as well as histories on shops, buildings, and an interesting collection of old town maps. My family tree was in there, as was Alex’s. I haven’t had chance to go through it all properly yet. ” She omitted the part about the photo. “It was a bit spooky, actually, like I was being spied on.”
The atmosphere changed, and they all lowered their drinks.
“Who was it?” Alex asked immediately. 
“Anne Somersby, she lived on Waverley Road. She was an old lady who was a bit of a local historian. Every now and again she’d come into the shop and look to see what books we had on the area.”
“What do you mean, our family histories?” El asked.
“All of us. I haven’t gone through everything yet, though.” 
“What kind of family histories?” Gil asked, his beer on the table forgotten. “I mean, was there anything in mine?”
Was that more than natural concern she heard in his voice? “I haven’t had a chance to have a good look, Gil. They look like family trees with a brief bio on some family members. Although, she’s done the same to lots of old families in the area. Not just those with the craft.”
“Was there any mention of magic?” 
“No. None.” She again omitted the magic she had detected. 
“What have you done with all the records you’ve found?” Alex asked. 
“They’re in my flat, which is sealed and warded, so they’re safe.”
He nodded, satisfied, but then he surprised her by asking, “The son, is he staying there? At her house?”
Confused, she asked, “No idea. Why?”
“I think we should check the house out. See if there’s more there.”
“Are you mad? That’s breaking and entering!” 
“We won’t do any harm. We’re just looking.”
She couldn’t believe she was hearing this, but no one else seemed to be putting up a fight. “No way! What if he’s there?”
“Take a look at those papers tomorrow, and then see if you can find where he’s staying. I think we should look, but not tonight. We’ll wait until you find out more.”
El had been watching them both. “Do you think this has to do with your premonition then?”
Avery shrugged. “Maybe. Or it could be some weird, random coincidence.”
Gil shook his head. “We know better than that. There’s no such thing as coincidence. It all means something. Maybe she’d found something.”
The room fell silent because they knew he was right. The fates moved in odd, unimaginable ways, and just because they couldn’t see the cause of something, or see where it led, didn’t mean there weren’t connections. It was like a web all around them; you just had to know where to look.






  
  Four


The next day the shop was busy, and at just after 5:00pm when the last customer left, Avery was glad to pass through the internal door at the rear of the back room and up the stairs into her flat. 
The building that housed her shop and flat was 18th Century, and had originally been three buildings until years ago when her family had bought them all and converted them into one. The bookshop was on the ground floor, while the first floor contained an open-plan living room, dining room, and kitchen, a bathroom, and a spare bedroom. The attic housed her bedroom and an ensuite bathroom, while the rest of the space made up her spell room, her favourite room in the whole house. 
The floor was made of polished wooden floorboards, slightly scuffed now, and covered in a variety of colourful old rugs. Two worn leather sofas and an old armchair sat facing each other in the centre of the room, a small table between them. At the far side of the long room were an old oak cupboard, drawers, and a wooden table. Against the walls were shelves packed with books, many old, their pages worn, and all of her magic equipment, including her herbs, tinctures, syrups, and potions. And it was messy, like most of her house. She accumulated books, objects, pictures, and art, and they spread everywhere in random and haphazard collections.
The living room was stuffy, so she threw open the balcony doors, letting a warm breeze flow through the house, then headed to the kitchen and poured a glass of wine. The boxes she’d inherited from Anne were still spread over the living room floor, so after opening them up to check what was in each, started to categorise them, deciding to put all the notes on families and the family trees together, reference books in another pile, and fiction in another.
The logical place to start would be with the notes on Gil’s family. She felt she was prying but it was clearly important, and he hadn’t said no. Within the box file was a large family tree that went back generations; the writing was small and immaculate, and must have taken Anne a long time to create. There were copies of birth certificates, marriages and deaths, and a history of the house, all the way back to the 1500s. Avery didn’t have to go far to find what she was looking for. 
Gil was definitely on the family tree, which was at first a relief, until she realised he could still be an imposter. But how would he have fooled his whole family, unless there was the whole ‘switched at birth’ thing happening? That would have included his family in the collusion. It was only when she looked closely at the dates of birth of his grandfather and his great-uncle that she realised what Anne’s scribbled statement meant. Gil’s great-uncle was actually the oldest son, and his children were the true heirs of the Jackson estate. Gil was actually not in the direct line of inheritance. 
Avery leaned against the old sofa behind her and the papers dropped onto her lap. Was the family in the photo Gil’s great-uncle’s family? Were any descendants still alive, and did they know about their thwarted inheritance? She pulled the photo out and looked at it again. It must be them; the photo was of that era, although there was no date or any other identifying notes on it. 
She stared at the man in the photo, and a cold chill swept over her. His eyes were dark and compelling, an unflinching gaze staring back at her that seemed to offer a challenge. He was younger than she had first assumed, and the children at his feet were toddlers. She checked the family tree again. Gil’s great-uncle’s name was Addison—a popular name for the oldest male. What was even odder was that there was no date of death recorded next to his name. 
Another chill ran through her. He must be dead; he’d be over a hundred by now. Perhaps Anne couldn’t find any death certificates. His wife Philippa’s date of death wasn’t there, either. His children were named, but there was no further history on them at all. No dates of death, or recorded marriages or children. It was as if the whole family had disappeared. 
There were several questions that now needed answering. Did Gil know? How had Anne found the photo? And where was the family now? And for no discernible reason, the words black magic kept pushing to the front of her mind.
Suddenly, the doors slammed shut and a wild wind carried across the room, upending all of the paperwork. A presence seemed to fill the space, and suppressing the urge to scream, Avery jumped to her feet and sent a blaze of light out from her palms, simultaneously casting a spell to light every single electric light and all of her candles so that the room dazzled with brightness. The bulb overhead exploded, and unnerved, Avery's heart pounded. What had caused that? But the darkness that had dimmed the bright June evening had fled and she went to one of the windows overlooking the street to see if she could see anything unusual. It was after seven now, and people strolled about heading to pubs and restaurants. Everything looked perfectly normal. Although she hated to admit it, she was seriously disturbed. She needed to have people around her, and despite her reservations, the best person to speak to was Alex.
The premonition was right. Something was coming, and she thought it might be connected to Gil.

      [image: image-placeholder]Avery entered The Wayward Son and made her way to the bar, catching Alex’s eye. His eyes widened with surprise and he headed over, a look of concern on his face. “What’s happened? You’re as white as a sheet.”
Avery lowered her voice and leaned in, although with the noise in the pub she doubted anyone could hear. “I don’t know if I’m honest. A weird, supernatural wind flew around my flat when I was looking at Gil’s family tree, and I felt something there. A presence. I think I’ve found something.” So close to Alex, she could smell the faint scent of his aftershave and resisted the urge to inhale deeply.
He fell silent for a second and then pulled a menu from the side of the bar. “Are you hungry?”
“Starving, actually.” She realised she hadn’t eaten since lunch.
“Grab a seat in the back room, and I’ll come and take your order. I should be able to join you.” He added, “It’s on the house.”
She frowned. “Don’t be ridiculous, I’m happy to pay.”
He pushed a glass of wine into her hands. “Just sit and look at the menu. I’ll be with you soon.” 
Avery snaked through the crowded pub to the room at the back she had passed through the previous night. It was quieter here, and a few tables were free. She wondered if Alex had cast a spell to keep it that way. She sat at a small table under the window looking out on the courtyard garden and wearily sipped her wine, trying to shake her mood. The menu was in front of her, but she gazed outside, thinking about what the incident in the flat could have meant. She ran through various scenarios but kept coming back to black magic, and wondered if someone knew what she had found. Or rather, what Anne had found.
A few minutes later, Alex sat opposite her and plonked a pint of beer on the table. “What you having?” He nodded at the menu.
She picked it up. “I haven’t looked. What do you recommend?”
He didn’t hesitate. “The steak.”
“Sounds good.” She pushed her chair back, “I’ll go and order.”
“No!” He waved her down. “I’ll get one, too. Medium rare okay?”
“Great.” She was too tired to argue, and decided that letting him order would be the easiest thing to do. If she was honest, she wasn’t sure she should be here telling him anything. She wasn’t sure she trusted him. 
When he came back, he said, “Go on then. What happened?”
She wasn’t sure where to begin. “How well do you know Gil?”
He just looked at her for a few seconds, confused. “As well as you do, I suppose. Why?”
“Do you know anything about his family?”
“Not really, other than they’re super rich and he’s got a huge house. And a rich magical legacy, obviously.” He leaned closer and dropped his voice. “What’s this about?”
“Do you trust him?”
“As much as I trust anyone.”
“I found a photo in Anne’s collection of notes. It was a photo of Gil’s home, very old, black and white, and scrawled on the back was a line saying, ‘the real Jacksons.’ It freaked me out, so I went through Anne’s family tree on Gil, and I found that he’s not the real heir. He’s descended from the second son. His great-uncle Addison’s family should have inherited everything.”
“Okay, that’s slightly weird, but maybe Addison was bad news, or he argued with his parents and was disinherited.” Alex looked slightly disappointed. “Is that all?”
Avery persisted. “But there’s no death date for either him, his wife, or his kids. That is weird. And it was right after I read that, that this hideous wind rolled around my flat and it went really dark. Something was in there with me.”
“It didn’t hurt you?”
“No, I summoned light and blasted the flat with it, but it made me jump. That’s not normal.” 
He shrugged. “We’re not normal. But yes, it’s weird. And no dates of death?”
Avery shook her head.
“Also weird, but maybe Anne had trouble finding their records.” He leaned back in his chair watching her for a few seconds, and then he gazed out of the window, thinking.
“There's another thing,” Avery added. “There were signs of protection around Anne’s house when I went yesterday. Well, at the front door, anyway.”
“Is there anything else you’ve neglected to tell me so far?” Alex asked, a dangerous edge to his voice. 
“No!” she shot back. “I don’t think so, anyway.”
“I may not have been around for a while, but I am quite trustworthy, you know!” Alex frowned. “While you’re in the mood to share, would you like to tell me exactly why I piss you off so much?” 
“You’re very sensitive. You don’t piss me off.” That wasn’t strictly true, but she was buggered if she was going to explain.
“Liar,” he smirked.
“If the rest of the evening is going to be spent like this, I’ll go!” Avery went to push her chair back and felt it lock in position. She glared at him and said in a low, threatening voice, “Release my chair right now!”
“No. Food’s coming, and I don’t want to eat alone.”
One of the bar staff arrived at the table and she bit back her acerbic reply. “Here you go, two steaks. Bon appetite, boss.” He nodded at Alex and left them to it.
At the smell and sight of the food, Avery thought she might die soon if she didn’t eat and picked up her knife and fork. “Do you pin all your dates to the chair like this?”
“I didn’t think this was a date,” he said, grinning. 
“Oh, sod off and let me eat.” She cut a large wedge of steak and took a bite, hoping food would balance her equilibrium.
Alex looked deep in thought. “Why don’t I help you look tomorrow? We’d work quicker together, and there’s safety in numbers.”
Before she could answer, her phone rang and she pulled it out of her bag. She frowned at the unknown number. “Sorry, I better get this. Hi, Avery from Happenstance Books. Can I help?”
“Hi Avery, great. It’s Paul, Anne’s son. I’ve found something else Anne wanted you to have.”
Avery looked up at Alex, and almost stumbled over her words. “Oh, that’s great. Is it more books?” 
Alex watched her carefully as he continued, and she mouthed at him, It’s Paul.
“Well, no actually,” Paul answered. “I don’t think so, anyway. I’ve found a big box in the attic with your name on it. It’s all taped up, so I haven’t disturbed it. Do you want to come and get it? Maybe tomorrow?”
“Yes, perfect. What about ten in the morning?” 
“Excellent. See you then.” He rang off before she could ask anything else.
“Well?” Alex asked.
“This is getting really weird. Anne’s left me something else. A box in her attic with my name on it!”
“Well, I’m coming with you, so you’d better pick me up.” He grimaced as she started to object. “Don’t argue. It could be a trap. You have no idea who this Paul guy is.”
“If he was going to attack me, he could have done that yesterday. But,” she added, seeing his mutinous expression, “I’ll pick you up anyway.”
“Unless you stay here tonight. It’s probably safer.”
She shook her head, thinking that staying with Alex would be far too intimate. “No, I’ll be fine. The cats will keep me company.”
As if he’d read her mind, he said, “I’ll be on the couch.”
“Yes, you would be!” she said haughtily, “But honestly, I’m okay. Thank you.”
He grinned, “Another time, then. In the meantime, have another glass of wine and tell me about this Paul guy and everything you haven’t told me so far.”






  
  Five


If Paul was shocked or disappointed to see two of them at his door the next morning, he didn’t show it. “Come in! Two of you. Great idea. That box is big and heavy—I couldn’t get it down the attic stairs.” 
Alex shook his hand. “Nice to meet you, Paul. Lead the way.”
Paul led them upstairs and along dusty corridors. The decorating, like downstairs, was old fashioned and floral, and through open doors they could see bedrooms and an outdated bathroom. Both of them were on their guard, but Avery was aware of Alex’s solid presence behind her, which was very comforting. At the end of one corridor was a small door almost hidden in the panelling surrounding it.
“They liked to disguise their attic doors years ago,” Paul said by way of explanation. It creaked as he opened it, and they followed him up the bare, wooden steps.
As soon as they reached the attic door, Avery felt the gentle pull of a spell and she glanced around uneasily. The attic was dim and shadowy, lit only by very small windows that at the moment were on the wrong side of the house to catch the morning sun. Paul flicked on the light switch and a single, bare bulb in the middle of the room lit up the space. It was filled with lots of old crap from what Avery could see. Old chairs, broken furniture, and lots of boxes. He led them to a box in the far corner. 
“Here you go. It wasn’t until you’d left on Friday that I read my mother's note again. She’d left me a list of who’s to get what in the will,”’ he explained, looking harassed. “I have quite a few things to give to others—you know, jewellery and stuff. She said there were a couple of boxes as well as the books for you, and I had to come searching for them. I wasn’t planning to come up here for a while, so it’s lucky I read her instructions again.”
Avery was barely listening, looking instead at the box, mystified. She had expected an old cardboard box, but this was a big wooden crate, completely sealed. A note was on top with her name on it. She glanced at Alex and then at Paul. “Wow, Paul, that’s pretty big. I wasn’t expecting that. Are you sure you’re happy for me to have it? I mean, you don’t know what’s in it. It could be valuable.”
She could feel Alex glaring at her, but she ignored him. They had to do this right. She didn’t want any repercussions. 
Paul shook his head. “No, it looks battered and decrepit. I’m a little embarrassed to be giving it to you, if I’m honest.”
“No problem, I’m happy to take it off your hands. You have enough to clear,” she said, smiling. “Did you say there were two boxes?”
He reached for a small box on the floor and passed it to her. “It has a big chunky key in it. Not sure what that’s for.”
Thanking him, she put the box into her bag, and said to Alex, “Shall we lift together?”
Paul waved her off. “Let the men do it.”
“Too right, you follow us down,” Alex agreed, but when Paul’s back was turned he mouthed at her, Look around! He pointed to the herbs hanging above them. Desperate to have more time in the attic, Avery cast a small spell and a loud knock emanated from downstairs.
Paul looked annoyed. “Sorry, I better go and get that; I’ve got someone else coming to pick up some old furniture. Are you okay to wait?”
“Of course, don’t rush,” she reassured him. “I’m sure I can help manoeuvre it to the door, at least.”
“I’ll be back in a minute,” he said, and almost ran across the attic and down the stairs.
 Alex grinned. “Well improvised!”
“My pleasure,” she said, grinning back for a second before becoming serious. “What the hell is in this box, and what’s with the herb bundles?” 
“If she didn’t know magic, she knew someone who did.” Alex studied the box at their feet. “I’m really worried what we’re going to find in there.” He reached up to the herb bundle and pulled it gently from the ceiling. “Protection again. Let’s check out the rest of the room while we have a chance.” 
They both darted around, searching corners and rafters. 
Alex called softly from the window. “Another symbol of protection on the frame.”
“I wonder,” Avery said, heading to the attic door. She checked the frame inside and out and pulled up some peeling wallpaper along the edge. Beneath it was a rune scratched into the wall above the centre of the frame. “Alex,” she hissed. “There’s another symbol here.”
He joined her at the door. “This is too odd. The sooner we look in that box, the better.”
“I’m not so sure. I have the horrible feeling we’re going to wish Anne had never left me anything.”

      [image: image-placeholder]An hour later they were back at Avery’s flat, the box in the centre of the living room. It wasn’t as heavy as it looked, but it was bulky and Avery had struggled to lift it, Alex taking more than his share of the weight. After frequent stops they had finally wrestled it up the stairs and they now stood looking at it with worried expressions. 
Alex had brought a big crow bar with him from the back of the garage, and he tried to prise under what looked to be the lid, but he couldn’t get it to move. “There’s no edge. It’s completely sealed.”
Understanding began to dawn. “The spells of protection in the attic have been hiding this box. Could we be seeing something that’s been disguised? I mean, it’s probably not a crate.” Avery ran to the spiral stairs that led up to the attic. “I’ll grab my grimoire. I have a few spells that might work.”
When she returned, Avery put her spell book on the coffee table, faced the box, and started to recite the most likely spell. Nothing happened, and she flicked through the pages, Alex peering over her shoulder. 
“I’ll try another,” she murmured. 
It was an old spell, a counter-spell, in fact, to dispel veils of illusion. As she uttered the words, a mist seemed to rise from the crate and it blurred and shimmered until the wooden crate completely disappeared, revealing a sturdy, dark wooden box carved on all sides with strange symbols. A thick iron band was wrapped around it, and in it was a keyhole.
“Holy crap. That looks sinister,” Alex said. “Where the hell did Anne find that, and how did she know to give it to you?” 
He was right. The symbols, runes by the look of them, seemed to impart a warning.
“I’m not sure I even want to open it,” Avery admitted.
“Where’s your sense of adventure?” Alex dropped to his knees and ran his fingers over the box, feeling the carvings. “How old do you think this is?”
She shrugged. “I have no idea. Hundreds of years old, probably. I don’t do furniture, I do books.”
“Gil might know. He likes antiques.”
“This might be about Gil’s family. History they wouldn’t want us to know. At the moment, I don’t know what to think about Gil. I want to trust him, but I don’t think we can involve him yet.”
“I agree,” Alex said. “We keep it between us. We don’t even tell Briar or El yet, but let’s protect this space before we open it. There’s a spell I think will work well here. Will you let me?”
She nodded and sat on the rug facing him, and when he reached his hands out, she put her hands in his. They were strong and warm and gripped hers tightly. 
“Can you feel anything unusual here?” she asked.
“From yesterday? No, can you?”
“No. Whatever it was has gone.”
“You chased it off,” he said, squeezing her fingers reassuringly. “Anyway, let me start.”
She fell silent as he started to chant an ancient spell in middle English that she was familiar with but had never used. He spoke it well, and power whipped around her quickly, giving her a glowing sureness of protection as it spread across the room. She felt his presence reach across to hers with an unexpected intimacy, and as they connected, the power surged stronger until the room resonated with it like a clear bell. The candles placed about the room sparked into life, illuminating dark corners, and she felt herself relax like she hadn’t in days.
“Good. Done.” Alex released her hands and turned to the box. “You should open it. It’s gifted to you, after all.”
She pulled the box with the key in it from her leather bag that lay next to her on the floor. Nervous, she fumbled and then slotted the key in the lock. It took several attempts to turn it, until finally the old mechanism clicked and the lock released. She flipped back the heavy bar and lifted the lid, gently resting it back against the coffee table. A musty smell escaped, and glancing at each other nervously they both peered inside. The box was full of magical objects. There was an ancient Athame—a witch’s knife used for spells—an old bowl or cauldron, several objects that had been wrapped in paper discoloured with age, and some folded paper. A decayed bundle of herbs in a cotton bag were wedged into a corner.
A tremor of excitement rippled through Avery, and she reached into the box. “This stuff is old. Really old. And they're proper magical objects.”
She pulled out the paper and unfolded it gently, and Alex moved next to her, his arm pressing against hers, so he could look, too. Trying to ignore the tingle it sent through her body, she attempted to read the first few lines. “It’s a letter.” 
“From when?” he asked.
The ink had bled in places, but the writing was just about legible. “October 1589. The Witchfinder General is coming to White Haven.” Her breath caught and her fingers trembled as she looked at Alex in shock. “The witch hunter? Holy crap, Alex. Where has this come from?” 
They both knew what had happened when the Witchfinder arrived. Helena Marchmont, Avery’s long distant relative, had been burnt at the stake.
“We’ll read it later,” he said, nudging her as if to reassure her. “I have a feeling it will take a while to decipher that writing. I’m wondering if the rest of this stuff is from the same date.” He pulled one of the paper-wrapped objects out and as he peeled off the paper it cracked in protest. “An alembic jar—for potions.”
Avery unwrapped another package and found a second jar, this one conical, the glass old with small bubbles in it. “Someone liked potions.”
They pulled the other packages out until a range of old glass jars were placed in front of them.
Alex shrugged. “It looks like alchemy to me. Maybe someone was trying to find the secret of immortality.”
Avery laughed, “Or was trying to turn lead into gold.”
“Both are possible. The time fits if these are the same age as the letter.” Alex crossed his legs, his weight pushing against her as he did, making her acutely aware of his heat and strength. “We should examine the box. Didn’t Anne leave you a note?”
“Yes! Good thinking.” Avery realised she’d been so caught up with what was inside the box that she’d forgotten to look at the note. Glad of the excuse to create distance between them, she knelt forward and pulled the envelope with her name on it from the lid. Inside was a sheet of paper. She read it aloud.
“Dear Avery, I appreciate this will be a shock to you, but I’ve been aware of your—special skills, shall we call it—since you were little. Don’t worry, your secret was safe with me.
“White Haven is a magical place, and for years I’ve been guarding and researching its rich heritage. I was once friends with Gil’s grandmother, Lottie, and it was she who revealed the secrets of the old families to me. She knew I would treasure their memory and protect it. And I’ve protected it well. It was Lottie who taught me simple spells of protection, and Lottie who inscribed the signs around my house. I’m not one of you. She revealed these secrets to me, and asked me to be Guardian, because she knew no one would suspect me, and if anyone came looking for these things, and the other things that are still hidden, there would be no greater protection.
“However, I’m dying. I need to return these things to you and the other families. There’s no one I can speak of this to. My son does not know, by the way. He is merely the messenger.
“I’m not a fool, Avery. These things have been hidden for a reason. Witchcraft is both light and dark. Lottie’s own uncle, Addison, was banished from the house for his persistence in black magic, his name stricken from the family records. I’m not sure Gil knows of this, but Lottie always feared he would return. He or his descendants. He was searching for the old grimoires. The originals. You must find them first. Lottie says the spells they contain are powerful. When the witch hunter arrived, they were hidden for everyone’s sake. When Helena Marchmont was burnt at the stake, the others fled, fearing if she wasn’t safe, then no one was. It was only years later that the families returned here, and as you know, some never stay long.
“I have done what I can to help you in my small way, but Lottie didn’t know, and I certainly haven’t discovered, where those grimoires are. I’ve researched the town and the family histories—yours, Alex’s, Gil’s, Elspeth’s, and Briar’s—but I couldn’t find what happened to Gil’s great-uncle Addison either. It was as if he simply vanished.
“I wish you luck my dear. I think you’ll need it.
Yours,  Anne Somersby.”
A chill rushed through Avery’s body and she felt everything shift, as if her life had suddenly changed in ways she couldn’t yet comprehend. She looked at Alex, comforted to find he looked as shocked as she was. “I presume you didn't know about any of this? The missing grimoires, the banished brother?”
“Are you mad? How could I possibly know! That’s what a secret is, you muppet.” He grabbed the letter and skimmed it again.
“I’m not a muppet!” she said, outraged.
"Then don’t ask stupid questions.”
Despite Avery’s annoyance with Alex about all sorts of things, mainly for just being Alex, she realised she was incredibly grateful that he was here with her now. She ran her hands through her hair. “Sorry. I’m nervous.”
“I know.” He grinned. “That’s why you have me here. To protect you. It’s my pleasure.”
“You are so annoying.”
“So are you,” he said, and rose to his feet, stretching. 
She ignored him. “We’re going to have to let the others know. I guess this leaves Gil in the clear.”
Alex nodded. “I think so. We need to find out about these other grimoires. If I’m honest, I’m not surprised.” He stood at the window, looking out onto the street and then looked back at her. “The date on our family grimoire is from 1790. What about yours?”
She shuffled over to look at the front of it, and saw the date scribbled at the top, the long list of witches’ names beneath it, Avery’s being the latest. “1795.”
“Well over two centuries after the witch trials swept the country.” He looked at the boxes strewn about the room. “If Anne’s done a good job, there’ll be lots in there to help us.”
Avery nodded, resolute. “So, someone’s coming. For us and the grimoires—wherever they are. We need to prepare. You better get your magic on, Alex.”






  
  Six


After contacting the others to come around later, Alex spent the afternoon helping Avery carry everything she picked up from Anne’s house into the attic so they’d have more room to spread out. It would also mean other casual visitors to the flat would have no idea what they’d found.  
He’d looked at her living room, perplexed and amused. “Do you normally have so much stuff around?”
Avery looked at the stacks of books, magazines, and clothing strewn around the room and wondered what he was talking about. She liked ethnic everything, and there were candles, wall hangings, and throws strewn across the couch, as well as large, bright kilim rugs on the wooden floor. Her books and magazines were strategically placed next to favourite spots, and houseplants were everywhere. Yes, it was slightly chaotic, but she loved it. It was warm and comfortable—her nest. “Er, yes. I like it lived in.”
“Congratulations. It certainly looks it.” He smiled at her, one eyebrow raised, and Avery felt a flush of colour on her cheeks. Was he insulting her house? 
“What’s wrong with it?” she retorted.
“Nothing! It’s not a criticism,” he said in his infuriating manner. He gestured at her, an all-encompassing sweep of his hand that travelled from her head to her toes. “It’s an observation. It’s very you. I like it.”
She narrowed her eyes at him, wondering quite how to take his last comment, and decided it was
“October 1589. The Witchfinder General is coming to White Haven.
“We have been lucky here in White Haven. We are far from the cities and have remained quiet and insular, those of us who practice the craft able to keep our magic a secret. But a sickness is sweeping the country. The rumours swirl and thicken and we hear that the Witchfinder General is coming—only days away. He has stopped in small towns along the way and we hear of interrogations and public shaming, drowning, and even a burning at the stake. But they are not real witches, not as we are. 
“We cannot run and start again elsewhere, it is too obvious. And besides, there are other things to consider, things that will have long term implications. We have decided we must hide our books and practices, bury them deep before he arrives, before he burns us all. Our magic is not as powerful as it once was, for reasons I cannot explain here, but to use it in front of everyone will endanger not only our children, but the whole town. All our grimoires will be hidden about White Haven and our properties. We must decide where, swiftly.
“I choose to hide these tools beneath his very eyes, and he will not see them. These items are covered with wards and seals. The others think I am mad, but I am confident of my own magic. He will not find these objects, although the book I will put elsewhere.
“I am hopeful that he will leave town without finding anything, and then in a few months I can reclaim what is mine, and my family’s heritage. But if not... I cannot shake this fear that something will go wrong and that we will all die before any of them can be found. We prepare for the future, however. Our magic will not die. It will course through the veins of our children — it is our legacy. But it is this fear that causes me to write this note — just in case. I see things others don’t, and I see the long, dark shadow of the Witchfinder General, and blood and fire. I tell myself it is my imagination, but that is to deny my power. 
“If someone else finds this note then I am dead, but I hope it will not be too late to find the book. I believe I have hidden it wisely. Our book has old spells from the dark times, and our power of spirit and fire. Whoever you are, when you choose to look for it, think of what we do. It will be there. And then guard it well. 
Imogen Bonneville.”
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