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Way Back in 1995...



An impatient clamour was rising outside the room. Stomping feet, voices shouting over a stereo beat, everyone waiting for the girls to come down. Kit sat on a slightly damp sofa, her hands squeezed together and a knee jumping with nerves. She breathed deep to keep down the little lunch she’d managed to eat.

“Think they’ve waited long enough,” Bill Fuller said, from his position by the door. He was a big man in a brown suit, with sharply trimmed muttonchops making up for his scant wisps of hair up top. His meaty hands rested on a cane he didn’t really need, gold rings tapping against the brass tip. “You girls ready?”

Kit met his eyes, silently saying yes; if she spoke, she might spew. Clover curled herself into the corner of the sofa, while Big Mad paced through the centre of the room, stomping out her worries. Bill gave Kit a simple, fatherly smile that said they could have an extra minute. But the crowd was getting restless.

“Get out here, Bill!” someone shouted. “What are we waiting for?”

A glass smashed somewhere, making Clover flinch as it sparked a round of complaints. Big Mad peaked through the window blinds and offered a breathless assessment: “Oh God.”

“I’m gonna go down,” Bill said. “Stall them. Come when you’re ready, but don’t wait too long. You’ll spot Chester right away. He’ll be the one dressed fancy, looking like he owns the place. Whatever else you do, make an impression on him.” Bill opened the door and exited onto a metal gangway overlooking the warehouse floor. The crowd quietened as he surveyed them, and the door swung closed. Kit listened to his footsteps descending, heavy on the creaking steps. He called out, “Before we begin, a few ground rules.”

Bill began a quick back and forth, the words becoming muffled by distance and the returning hubbub of the unhappy crowd.

“They’re not a bunch of kids,” Mad said, still peeking through the blinds. She meant this wasn’t a performance for friends or a club full of teenagers like they were used to, no matter what Kit had assured them.

To see Mad nervous stoked Kit, though. Fearless Mad, with her acid tongue and broad frame, clad in studded dark denim, made a hobby of putting bullies in their place. She shouldn’t be scared of a bunch of louts. Kit bounced to her feet and said, “It’s nothing. We’ve got this, don’t we?” Neither girl responded so she raised her voice. “You know we do. They’re a bunch of clumsy drunks. We’ve got the power. Right?”

Mad peeled her eyes away from the window. “They could kill you. These are seriously dangerous bastards.”

“So are we,” Kit insisted, spreading her arms. “Don’t we look dangerous, Mad?”

Mad considered her – the ripped jeans, leather jacket, and skull t-shirt, three chains hanging from her belt loop. The tussled bright green hair. Kit’s appearance alone was going to shock these men. Mad set her jaw and said, “Yeah.”

“Clover?” Kit said.

Clover, their genius guitarist, the slender, retiring recluse, didn’t look up. For all appearances, she was on another plain entirely as she stared through the floor. Kit shoved her shoulder. “Clover? You hear me?”

Clover gave a sudden, chilling dark stare, and Kit faltered.

Outside, Bill raised his voice over the renewed disquiet. Things were going to get ugly if Kit didn’t get things together. She’d promised Bill they could handle this. It wasn’t just a payday on the line, it was her reputation. She looked Clover in the eye and said, “No one’s even going to know you’re here. I’ll be the only one they see. I just need you to have my back. You’ve got my back, right?”

Clover barely moved.

“We could still do this another way,” Mad said.

“We’re putting on a show,” Kit snapped, pointing a finger at her while keeping her eyes locked on Clover. “Or at least I am. You do your thing and I’ll do mine and these dickheads won’t ever forget it. Because who are we, Clover? Come on, who are we?”

“We’re the Dyre Grrls,” Clover whispered, at last.

“I can’t hear you. Who are we?”

“We are the Dyre Grrls,” Clover said, chest rising as she came back to the moment, drinking some of Kit’s confidence.

“And what are we gonna do?” Kit said, louder. Down below, men were shouting threats at each other, on the verge of clashing. Bill had bought all the time he could. If they didn’t act, there’d be violence any second. “What are we gonna do, Clover?”

“We are the Dyre Grrls!” Clover replied, standing, clenching her fists. She completed their mantra: “And we are here to make you scream!” 

Raw, dark power flooded out of her with whispers of shadow that made Kit swell with pride and strength, and just a tingle of fear. She flashed Mad another look. “Ready?”

Clover hopped on the spot, repeating, “We are the Dyre Grrls! We are the Dyre Grrls!”

Mad paced over to join them and Kit grabbed her and Clover’s shoulders, pulling them in for a huddle. They bumped foreheads as she said, “Don’t hold back, okay? Give me all you’ve got.”

Her friends nodded, excitement finally replacing fear as they started muttering under their breaths, a quick chant, a blessing. Energy buzzed between them, infecting Kit, amping her up. She jumped clear of her friends, rolled her shoulders, and stretched her neck. Ready. Actually going to do this. The others moved into place behind her, rubbing their hands, humming low with powerful focus. Kit inhaled their energy and felt its shadowy embrace sweep through her as her eyes found the baseball bat propped by the door.

Down below, a rough voice boomed: “Enough talk, Bill! We doing this or what?”

“Yeah?” Bill shouted back, worked up, too. “I’d say we’re ready to go!”

That was Kit’s cue. She thrust the door open and jumped out, grabbing the bat. Leaving Mad and Clover behind, she leapt down the metal steps in light strides, two or three at a time, twanging the bat against the banisters. A sea of two dozen hard-faced men watched her in surprise. They were separated by an invisible divide – half clustered around Bill, the other half flanking a short, ugly guy in a thick woollen trench coat, surely Chester Pacey. Most of them were carrying tools of some sort: pipes, bats, hammers, no blades.

Kit jogged off the steps, driven as much by adrenaline as by the energy flowing down from Mad and Clover back in the office. Bill’s group parted to let her through, many as confused as Chester’s lot.

“What the fuck is this?” Chester demanded.

Kit picked up speed, moving through Bill’s men, brimming with power that needed to come out. She was a supernova about to blind them all. They were the Dyre Grrls and these men were nothing. Drew Fuller, at Bill’s side, winked as she approached, and his friend Oscar Tallice gave her a disapproving sneer. She ignored them, no time for distractions. She reached the front of the group and skidded to a halt, her boots kicking up dust. Chester gawked at her from across the gap, one hand holding a short lead pipe, the other deep in a pocket like he expected to club people in a one-handed, dignified manner. Huge brutes surrounded him.

Kit felt Clover and Mad right there with her, hidden in the office as they were, their voices whispering behind her ear, black mists of power stirring in her veins and covering her skin. She twirled the bat and picked out the biggest, nastiest bastard in the crowd.

“You’re not bloody serious,” Chester said, making his men dutifully snigger. Then Kit shot forward, faster, more powerfully than they could follow. Time slowed with a dozen faces showing surprise and fear, big men cowering, holding up arms to shield themselves. She was coming at them hard, and no one could stop her. Chester ducked with a startled, disgusted look, but the hulk Kit had targeted stood tall, more defiant than the others. He had just enough time to throw his arms wide and roar like a champion before her bat came swinging at his face.













1



Introduction

I believed long before I found proof. I expect you know what I mean. You wouldn’t be reading this right now if there wasn’t a part of you that believed already, too. Maybe you’ve sensed or seen something you can’t properly explain? But while I could ask you to simply have faith, I do intend to prove it for you, too.

Now, a word of warning. Not everything works for everyone, and I don’t pretend to have all the answers, but if you indulge me on this journey, you’ll see by its end that there’s still magic in the world.

Betsy Burdock’s Book of Spells, p. 3





Uneasiness stirred in Kit’s mind; the irrational worry that something bad was coming for her. At the window of her loft apartment, she looked down on Dyer Street while swigging her fourth vodka. The empty road was typically dead at this time on a Tuesday night. Maybe her worries had been exaggerated by the first three vodkas.

But how else was she supposed to respond to a text message from Drew Fuller? Six simple words after years of silence: Need your help. Can we meet?

With that trigger, the memories of baseball bats, blood and clawing shadows were unavoidable. After the Dyre Grrls put their magic to rest, Kit had worked hard to avoid thinking about any of that – especially the shadows – but the message had jerked a response out of her unbidden. With the memories came an instinct to quest her senses out into the city, feeling for the magic she hadn’t touched in decades, and the response had been immediate and troubling. There was a ripple in whatever power it was that held the world together. Most likely, someone in the city had a foot in the other side.

Kit had been busy denying it for an hour. She tried to ground herself by pacing her apartment, where she lived surrounded by stacks of undistributed copies of Incite Ordshaw magazine, signed band posters, scrawled notepaper, and tangled cables. An ordinary life in a different millennium entirely to when they’d been involved with the Fullers and touched on forbidden power. Now, she had a demanding job, young people looking up to her, and important community connections. Her magazine was read citywide, not just in St Alphege’s, and her influence stretched beyond the city itself. Granted, not many of her contacts liked her, but she could open doors all the same. There could be a thousand reasons Drew might get in touch. The Fullers were mostly legitimate now, with two nightclubs, a tattoo shop, a Turkish restaurant, and a laundry business. There were a lot of strings she could pull for them.

Except Drew wouldn’t want to revisit their past any more than she did, so it would have to something serious for him to get in touch. And she felt the power out there. She couldn’t identify its nature or anything more than a vague directional pull, but it wasn’t paranoia, and it demanded her attention. It recalled how she felt when the Dyre Grrls were together: raw energy that could’ve been euphoria from performing gigs or breaking the law, or hedonist youth, except it wasn’t. It was a knowledge that the city of Ordshaw itself was alive, and they could connect with and manipulate the world around them. When was the last time Kit felt that? When they buried the book or when the others left town?

When Clover died?

Kit downed another glass of vodka to burn that thought away.

Damn Drew. He knew that text would trigger her. She ought to arrange a meeting just to kick him in the balls. Or just reply Piss off. She closed her eyes and counted her breath, slowly. An anger management therapist had taught her that. She was always reacting too soon. Almost forty years old and Kit was yet to calm down. She didn’t want to calm down. Calm people didn’t get things done.

Kit opened her eyes and looked down on Dyer Street again. Her street.

She held her breath as she saw a ghost walking by. Head hidden by a big hood, shoulders raised self-consciously near the ears. Clover had walked like that, pleading to be ignored even as an unseen quality about her always made you look twice. An apparition, triggered by Drew’s text? Betsy Burdock’s book warned that the spirits you touched never left you, a fear Kit had lived with but never seen realised. It was about time.

But as Kit tensed, she noticed the ambling figure was being followed. Another man, not particularly subtle. Kit cursed under her breath and put her glass down, pushing through the fog of Drew’s text and unsolicited memories. That was no apparition. Spirits did not attract muggers.



Dyer Street was supposedly the most dangerous part of the most dangerous neighbourhood in Ordshaw. Hence, Aaron Wise made a point of crossing it whenever he was nearby. Mostly with drunk courage. His one-bed apartment could be reached via the better-lit main road which separated the boroughs of St Alphege’s and Hanton, but a cut-through connecting the imposing twin towers of Gunners Estate to Dyer Street shaved off a minute’s walk, so why not? He didn’t like how nervous the concrete alley made him, so he marched bravely into it. Besides, he had long suspected the reputation was conflated. He was wrong.

This evening, a bite in the late November air made Aaron huddle within his coat, a fluffy hood cocooning his head. As the estate path met Dyer Street, the chill made for a good excuse to walk more briskly. He passed from one pocket of yellow light to another, the streetlamps old and too far apart, and he distracted himself by taking in the faded shop fronts. An Oxfam behind shutters; a vintage furniture store with oil lamps behind a metal lattice; the Dyer Fryer kebab shop beaming fluorescent across the pavement. The serving staff were out of sight inside, as the pillar of donner meat turned slowly. Aaron might’ve gone in, otherwise, and got some chips, but it seemed sad and empty. And if he got home quicker he could squeeze in some Twin Peaks.

There were footsteps behind him.

Aaron resisted the urge to bolt, because why shouldn’t someone else be walking down the road? He mildly increased his speed. The footsteps seemed to get quicker, too.

Aaron frowned, eyes on the turning ahead, a side street that ran to his road. Even darker than Dyer Street. The alternative was to continue another block to the intersection with the main road, which would defeat the point of the cut-through.

He chastised himself; he’d walked these streets a hundred times. There was nothing to be scared of, and the kebab shop was open back there, in case he needed to run for help. Yet his stomach turned, throat closing, and he cursed his body, tightening up over what was surely nothing.

Aaron turned onto the side street and continued determinedly towards home. The person following turned, too. Aaron swallowed, suddenly feeling like he might simultaneously go rigid and vomit. He told himself they were just using the same shortcut. Down a nearly unlit row of terraced houses. Aaron walked a little faster.

“Hey, Jon!” a voice called from behind. “That’s you, right?” Clipped, dropping consonants. Aaron slowed but did not stop, quite sure he did not know this person. “What’s up, Jon? Why you running?”

Aaron had a polite urge to point out that he wasn’t running but his rattling nerves suggested that he should run. As a compromise, he walked slightly faster.

“Jon, don’t pretend you don’t hear me!” The young man laughed in a fake, vaguely threatening way. 

Despite his better judgement, Aaron found himself turning back. 

If he showed no fear, he could head this off – just explain he wasn’t Jon and show he wasn’t scared. Demonstrate to himself, and his rebellious body, that fear was something he could handle. He set eyes on the approaching man and realised it was a mistake. The stranger was suddenly upon him, shorter and slighter than Aaron but tightly wound, with wild eyes and a spotty, sharp-nosed face sticking out from under a grey hood.

“Why you not answer me, Jon?” the man demanded, making Aaron flinch. His voice dropped to a nasty whisper. “How you gonna make it up to me, white boy?”

The comment threw Aaron, as this man was clearly white himself. The hesitation earned him a two-handed shove that made him stumble. Panic locked his limbs.

“I said how you gonna make it up to me?” 

“I don’t – I mean – I –” The words came as gags, Aaron’s throat blocked.

“You scared?” the man spat and Aaron shook his head. “Good, what you got to be scared of? Big man, strolling about ignoring me and that. What you got on you?”

Could he outrun this man? What if he struck first, punched his face? Or his throat? Make him choke? It was a very narrow target, but – 

“I said what you got on you!”

Aaron jumped and shook his head again, trying to deny this whole encounter.

The man moved forward, reaching for his pockets. “I said –”

“Oi! Dickhead!” a woman’s voice interrupted him. Both Aaron and the man turned toward it. A tall, slim lady in jeans and a leather jacket was striding towards them. “Leave him alone and piss off!”

Aaron’s heart leapt with hope, but his assailant replied, “Who you talking to? Mind your business.”

“This neighbourhood is my business,” the woman snapped. In the dim light, Aaron couldn’t make out her features, except that her hair was short with a sweep that was longer at the front, barely covering her ears.

“It’s just me and my mate Jon, having a chat,” the man sneered, throwing an arm roughly around Aaron’s shoulders. Aaron tried to shake free, but the man tightened his grip. “Tell her, Jon, weren’t we just having a friendly chat? Keep your nose out.”

Muggers were supposed to run when they were spotted. Why wasn’t he running scared? Maybe because it was a woman interrupting them.

She stepped up to the guy and glared down at him. “I warned you once. Piss off or I’ll make you.”

The mugger’s mouth thinned. He dropped his arm from Aaron and hiked his top to reveal a handle sticking out of his sweatpants. A knife? “You want to –”

He fell forwards with a gasp as the woman’s knee caught him hard in the crotch. Aaron jumped aside to let him hit the pavement. The woman crouched and snatched the knife from the man’s trousers before grabbing him by the collar and pulling his face to hers. The man sucked in air, fury widening his eyes.

“Now listen –” the woman started, but the mugger balled a fist. Aaron stepped closer, willing her to resist the attack as the sound of warning caught in his throat. The woman noticed the coming punch. The man paused mid-swing, suddenly distracted, then cried out, startled. He fell from the woman’s loosening grip, flicking his hand about, and she stepped away as he crawled backwards across the pavement. He staggered to the side, shaking his limbs like he was covered in bugs, and the shadows seemed to flicker around him like parting clouds. He threw a terrified look to the woman that chilled Aaron, too. The mugger sprinted, back towards Dyer Street, cursing. Aaron and the woman mutely watched.

The woman looked at Aaron and the question in her eyes made Aaron’s unease return, stomach warning him he was still not safe. Was she wondering if he caused the mugger’s strange behaviour?

“I . . .” Aaron started, wanting to deny the unspoken accusation.

“You okay?” she said, saving them both the trouble of explaining it.

“Just . . .” Aaron tried to smile. Now that he had a moment, he realised his hands were shaking and he would quite like to cry. He lowered his eyes and clamped his mouth shut before he could embarrass himself.

“Don’t sweat it,” she said. “He was a nasty little shit, but no harm done. Except to his balls. You live nearby?”

Aaron nodded. “Henry Road. Just around the corner.”

“I’ll walk you.” The woman gestured ahead.

Aaron wanted to say no, he didn’t need an escort, but he was already walking, and with a feeling of great relief. That guy had a knife. What would have happened without her help? Would he have stopped at taking Aaron’s money or might he have cut him anyway? What if Aaron had fought back? He didn’t know how to fight. And where was the knife now?

“That was brave of you, standing up to him like that,” the woman said, breaking through his thoughts. “But it would’ve been smarter to run. Or just to not be here in the first place.”

“Yeah,” Aaron agreed. His throat hadn’t quite opened yet, so there was no chance he was going to explain that his stupid mind had been trying to convince his sensible body that there wasn’t anything to be scared of.

“You a student?”

“No.”

“You look like one. I’m guessing you’re new to the area? This isn’t the safest place to wander alone at night. You’re lucky I saw you from my window.”

Aaron glanced over his shoulder, wondering which house was hers, but they were all unlit. As they reached the lights of Sander Road, Aaron took her in properly. She had a youthful complexion, with a thin-lipped mouth and dark eyes. Only slight wrinkles at the corners of her eyes and mouth marked her as more mature than she initially seemed. She carried herself youthfully, too: hands deep in her jacket pockets, a swagger to her hips, stomping big Doc Martin boots. She was also, Aaron noticed, a couple of inches taller than him. He had a pang of concern about the way she was studying him.

“Thank you,” Aaron said quietly. A bus rattled past, announcing they had left that dark, otherworldly road behind and he took in a big breath, his throat finally relaxing. “I’ve actually lived near here for four years. I never had any trouble before.”

“Then you’ve been lucky. Be more careful in future.”

“I –” Aaron looked up at the woman, mouth open but no words coming. He what? Didn’t think it was really that dangerous? Didn’t think it was normal to be scared about where he lived? He turned his attention to the road, spotting a pub, The Hook and Cart. He asked without thinking, “Can I get you a beer? To say thanks.”

“No,” the woman said. “Go home and call your mum or something.” Aaron nodded, halfway between disappointment and relief. She smiled, a disarmingly cheeky grin. “Despite appearances, I am a bad influence.”

Aaron smiled back. He wanted to say something witty or charming, to counter that, but his mind wasn’t working quickly enough, and what came out was, “Well. Lucky for me.”

“Sure. Take care.” She slapped his back, making Aaron jump, then she turned back towards Dyer Street.

“You’re going back that way?” Aaron said. “Should I –”

“I can handle myself.” The woman winked, then walked into the shadows with a hand raised in a wave. He watched her go, a cocky angel in denim and leather, with regret, partly for her leaving, partly for him needing her to save him. Trouble had finally come for him, and he’d frozen, failed, maybe almost wet himself. But she was fearless, tough. Scary.

Aaron frowned, the memory of the mugger’s terrified face resurfacing as he finally recounted the incident. The man had looked like he’d seen a ghost, right as he was about to hit her. The shadows had seemed to move. What was that about? Had Aaron imagined it in his own fear?

The woman hadn’t mentioned it. She looked surprised but hadn’t commented on the weirdness. Aaron had an uncomfortable feeling that she had done something, though he couldn’t say what. Except that it was scary and was probably a good reason to not want to know her.
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Somerfield Car Park, 1992

“Kit Fadulous and the Tearaways,” she suggested, but Big Mad’s face made that a Big No. Standing in front of the other two, Kit waved her joint like a conductor’s baton and quickly moved on, “Or the Bad Bitches, NoDix, Punch Your Dad – I don’t know, the name’s not important. We’ll figure it out later! What matters is what we do. And we can do this. We’ve got” – she pointed to herself – “energetic front woman” – then to Mad and Clover in turn – “muscle-bound tub-thumper, nimble-fingered strings. Bombshells, all.”

The girls had started laughing before she finished, and Mad tried to swat her away. “I’ll give you muscle-bound!”

“I bloody hope so!” Kit replied, through her own laughter. “Because a lot of people are gonna try and put us down. That’s eighty per cent of a punk’s work. We fight against the norms. Show them weird’s cool. Spit in the eye of anyone calls you fat, Mad, by showing them how hard you can hit a drum. And when they call you quiet, Clover, you show them how loud you can scream.”

“And you get to show everyone how great Kit Hamley is,” Mad put in. “Ringmaster, crowd pleaser –”

“Activist,” Kit pointed a sharp finger at her. “Kit Fadulous will show them what angry sounds like. It’s our time, girls. We’ve got Bikini Kill and Huggy Bear building on what was started in the ‘70s, the ‘80s, there’s a female rock revolution coming and we’ll be front and centre.”

“Alright, you’ve thought through the fame and glory,” Mad said, folding her arms. “What about bloody instruments? Drums and guitars aren’t cheap.”

“I’ve got an acoustic guitar,” Clover volunteered softly.

“Bin it!” Kit cried. “We’re making noise, Clover! Blowing amps and ripping vocal cords!” She took a long drag as they laughed again, and through the smoke she could see her enthusiasm rubbing off on them. They were getting the spark in their eyes, matching the glow of the joint’s burning embers. She narrowed her eyes as the joint fizzled down, and said, “And I know where we can get some money.”



No such thing as easy money, Kit told herself, as she got off a call from the bank. It was a maxim she gave her staff constantly to justify the crap they went through chasing advertisers, putting in long hours without financial reward. This morning, though, she was remembering exactly why she believed it. She’d chased easy money herself and learnt where that led: into bed with dodgy people who did dodgier things, and got you doing the same. Like conjuring shadows when you were just trying to drive off a mugger.

She’d been a good girl, keeping that stuff hidden well in the past, until Drew’s bloody message. Then in the space of an evening, bam. Dark magic, right in front of a civilian. The guy did have a knife, but she’d acted without even meaning to. How quickly the Deep Dark returned, and already it was making her question everything. Like, had the shadows kind of reached towards the kid? Was the energy she felt out in the city somehow connected to him? She couldn’t see how, but what did she know, twenty years out of practice.

Kit watched her staff from the kitchenette and considered how quickly it could all come tumbling down.

There were only two of them in the Incite office this month: dependable (over-eager) Ellie, the African-English assistant editor with her round glasses and frilly shirt collar sticking out of a pullover, and Blake, the Canadian graphic designer, wearing a woolly hat indoors, with his bony arms sticking out of a too-large t-shirt. They sat squeezed together at the crowded desk, pretending to work as they listened to her calls. They had little choice but to listen, considering the apartment consisted of a living area just big enough for a table and sofa, with the actual “office” comprising a gap between the structural beams and the bedroom.

Ellie had been at the magazine for a while, unflappably trying to learn everything she could from Kit, hoping to one day become a more responsible and much more effective version of her. Blake, on the other hand, was just trying to pad his CV with an internship that allowed him to travel. He exuded unearned arrogance like he was above this little magazine; his graphics for the mag and website were solid, but Kit wasn’t going to lose much sleep when he left. Except on top of having to juggle financial woes, they didn’t currently have any new staff lined up.

Kit called out to Ellie, “Has that media student called back?”

Ellie looked up brightly and said, with inappropriate cheer, “No. Do you want me to call her?”

“Of course not,” Kit scoffed. Ellie’s enthusiasm might have been partly responsible for another applicant ghosting them. Hardworking as she was, Ellie smiled too much and blinked too little. Kit encouraged her not to talk around new recruits in case she gave the impression they were joining a cult. Shame, because that new media student had had a lot of potential. Kit had been planning press conferences and council meetings she might get the girl to intrude on. But the good applicants rarely called back, once they saw the office and met the staff. Or learnt there was no pay.

Well, from one disappointment to another, Kit supposed. Time to call Barry bloody Ruddle, an advertiser who had not made this month’s payment, as the bank confirmed. Most likely it was because Kit had offended one of his friends on the Ordshaw City Council in her latest editorial. She brought up his number and he answered in his jocular way, “The magnificent Kit Fadulous!”

They’d known each other for eight years, and he still spoke as though he couldn’t take her seriously. But she gave it right back, pronouncing his daft name with the full derision it deserved: “Barry bloody Ruddle, how are you doing?”

“I’m marvellous, as always,” Barry replied with a chuckle. With him, everything was an amusing three-syllable adjective that jiggled his jowly body. The humour always rang false. “It’s a beautiful day, clear skies, work’s good. How’s Casa Del Kit? Broken in any fresh talent lately?”

He made her staff turnover a continual topic of small talk, as if frequently hiring new people was another of her mysterious quirks. Never mind that Incite’s whole purpose, besides holding Ordshaw to account, was to launch young hopefuls into brighter futures. Like Blake, halfway through his six-month work placement, who would piss off back to Canada to complete his degree with a fat design portfolio and strong enough references to land a job in a high-end marketing agency. Ellie was a rare exception.

“Just the same crew as before,” Kit said. “I guess you know why I’m calling.”

“Oh?” Barry feigned ignorance.

“Don’t give me that,” Kit replied, and braced a hand against a cupboard. Couldn’t lash out, not if she wanted anyone to take her seriously, let alone give her money. Kit took a calming breath, remembering the satisfaction of kneeing that mugger in the balls. Swallow Barry’s shit and express yourself later. She remembered the mugger’s face, his fear as he ran, and checked herself further. Just keep it together. She continued, “I just got off talking to the bank. You don’t want to run an ad next issue? December’s always a popular month.”

“Oh no.” Barry put on his hurt voice. “I wouldn’t dream of cancelling. You know how much our partnership means to me.”

“Yet you cancelled the payment. Not even a courtesy call.”

“Well, yes, obviously.” She hated when he acted like his boorish behaviour was perfectly standard. She especially hated it because it was standard; friendship and common courtesy fell away in business. He said, “There was that one thing. Last month.”

Kit bit down on her fist against the song and dance, give me patience. She looked to Blake to share her frustration and her grimace made him smirk – sympathising, this time. He mouthed back, “Be nice.”

She gave Blake a sarcastic smile and piped up in the most bright, girlish voice she could muster. “I’m so sorry, Barry, there was some kind of problem last month? We used the files you sent us. The images were the right way around, weren’t they?”

It was Barry’s turn to pause. Maybe she’d overdone the sweetness. Genuinely uncertain, he said, “No, the ads were fine.”

“Then didn’t they perform as well?” Kit kept playing. “We made all our deliveries without a problem last month. Over 6,000 copies went out, Barry.”

“It was the Lyle Park piece, Kit,” Barry said. “You know what you wrote, and you know the people who voted on Lyle Park include my clients. They’re not happy, not at all.”

Small mercy, she enjoyed hearing his irritation. “They shouldn’t be happy, Barry. They spent another ten grand renovating a square because three members of the council have properties in the same post code, while the Bugle Rec Room still hasn’t had a penny spent on it because none of them give a damn about St Alphege’s.”

“It’s not a case of either-or, is it? They just set the priorities –”

“They set the wrong priorities, Barry,” Kit snapped. “Look, you pay me for ads, not editorial control. You disagree with my politics, find someone else that’ll put your mug in front of a highly engaged local audience at my rates. There’s no way you expect me to write a redaction, and let’s not pretend we’re gonna debate politics. What do you actually want?”

“Well,” Barry said, very slowly, to draw attention to her outburst. Then he sped up, cheery as ever: “You know I’ve always supported your absolute freedom of expression. I enjoy your magazine and I enjoy doing my part to keep it afloat. But you put me in a difficult spot, and it’s costing me time, even clients, trying to rebut people’s concerns about what you’re saying.”

“Good riddance to them,” Kit said. “They’re shits who’d rather line their pockets than help the community.”

Barry cleared his throat. He was a shit, too, really, and he knew she knew that. Him and his passive-aggressive cancel-the-cheque-at-the-last-minute bullshit.

“What’s it going to cost me?” Kit asked.

“Twenty-five per cent discount for the next six months,” Barry fired out and she laughed so loud it made Ellie jump.

“I’ll give you ten per cent off this month,” Kit said.

“Ten per cent for four months,” Barry countered. “And that’s me swallowing a loss.”

Kit snorted, is it fuck, but she knew the sound of him approaching his real offer. “Ten per cent for two months and we’ll put in a byline about one of your projects this month.” And I won’t go round your house and knock your teeth out.

“Done,” Barry agreed.

They shared pleasantries as Kit mentally calculated the consequences: about £80 total. Not tragic, but it left a bitter taste for her supposed partner’s self-serving nature. It would’ve been nice to tell him to stick it, but she’d been through these discussions a thousand times. There was always an angle, negotiating over one thing or another – the magazine’s goal was to incite change, but the work mostly consisted of navigating society carefully enough to be allowed to do that. She resisted the urge to punch a cupboard and instead went to the window and looked out at Dyer Street to calm herself. The mid-morning crowd were out: mums in active wear, guys in cheap suits or trade overalls. Peaceful, social St Alphege’s, don’t let anyone tell you otherwise.

Unless you’re an idiot who walks alone at night.

Kit smiled. The dork she’d rescued had looked so surprised that someone had actually tried to mug him. He was a hapless young fool, no way he could’ve been connected to the power she felt out there, even if the shadows flickered his way. It had probably been all her; the fluctuation in shadows, the sense of something being wrong, the lot. Drew’s message had triggered her dormant energy, hadn’t it? The young guy was no Clover, even if he appeared as clueless and gentle as her. It hit Kit with a pang of nostalgia, partway fond and partway sad. Clover definitely would’ve walked through St Alphege’s alone, oblivious, probably humming. But Clover managed to take care of herself in unexpected ways.

Mostly, anyway.

But she was gone, and it wasn’t her but Drew who was drawing Kit back. Kit couldn’t deny something had stirred as a direct result of his message, anyway, and she needed to address it. She pictured the last time she had seen him. She’d spotted his face through a shop window two or three years ago. He hadn’t seen her, and she hadn’t said hello. What else would she have said, anyway? How was prison? Hell, she hadn’t spoken to him since long before he went to jail.

Another twenty years of silence would’ve suited her, but apparently that was asking too much. Instead, it was time to arrange a meeting and see what kind of mess he was brewing this time. She could tell him in person to leave her out of it.
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On the Power of Dreams

Pay attention to your dreams; they’ll show you the way more reliably than rational thinking. I’ve never believed there was anything particularly unnatural about this. Knowledge is locked inside all of us and dreams are our way of presenting what the mind already knows but the waking self, with all the limitations of our perceived ‘reality’, is too distracted to see. The art, however, is in separating the real meaning from the random (and I could give you a few surprising examples of both!).

Betsy Burdock’s Book of Spells, p. 42



Aaron held his mug tighter than was necessary as he watched people passing the window. The small cafe, Logan’s Brew, was half full, with men in paint-splattered dungarees, eating greasy plates of sausages, and heavily made-up women chatting over noisy kids in strollers. Logan’s aspired to the industrial chic coffee shops of Ten Gardens but fell slightly short. The wooden stools were imperfectly cut from new wood and the chalkboard menu was a mess of untidy handwriting, with a “Beach Boys Rule!” tag in one corner. The cheap mugs, stained and chipped, fell far short of vintage.

They were trying, though, and Aaron wished them all the best, because if a cafe on Dyer Street wanted to be fashionable then they also wouldn’t want any trouble. He couldn’t deny he was scared to be here, even in the light of day.

It was time, he supposed, to stop denying he was scared in general.

After the attempted mugging, he had taken off his coat and put aside his wallet, keys, and phone, then brushed his teeth, and sat on the edge of the bed. Where he shuddered with sobs. He hadn’t called anyone as the woman suggested. He wouldn’t be able to control the emotion in recounting the story, he was sure. He had been terrified and was still afraid. The next morning, he gathered his duvet around him and sat gripped by the knowledge that he lived in spitting distance of a road where he could be stabbed. For four years he’d been trying to convince himself it was safe, but now the danger was confirmed, stamped, and sealed.

He had eventually dragged himself up, failed to eat a bowl of porridge, and stared out of the window acknowledging that he had always been scared.

Scared to give presentations in school, scared to leave home for university, scared to go out drinking and be around people, scared to walk home alone. He did these things to prove that he could. But he did them on the cusp of vomiting, ears popping, trembling all over and wanting to be absolutely anywhere else. He had avoided the things that really mattered, too; he’d never had the courage to tell his dad that the cheap apartment he sponsored was half a mile from being in a desirable location, and he’d failed repeatedly to follow up on the myriad opportunities that might have secured him a job so he could move out of Ordshaw, as all his friends had done. He was loathed to practise interviews or follow up on emails to get feedback on applications.

The sum total of his achievements, aged twenty-one with a bachelor’s degree in Geography, was that he had become very talented at pretending he was not scared. No one knew he’d sneaked into countless public toilets to politely, privately, vomit, during big social events or high-pressure school days, or just because he was generally worried. He had joked and laughed at uni about living in St Alphege’s, dismissing his fellow students’ disbelief rather than agreeing that yes, it sucked. His one serious girlfriend, Gemma, had actually left him because she said he was too carefree.

He had never been particularly honest with her about his feelings.

Then, here was a funny thing, he realised in Logan’s, fearfully clutching his mug: he was doing it again right now. He had spent half a morning unable to focus on job listings, until he hunched over the laptop and sobbed quietly. He wanted to call home, his brother, or his absent friends, and share what had happened last night, but they’d all be at work, and what would he say, anyway? Admit it was terrifying? Saying anything would make it too true. So instead, he had packed up a few things and bravely determined to return to Dyer Street, where he might see the mugger again, or that woman. He would deal with it rather than fret.

The mugger got uglier every time Aaron pictured him – distorted, warty and goblin-like. Hey Jon. But that image was blown away by the thought of that tall woman and how powerful she was. When his mind flashed on those moments in the dark street, she seemed even more dangerous than his twitchy attacker. What had she done to make the mugger flee? Hurt him in some unseen way? Or had the man recognised something Aaron could not, that had frightened him to his core? Then there was the strange way the darkness moved around him. Aaron was partway convinced he’d seen something unnatural, in the twisting of the shadows or the woman herself, but the more he thought about it the less sure he was. Scared and confused, he must’ve been seeing things, blood pumping too fast behind his eyes, maybe.

The woman grew in his memory, too. She’d looked down on him, loomed over him. He knew she wasn’t that big. Was she?

Aaron thought back through two modules of psychology lectures he’d taken to try and pick his fear apart. He was pinning negative thoughts on the woman who had saved him to diminish her role. Was he making up for the shame and anger he felt at needing her to save him? He was pathetic. Aaron just wished they could’ve talked more, to make her seem more human and dispel the sense of fear she’d given him. He needed to see her again, or at least face the possibility of seeing her, and used that as an excuse to force himself back into the breech.

He had struggled to swallow as he approached Dyer Street, with his head high. He held his breath walking past the spot where the man had caught up to him, where he could’ve been stabbed. Forced himself on without searching for where the knife had fallen. Then he found himself standing at the corner of Dyer Street itself, and his legs turned to stone. The street looked so normal in the light of day. Shabby, with graffiti and overflowing bins, but also with ordinary people going about their lives. Just a street.

Then why couldn’t he move? 

A hurried man in a supermarket uniform almost bumped into him, snarling curses and forcing Aaron to jump back with an awkwardly laughed apology. Snapped out of his daze, Aaron hurried north up the road. They said that the further north you went up Dyer Street, the rougher it became, which seemed unlikely considering The Gunners towers, near its south end, were the height of fearsome (literally, ha ha). But Aaron only needed to go two blocks before he saw how much worse the area became. At the next cluster of shops, half the windows were boarded up, others broken, and there were far fewer pedestrians. Aaron saw a low-rise estate down a side street, with a network of interlaced walkways and iron-barred windows that resembled a prison complex. He crossed the road and made his way back down the opposite side of Dyer Street, figuring he had seen enough.

Logan’s Brew was close to the bottom of the road. There, Aaron ordered a coffee, sat in a corner, and readied himself to continue his job search on his laptop. Barely had he sat down when two youths in hooded sweatshirts came in pushing each other. He hid his gaze, willing them not to notice him, which of course meant they did. One of them whispered and they laughed but they quietened as they ordered, then they were gone.

Aaron reconsidered what he was doing. Didn’t he need to go grocery shopping, and to the gym? And he had wanted to visit Central Ordshaw to look for some smart jeans, which would be helpful in getting a job. Why was he pretending to brave his fears? But no; he had paid £2.75 for a coffee, and he was going to get his money’s worth by doing some work, at the very least.

Aaron submitted his CV to a shipping administration office, a shop management training course, and – wild card – a video production assistant for a medical marketing company. It took forty minutes and felt like a good day’s work, and he was about to reward himself with an afternoon of television when his mother called. Aaron assured her he would have a job soon and she replied sympathetically that it would be good to see him for Christmas, as though a holiday reunion with the family might sort his life out. He made zero mention of almost being mugged, nor of his steadily mounting dread. Then, as he was trying to end the call, the frightening saviour woman wandered by.

For a second, Aaron didn’t believe it was her. Just someone who looked similar, or a daydream? No, he stumbled towards the window and saw her marching down the street, black leather jacket and tight jeans, big boots, short, dark hair. Aaron quickly said goodbye to his mum, whipped up his laptop, sipped down some final coffee – too hot! – and ran outside. He hit a big man in a green raincoat, almost knocking them both down, and he apologised before racing on. The woman was walking fast, forcing Aaron to jog, and when he caught up he was almost out of breath. It was just as well, because when he slowed down beside her, grinning stupidly, he didn’t know what to say. The woman paused and regarded him with a frown that made him doubt it was actually her. There could be two mature punk women who – 

“You?” she said.

“Yes, me.” Aaron stretched his grin. “Wow. I’m so glad to see you – after, I mean, I didn’t get a chance to properly thank you, and I –”

“Yeah, can this wait? I’ve got to be somewhere.”

Aaron straightened up, her bluntness reviving his worries. Seeing her again wasn’t dispelling his concern. She wasn’t looming but she was as intimidating as he recalled. “Sorry. I just wanted to say thanks again, and, well – I didn’t catch your name?”

The woman gave him a polite smile. “You’re okay, right? Over it?”

“Yes, definitely,” Aaron answered quickly. “That is –” He stopped. Couldn’t confess his general fog of anxiety. “Well.”

“You’re still here,” she summarised for him. “Hanging out on Dyer Street again. Good on you. People are too quick to give up on old Alphege’s. But look, I’ve really gotta go. You take care. No more loitering about in shadows at night?”

“Haha, no.” Aaron laughed. “Although it did –”

“That’s cool, see you around!” She patted his arm and turned to keep walking, leaving Aaron’s mouth open in mid-speech. His shoulders slumped as he let her go a second time, quite sure that pat would haunt him, too, now.

He whispered, “I still didn’t get your name.”

“Mate,” a voice jarred Aaron to the side, and he started apologising again as he stepped aside to let the man in a raincoat past. The guy stopped next to him, though, and was smiling. “You weren’t hitting on Killer Kit, were you?”

Aaron hesitated at the familiarity, and said, “No, just saying hi. You know her?”

“Most people around here do, yeah.” The man shook his head with pity. He had a big mole under his right nostril, stains on his trousers and a faint smell of bad body odour, making that pity feel especially pronounced. “That’s Kit Fadulous. She runs a magazine tearing holes out of local politicians and businesses. Real ball-breaker.”

Aaron followed his gaze to Kit as she watched for a gap in traffic at the intersection. A real ball-breaker. Well, he could confirm that. Aaron said, “She stopped someone from mugging me, last night. The guy had a knife, he could’ve killed me.” The admission came out without thought. The first time Aaron had vocalised what had happened, and he was sharing it with an odd stranger.

The man laughed. “Sounds about right. Guess you saw her good side. Don’t count on seeing it again.”

The warning rang uncomfortably true, but Aaron knew right away he wanted to see her again. He was too curious not to. He said, “She seemed nice.”

“Ah, mate.” The man chuckled again. “If you want a girl that’ll push you around, there are safer options. Younger ones, too. Reckon she’s got more than a few skeletons in her closet. Actual ones, probably.”

“Are you –” Aaron began, suddenly feeling defensive about her. Was he really going to criticise a stranger? Kit certainly would, he decided, and he started over, speaking more clearly. “Are you actually basing that on something or just making it up?”

The obnoxious man merely leered an ugly smile and shook his head as though there was no hope here. He walked off without another word and Aaron let him go, with a breath of relief that he’d put the stranger in place without consequence. He thought back to Kit’s hand patting his shoulder and felt a charge at the thought of that touch. A thrill, he told himself. Not fear.

Not just fear.

He needed to see her again.
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Alleyway off Sauncey Road, 1993

The girls were about to reach the street when a guy called out, “Hold up!”

Kit fought an urge to run. Had the dealers changed their minds and wanted the gear back? Or was it a trap? Were they going to say they hadn’t paid enough? These were criminals, after all. Big Mad met her eyes with similar concern and that fear made Kit steal herself. She turned back. If they were going to get anywhere in this business, she couldn’t be scared.

“Hey.” The man jogged to catch up. He was young like them, stocky and well-groomed, dispelling some of Kit’s fear. He approached with a lanky, shifty-looking friend behind him, both slowing down in an attempt to appear casual. They studied the girls, then the stocky one said, “You’re Kit, right?”

“Yeah,” Kit said. “Haven’t seen you here before.”

“Don’t usually do drop-offs.” He shared an amused look with his friend. The other guy offered a nasal, superior snigger. “I was hoping to run into you.”

“Oh.” Kit pushed back her shoulders, prickling. If it wasn’t a problem with the deal, they were being hounded for being a pair of girls.

“A dark alleyway’s not the best place to hit on a woman, you know?” Mad said.

“Sure, I know that.” The young guy smiled, sheepishly. “But you ain’t exactly normal women, are you?”

He was handsome, fair enough, with thick, parted brown hair, and a hint of shyness that just about quelled Kit’s urge to dismiss this outright. She said, “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Good things,” he replied. He gave his friend another look. “One, I know you’re earning well. Two, we hear you girls rock.”

“Literally,” his friend said, a snide voice to match his face. “Play in a band, don’t you?”

“What if we do?” Kit said.

The friendly one grinned. “Don’t break our balls. Can you blame us for being curious about girls who deal and know how to party?” He held out his hand. “Name’s Drew Fuller. We’d love to watch you play sometime.”

The name made Kit turn to Mad, who looked equally startled. Drew Fuller, heir to the man who ran the streets of St Alphege’s, and he wanted to see them play.



Kit was ten minutes late to her meeting in Prosperity Park, after being five minutes late to a meeting in Hanton, and was likely to be twenty minutes late for a press conference in Central afterwards. Those irritations fell away, though, when she saw Drew Fuller waiting, one arm draped over the back of the park bench, for all appearances as carefree as he had been the first day she met him.

Drew had grown up to be a broad-shouldered, hard-jawed man, but he’d always been too clean-cut to be anything more than a brother to her, even when she’d been into boys. He spoke softly despite his size, and always wore impeccably clean, nicely tailored clothes, in mimicry of his dad, “Gentleman” Bill. Time had pulled his cheeks down and set his sad-dog eyes deeper in his face, and he had slightly thinned short hair and thickened stubble. She could still see the cheeky teenager in his eyes, though. The boy who had crashed dingy punk gigs in a buttoned-up shirt and a suede sports jacket, just to see her.

Kit remembered Big Mad itching for her to caustically tell him to piss off, the way she did for most creeps who came onto her. Drew’s unapologetic manner of turning up in places he didn’t belong, dragging along his brother and the disagreeable Oscar Tallice, made Kit hold off. She wasn’t attracted to any of them, a gang of boys trying to look like men, but she was enticed by their confidence, and the unspoken danger, knowing where they came from. They’d become unexpected friends.

Even though they hadn’t shared a word in years, the connection came back as naturally as if they had last met days ago. Kit said, “You look like you’ve aged about one year for every three, what’s your secret?”

“Moisturiser,” Drew answered, standing up. “And you’re one to talk. What are you, fifty going on twenty? Brewed up a youth potion, I bet.”

“Fifty? You cheeky bastard.” Kit chucked his arm, harder than necessary, and he smiled. “How’s your mum?”

“Still in church three mornings a week. How’s your dad?”

“Still complaining about his knees and the fact that I don’t like sports.”

“Ah, come here.” He spread his arms inviting a hug and she stepped into it. He embraced her and she squeezed him harder, making a contest of it like they used to, then they both relaxed and stepped apart, Kit pushing off as though the intimacy was gross.

“God, why’s it been so long?” he asked. Too serious, stiffer than he used to be.

“Yeah,” Kit said. “Guess I could’ve picked up a phone before now. You, too.”

“Didn’t think it’d be welcome.” Drew put his hands in his coat pockets. He was dressed in experienced style, in a light woollen coat, brown brogues and a striped suit that would’ve made his father proud. He nodded at the fenced-in green area around them, an ash tree at the centre and a children’s playground in one corner. “Good to be back here. I come, time to time, to remember what we did for the place.”

Kit followed his gaze. It had been a landfill before, nestled between two estates, until she’d campaigned to have it converted into a community park. Sponsored in part by Concrete Vistas Construction, a Fuller family company. She recalled, “Eighteen months of petitioning the council, and in the end they gave us permission and £1,217 to get it done. I told them to shove that £17 right up their arses.”

“But you still pulled it off,” Drew said.

“We did,” Kit corrected. “Your dad and his mates put up the funding. Not just his mates, actually – some enemies, too. Just in time for the Millennium.”

“And damned if the council didn’t take full credit.” Drew completed the memory, amused now by what had disgusted them back then. “Named it Prosperity Park and broke the ground with some bloody speech about how they saw it as a first step towards bringing economic recovery back to St Alphege’s.”

There was a hint of his father in his voice; Bill Fuller had loved to give soliloquies on local history, educating whoever would listen about Ordshaw’s past. But Bill had spoken out of a genuine passion, whereas Drew sounded like he had revised the details in preparation for this meeting. Kit said, “We’re not here to discuss the park, are we?”

Drew shook his head, abashed. Still a bit shy, never having quite inherited his dad’s easy manner. Drew had become a legitimate businessman all the same, Kit knew well enough. In addition to the Fullers’ nightclubs, shops and restaurants, there was sponsorship of a local football team, their name on a roundabout near Beagle Avenue, and more, though much of the empire had dissolved after Bill died. Kit expected their less legitimate business had simmered down, too. Drew had married and had a kid, spent five years in Broadplain Fort Prison for possession, then divorced. He’d handed over the bulk of the Fuller empire’s responsibilities to Oscar Tallice in the meantime, but he was still the friendly family face of a generations-old Ordshaw institution.

Drew said, “Walk a little? I bet neither of us get the exercise we need anymore.”

“Speak for yourself,” Kit said. “I spend half of every day running after buses.”

Drew smiled and she fell into step alongside him, to follow the short trail of Prosperity Park. He said, “You noticed anything strange going on lately?”

“Define strange,” Kit said, already not liking this.

“Supernatural strange,” he said.

Kit blew out a long breath. From a guy as straight-and-narrow as Drew, it should’ve been ridiculous, but the rift of time hadn’t made it any easier to deny that they’d all seen genuinely weird shit in the past. Kit wanted to deny it, still. Whether she had truly felt something out there in the night or had actually conjured shadows to drive away that mugger, she’d just as soon pretend otherwise, at least until she got a handle on how it concerned Drew. She said, “What is it I’m supposed to have noticed? Democracy’s working backwards and politicians get the strongest support from the very people they’re abusing. The world’s strange enough without the supernatural.”

“I’m talking about something in our neighbourhood,” Drew said. “Affecting us.”

“Us meaning what exactly?” Kit said. “There hasn’t been an us in a long time.”

Drew gave her a hurt look. “We’re still all St Alphege’s, aren’t we? You’re still living on Dyer Street, last I heard.”

Kit didn’t respond because she didn’t need to tell him how differently their paths had gone. Things had got worse with the gangs since Kit gave up that life; guns came into Ordshaw and men killed each other over contraband shipments and places to push them. Increasingly destructive drugs hit the streets after Bill passed.

“We still give back to the community,” Drew said, reading her thoughts. “As much as we can. Funded a new gym for young boxers just recently.”

“Shut down the crack houses on Farley Drive and then I’ll be impressed,” Kit said, sharply. “Bill never would have let that slide.”

“Yeah, he would’ve,” Drew replied, softly. “Because Farley Drive is Jack McGee’s territory, and no one’s going to war over it. My dad made calls you wouldn’t have liked, too.”

“You seriously think –”

“We’re not here to talk about Farley Drive, or how good things were under Gentleman Bill, Kit,” Drew cut in. “What it is . . .” He paused, dragging out the revelation just that little bit longer. “The Saxons are back.”

Kit stopped dead. There was a name she never expected to hear again: the Saxons, Chester Pacey’s old gang, who Bill had vanquished. “I’d think you would lead with something like that.”

“They’re calling themselves the New Saxons,” Drew said. “Making a stir in the upper west estates. Under Terry.”

“Terry,” Kit echoed, that name even more chilling than the gang’s. “As in Terry Goddom? As in God Damn Terry Goddom? As in One-Eyed God Damn Terry Goddom? As in –”

“Yes, alright,” Drew interrupted. “That’s enough.”

“He’s supposed to be serving life for cutting off someone’s arm.”

“Got out after fourteen years,” Drew said. “Dove right back in. He set up a public front with a gym at the north end of Meer Street and started slinging again. Talking about the good old days.”

Kit gave a derisive snort. That comment about the Fullers sponsoring a gym took a new light now, a blatant challenge to Goddom’s return.

Drew carried on, “He’s rallied a few guys, but been diplomatic for the most part – got chummy with the Rogues, managed to broker a supply deal with the Chinese. Few tussles with the Seventh Street Regulars, but that quietened down a couple of months back.”

“A couple of months?” Kit said with alarm. “That madman’s been out for months, and you didn’t drop me a message?”

Drew gave her an apologetic look. “Honestly, I figured you’d know. You’ve got your finger on the pulse more than anyone. Most of what I know about current affairs I read in your magazine.”

That cut through Kit’s rising anger. He read Incite? She hadn’t expected Drew to keep tabs on her the way she did him. Mostly, she thought he’d want to forget about her. “So, what the hell is this? You started by talking about something supernatural and then you bring Terry into it. What’s the strange part, here, Drew?”

Drew frowned, unhappily arriving at what he’d been putting off. “Better if I just show you.” He reached into one pocket, then another, like he’d forgotten where he put his phone, and Kit had to resist punching him and taking it herself. He pulled the phone out and brought up a picture. Kit squinted at a dark photo of a cracked exterior wall with a message painted in crude red letters that had dripped before drying. She read the text with a terrible feeling: RIP Fuller Gang. No witches to save you now.

Kit took a breath. It was hauntingly specific. But there was more – Drew swiped to another photo. This one showed the floor of the same place, decorated with an esoteric symbol of jagged intersecting lines, encircled by melted candles and bits of feather and bone. It wasn’t a symbol Kit recognised, but the nature was familiar: the sort of crude pattern that invoked a higher power.

“There was a dead chicken,” Drew said, swiping on, “we found it around the corner –”

“I don’t want to fucking see it!” Kit said, shoving the phone back at him. “What the hell is this? I don’t want anything to do with it. You got a fresh problem with Terry and the Saxons, it’s your problem. I’m sure Oscar’s up for another fight.”

“Yeah, he is,” Drew said. “But the signs would suggest it’s not exactly a fresh problem, don’t you think? We’ve seen these symbols in a couple of locations. With people talking about witchcraft, shit’s coming to the surface. Old rumours. I was worried it might affect you, that’s all.”

“Is this a wind-up?” Kit demanded. “A prank? A good laugh at my expense, an excuse to reconnect?”

“I wish it was,” Drew said. “But people are getting scared, seeing things in the dark. We had two kids dealing in Crabtree Court who got chased off by a woman they’re convinced was a ghost. She didn’t move, they said, but kept getting closer. Two of them saw this. Then there was Saul Miner, you remember him? He was around in my dad’s time, left Alphege’s to form a crew on the west side. He had historic beef with Terry, and just last week he dies in his sleep. Kind of in his sleep, anyway – he woke up and started screaming then his heart stopped. Mistress said it was like he could see something there in the room with him.”

Drew stopped, staring imploringly at Kit as he let the account hang between them.

“You know as well as me,” Kit replied carefully, “that you introduce the idea of the supernatural and people’s imaginations do the rest. Could be coincidence, or poison. Neither are reasons to involve me.”

“Unless it’s neither of those things,” Drew said. “And what if there’s a possibility these threats point back to you?”

“Why the fuck –” Kit started but Drew winced and held up a hand for calm.

He went on, even softer, “Given your background with us, and particularly with Terry, you don’t think he might target you?”

“What?” Kit snapped. “I was out of the game for six years before he went to prison, and he never came for me back then. Why would he now?”

“Maybe because he never had the means back then,” Drew said. “Everyone was scared of you, Kit. Even people who didn’t think there was anything unnatural about the things you did. Those who were convinced by the rumours are not gonna come after you without figuring out how, are they? And if he has come up with some witchcraft, even if he just wants to upset us, you’re the only person any of us knows who might be able to deal with this occult crap. He might target you just for insurance.”

Kit digested the words and reached a simple, unhappy conclusion: “Shit.”

“Yeah,” Drew agreed. “So back to my original question. You haven’t noticed anything strange?”

“No,” Kit said instinctively, then chewed the inside of her cheek. It was possible that she had felt a power Terry might’ve conjured up. Faint and distant, but present. It had seemed close to her apartment, though. The young man she had rescued, was he a part of it? A plant to get close to her? The shadows had moved near him. No, that was ridiculous – he was just an unlucky whelp. “What else do you know?”

“Other than what I’ve said,” Drew replied, “it’s just rumours. We think there’s a woman involved, who we’re assuming is on Terry’s payroll. I thought there might be some way you could sense her, if she’s got similar energy to what you used. Help us identify her, at least.”

Kit glowered. “Because all witches know each other? I can’t deal with this shit, Drew. Not now, not ever.” He opened his mouth to speak, and she pointed a sharp finger. “No, I won’t deal with this. If Terry comes calling, you remind him I’m out. Remember what this bollocks did to your dad? Remember Chester, for fuck’s sake, and his little boy.” And she had lost friends, herself. The best of friends.

“Yeah,” Drew said, teeth clenching as his calm showed signs of cracking. “I reckon One-Eyed God Damn remembers, too, don’t you?”

Kit stalled as Terry flashed to mind – a broken man, crying on the warehouse floor as his friends fled. But there had been sit-downs and agreements, Bill smoothing things over. Terry had had plenty of time to come after her since then. Kit shook her head. “No, we’re done, Drew. I’m gonna be late for my next appointment as it is. It was good to catch up but leave me alone.”

“Will you at least think about it?” Drew asked. “Mediate on it, do whatever it is you used to do to draw a connection? Even just to check? I’d be over the moon if you could tell me it’s nothing.”

“It’s nothing,” Kit confirmed without hesitation, but he kept watching her in his sad way, unconvinced. He knew this was going to weigh on her mind and it infuriated her enough to storm right off.
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Madison Fisher’s Bedroom, 1993

Kit was strumming on her bass, producing metallic twangs without it plugged into the amp, when Big Mad sat up on the bed. Her room was a pink mess with a massive, heavily cushioned bed, lacy curtains, and a grand dressing table fit for a princess, not girls in denim and leather. Her parents didn’t let her put posters on the walls. Mad held up the bent paperback she’d been reading and said, “Do you believe in magic?”

She gave Kit a hard stare to make it clear this was a Serious Question, then gave Clover the same on her other side, surprising her from tuning her guitar cross-legged on the floor. They had come to practise, but the drum kit was in the garage where there was no heating, so they were just fiddling with the instruments while Mad read.

“Can you imagine,” Mad said, “what we could do with a little magic? I’d give Chlocey Twitten the bloody pox, or a pig’s nose, or make her balloon to twice her size, see how she likes it when people point at her.”

Kit laughed, sure Mad would do all that and more to her schoolyard nemesis. “You don’t need magic for that. We could give her a wedgie in front of everyone. Throw a bucket of pig’s blood on her or whatever.”

“And hear about it for the rest of the year?” Mad said. “With magic” – she slapped the paperback to indicate her story contained such promises – “we could make her suffer without her even knowing it was us. And we could get free burgers down McDonald's. Get Howards to put us on the bill for a Friday night gig. Maybe you wouldn’t have to sell weed.”

“Oh, come on.” Kit patted her guitar, breezing over that last judgement. “We’ve got all the magic right here. We’ll be big before you know it. If you’d only practise once in a while.”

Mad rolled her eyes. “I’d rather click our fingers or wave a wand.”

“Because you’re a lazy slob!” Kit cried. “We’re part of a movement! A million angry voices shouting worldwide; put that to music and we get action!”

Mad shrugged, like the ability to spark global revolution wasn’t all that. “I’d rather turn Chlocey’s hair to worms.”

“I believe in magic,” Clover said, quietly, eyes on her guitar. Kit and Mad shared a look. All too often, when Clover contributed something, it was odd and serious. She looked up and did not disappoint. “But it’s not like in the books. Otherwise we’d know how to do it already. It takes practice, too, and if you get it wrong, it hurts.”

They sat in silence, letting that sink in. Then Kit and Mad burst out laughing, and Clover gave a faint smile, hinting that yes, she was joking. Maybe.



Aaron made a deal with himself to only allow fifteen-minute breaks for online research between every two job applications. He broke that deal by deciding that knowing more about Kit Fadulous, a woman with connections in local business, might give him new ideas for jobs. So, researching her was productive, wasn’t it?

By lunchtime, he had descended a rabbit hole into Ordshaw, past and present, as the name Kit Fadulous was inextricably linked to stories about local corruption, from mismanaged park funds to illicit underground redevelopments. The first story Aaron read, and the one that came up most often, was that Kit “Fadulous” Hamley had led a tireless campaign to reopen St Alphege’s Spicetree underground station, abandoned since 1985. Between 2012 and 2014 she had petitioned the local council, the city council, and the national government, demanding Spicetree be reopened, as the extra stop extended the K&S line right into the heart of an underdeveloped neighbourhood. Kit had staged multiple (small) protests to draw attention to the issue and got the backing of businesses who were willing to sponsor the project. Finally, the city had given in and after three years of work the station reopened in early 2017.

Aaron had no idea there was an extra stop there; he thought the line ended at Viaduct Station, already far enough into the unsavoury estates that people only visited by accident. As far as he’d been concerned, the line’s usefulness ended a ten-minute walk south of him, in Hanton’s St Paul’s station (for a notable contrast to St Alphege’s). The idea that Kit’s tenacious campaigning had opened a new avenue of communication was impressive, and apparently only the tip of her tireless activities. So why was that stranger in a raincoat so down on her?

Aaron found a further slew of positive articles reporting Kit’s efforts with superlative praise, but he soon noticed that these pieces mostly came from Incite Ordshaw. A magazine she ran. Even an article Aaron found in the Ordshaw Herald was written by a freelancer whose credits included Incite. On Incite’s website, Aaron discovered an article demanding the council repair potholes on Meer Street, with a quote from “community leader, Kit Fadulous” saying “It’s a disgrace that more isn’t being done to preserve this historic neighbourhood. You wouldn’t see this neglect in West Farling. I’m just thankful we have teams like Incite Ordshaw pushing for change.” Aaron wasn’t sure of the ethics of an editor appearing in her own publication to bolster a story, with praise for her own people, and as he kept reading, spreading his net wider, he came to see that few were as generous about Kit’s work as she was.

Public opinion of Kit, in fact, was often unflattering, with other news outlets referring to her as a “local activist” in the same way they might label a “known troublemaker”. Cross-referencing events where Incite reported their own involvement, Aaron found newspapers also minimised Kit’s roles. A BBC article on the reopening of Spicetree simply said, “This follows a sustained campaign from local businesses spearheaded by activist Kit Hamley.” No mention of whether or not she was asked for a quote, and credit was mostly given to the forward-thinking council members who voted on the issue. There was a photo of her standing in the underground with a row of humourless men in suits and the mayor about to cut a ribbon. She was dressed in jeans and a studded purple jacket, grinning like she’d won the lottery.

One story that gave her a little more presence said that she had once threatened to put a curse on a councilman who demanded she be prosecuted. There was some disagreement in the council over whether or not threatening a curse, something clearly fantastical, could actually be construed as a serious threat. Aaron was disappointed that there were no specifics of the curse; he imagined it was colourful.

Curiously, beyond the spats in local affairs, there was precious little about Kit’s background, though an account published by the Ordshaw Herald in 2009 hinted at a checkered past. She had accused Dodge Connors, the same councilman she’d threatened to curse, of expenses fraud and demanded transparency. He responded, “Hamley’s convinced that because she’s no stranger to the rougher side of the tracks – which she is always willing to remind us of – we must all have such skeletons, which simply is not true.” 

Incite’s “About” page said it was established by Kit Fadulous in 2007, as a revival of a ’90s punk press, Dyer Days, and had been holding Ordshaw to account ever since. The magazine was run as a non-profit for the community, by the community, providing both a valuable service to the city and a professional development platform for its staff. The page listed campaigns run by the magazine and included a couple of photos of past press teams, always with Kit at the centre.

Aaron skimmed through dozens more articles looking for details about her past, but it seemed nothing before the founding of Incite was on public record. There was no evidence outside the Incite website of there ever being a magazine called Dyer Days, and Aaron had to assume Kit had never put anything online about it herself.

The single exception was that her name appeared in a Wikipedia article about punk rock in the ’90s. Under a heading “Riot Grrrl”, there was a paragraph about a feminist rock movement failing to gain much steam in London, followed by a line that said, “In Ordshaw, the Dyre Grrls, fronted by Kit Fadulous, attempted to drive a similar craze.” It said [Citation Needed] and had been edited multiple times by Wikipedia editors, giving Aaron a suspicion that Kit might have added the entry herself. At some point, it had probably been more expansive and flattering. He couldn’t find any other reference to the Dyre Grrls online.

It was hardly illuminating to learn Kit was a punk rocker, and if that was the most notable of her youth activities then people like Dodge Connors were being unfair. There was a long-running feud between her and the councilman, and he made repeated comments via the papers, for example when asked to respond to accusations from Incite regarding a building contract: “Well, I’m hardly going to take lectures on morality from Ms Fadulous.”

In general, where there wasn’t hostility, there was an undercurrent of ambivalence towards Kit. In response to her editorials calling for community action on government contracts, local transport, community spaces, refuse and more, both in Incite and through other papers, the public commented to ask if she was ever going to pack it in and why did she have to be so aggressive? It was strange, because her pieces were drawing attention to serious issues for the benefit of the general population. Then Aaron found some of her responses in the comments, challenging people to meet her face-to-face. One man had merely replied “lol” to one such message, and she had replied with three paragraphs about how online interaction bred cowardice. He wrote “lol” again. Aaron could picture her breaking things in her office and imagined a lot of people might see the same thing; a wild loner constantly fighting against the system, unable to fit in.

The more he focused on her, though, the more Aaron recognised the mere thought of her made him nervous. He’d been in the presence of someone special, someone who was fighting for a better world – in stark contrast to his nature, which was more to sit back and wait things out. Education, work, and job searching all suited him best on the back burner. Then, the dangerous aura he sensed possibly also came from a sense of her unruly celebrity, her edgy, disruptive charisma. Maybe he was attracted to her, too? She wasn’t bad looking, and that toughness had a certain allure; he wouldn’t have to worry if she took charge of him. No – he checked himself, they were a generation apart and he was quite sure the experience would be terrifying and very worrying. But he halfway convinced himself those things combined were reasons enough for him to feel uneasily drawn to her.

Except he couldn’t shake the sense that it was more than that. Much more, somehow, and the fact that he couldn’t explain why made it unsettling.

His stomach started to rumble, and he realised he’d flitted half a day away studying Kit Fadulous. This was stalking behaviour; time wasted that Aaron would have to work extra hard to make up for this afternoon. He started closing browser tabs, making a promise that he would apply to eight jobs by dinnertime. He paused on the Incite page, though, where Kit met his eyes with a stern, self-satisfied smirk from within a crowd of young journalists. He scrolled down the About page again, in case he’d missed something, then spotted a little link tucked in the footer. We’re hiring. Aaron froze.

See, his brain told him, this is the world moving in mysterious ways. Not creepy or a mistake all along, but valuable research.

He clicked and found a page with a grungy background and titles in cracked fonts, asking, “Are you ready to rock the system AND make a bold career move?”

There followed probably the most confrontational, irreverent job listing Aaron had ever read, which at once said Incite was only for the most dedicated and hard-skinned young hopefuls but was also a place where almost any skill could be honed. The magazine would take on writers, artists, photographers, marketers, even tradespeople, full or part time. You just had to want it. Aaron glowed as he considered the unlimited potential on offer, perfect for someone resolutely failing to figure out what he wanted to do. Though it also sounded incredibly . . . unclear. But he had read lots of Incite articles, and as a starting point let himself soak up the reporter option: Aaron Wise, a subversive, superstar writer, exposing corruption, influencing communities. If he could write a dissertation on the mobility of people in Ghana, he could write local news.

Aaron scrolled down. Based in central St Alphege’s, they hired on a rolling basis and were well-respected across Ordshaw and consumed by subscribers internationally; the only limits were yourself. A bullet-point list described people who need not apply, including sheep, racists, homophobes, conservatives, and cowards. A sentence at the end added, “But we CAN change your ways.”

Cowards, Aaron dwelt on that one. There was no doubt in his mind that Incite would be a scary place to work. They made a business of upsetting important people, and the site’s photos and graphics all suggested a gritty, scrappy atmosphere. They probably punched out articles with heavy metal blaring from floor speakers. To say nothing of what it would be like working for Kit herself. But Aaron had his one true skill there; no one needed to know he was a coward.

He’d just throw up a little before work until he got used to it.

Aaron hurriedly put together an application, leaving out the part about having already met Kit. Probably better she judge him on his excellent exam results, impeccable formatting, and precise prose, rather than as a weakling she had to save from a mugger. He hit Send and found himself grinning over this new development, one which made all kinds of sense and would get him closer to understanding why Kit’s vibe was drawing him. It might even give him valuable experience and kickstart a career. He didn’t just have a good feeling about this, it felt important. He had no idea what the job’s hours or pay were, but you couldn’t put a price on experience. For whatever reason, he wanted to trust Kit Fadulous. It was better than being scared of her.
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Clover Norman’s House, 1993

Clover bounced up the stairs, urging the others on, “You’ve got to see this! My dad got it just yesterday and it’s all set up and you won’t believe what it can do.”

Kit and Mad shared a surprised look, following – too slowly for Clover’s liking. She hopped up and down on the landing. “Come on!”

“Cool it,” Mad said. “I’ve got eight months on you, gotta watch these old knees.”

Clover gave one of the most expressive eye rolls of her life, then skipped into her bedroom, unable to hold back. Kit shoved her hands deep in her pockets to counter the undignified excitement of a girl they usually couldn’t get to speak.

What they found waiting was a boxy, white plastic computer. Together with a bulky screen and chunky keyboard, it took up half of Clover’s desk. She explained, “It’s a Pentium,” as though they’d know what that meant. “And we’ve got a modem to go with it.” She beamed a cherubic smile.

Kit managed to resist her enthusiasm to ask, “What the fuck’s a modem?”

“So we can get on the internet!” Clover jumped in place as she cried, “The internet, girls! We can find anything we want! I already found something crazy that you are both going to love.”



Kit distractedly told herself that threats written in chicken’s blood and paranoid street hoods didn’t necessarily mean anything. There didn’t have to be magic in Ordshaw and Terry Goddom wasn’t after her. A mention of Fuller witches could be purely to get the gang riled. But it was trouble all the same, even if it turned out to be fearmongering. It stirred feelings in Kit. Like she didn’t have enough already.

When she got into the office, Kit was short with Ellie, sending both her and Blake home early. She’d drunk two glasses of vodka before realising what she was doing, then took out her excess energy on Leonard, her thread-bare punching bag-cum-clotheshorse. Sweating and breathless, she poured herself another drink and slunk to the window. It was dark but still early; the chances of spotting another mugger to take her frustrations out on were minimal. And for the best, because what if next time she did something worse than threw shadows?

What if she brought magic back to Ordshaw, triggered by Drew’s stupid conclusions?

Pissing Drew and his Fuller Gang and their past. The beef with the Saxons was buried before Bill passed, why were they at it again? Anyone who’d survived the violence back then should’ve matured by now, moved on. The whole landscape of Ordshaw’s organised crime had evolved, after all, and even she had mellowed out, in her way. Only, Terry Goddom, a born meathead, probably hadn’t had much room to change, locked away from the world. Kit hadn’t ever agreed with the penal system, unconvinced that caging angry men together was likely to make them less angry. Goddom had fourteen years to stew, instead of fourteen years being exposed to the changing world, without any opportunity to adapt and find his place.

Yeah, why wouldn’t he get out with thoughts of the petty, aggressive plans of Chester Pacey, wanting nothing more than to fight over St Alphege’s street corners? Why wouldn’t he have sat in a cell revisiting the idea that Bill Fuller had supernatural help in putting the Saxons down? Thinking about how he could do the same if he got out . . .

But in the twenty years since Kit and her friends had first stumbled upon the secrets of the Deep Dark, she had never seen evidence that anyone else knew about it. Nor had she seen evidence of other magic. Whenever she came across any kind of fortune teller, magician or occultist, Kit couldn’t help investigating further, and she always left satisfied that there was nothing to it. Such practitioners were merely intuitive, either con-men, chancers or genuinely deluded about their own gifts.

Hell, at times Kit explained her own activities with equal dismissal. Did she ever really cast shadows or was it just the power of suggestion? The same for creating shields, warping colours, unnatural persuasion, communing with spirits, vocal manipulation. All of that could be explained by what the mind itself was capable of. Even super-strength and electrical surges might have a rational explanation. If she didn’t factor in what touching the Deep Dark felt like, and the unmistakable reality of what happened to Chester Pacey.

But that was back then. Three girls toying with things they didn’t understand. Things that anyone who did understand would protect fiercely. They’d been incredibly lucky, or maybe unlucky, to discover the teachings of Betsy Burdock. Kit was quite sure anyone else who went looking wouldn’t find a thing.

No, whoever was messing with the Fullers now was just riffing on the rumours of their history. Giving them a scare they knew would be unsettling. That had to be it, Kit decided, standing alone in the dark. On her fourth vodka, maybe? But her eyes settled on a person in the street who hadn’t been there before. Appeared from one second to the next, just outside the glow of a streetlamp.

Kit slowly lowered her glass, staring at the woman as she stared right back. Definitely a woman, even if her features were hidden in shadow, on the edge of an alley between the terraced buildings opposite. Wide at the hips with a coat draping down to the ground, hands spread at her sides, head big with a nest of untidy hair. There was an unnatural darkness to her, deeper than a shadow.

The woman was facing Kit’s building. Watching Kit as Kit watched her. Recognition ran between them, and Kit placed her glass on the counter without taking her eyes away, in case the woman disappeared. This, too, could be a trick of the mind. Or just a creep, maybe a bum – if not someone sent specifically to worry her, playing on the Fuller’s fears.

As Kit stared at the woman, demonstrating she wasn’t afraid, the shady figure seemed to get the hint and moved. She didn’t vanish or blend eerily into the shadows, but began a slow, fully human walk. It took her into the lamplight, which still barely lit her but highlighted the blood-red of her riding coat, contrasting thick, wiry hair and skin dark as night.

Fuck it. Maybe it was Kit’s wish come true: two for two on watching out the window for action. She grabbed a chunky chain-link belt and wrapped it around her waist as she ran for the door, then bound down the stairs, three steps at a time. She shoved off the wall at each turn, picking up speed until she came out of the building running. She slowed, seeing the long street empty. Exactly the kind of disappearing act she’d expected. She marched up the pavement searching shadows, following the direction the lady had walked. Movement ahead drew her eye to a turning, two blocks up. A flap of red coattails as the woman moved out of sight.

It was deliberate, letting Kit see. Leading her into a trap?

Kit enjoyed breaking traps. She jogged up the road, one hand on the chain belt as it jangled against her hips. She rounded the corner onto Manland Road, which curved with a slight incline to the right. The woman walked briskly into the shadows where the streetlights were broken, swallowed by darkness. Kit shouted, “Oi!” and sprinted after her. The coat flapped again ahead, slipping into an alleyway between houses, much further off than the woman should’ve been. Kit snarled, ready to take this joker down, and skidded around the mouth of the alleyway to see the woman exit the other side.

“Get back here!” Kit shouted as she chased down the alley, and the words bounced back from the brick walls. It sounded daft and she knew this was a mistake, but she wasn’t going to let these idiots scare her like Drew. She burst out of the alley with her fists raised, expecting an ambush, but it opened onto a cul-de-sac of small houses with no one there. Long shadows were cast by the lights in curtained windows. Iron railings in front of the houses created a cage around the road.

Kit swore and continued to follow the road between the buildings. It ran into an intersection, where a group of people were gathered on the corner. She squinted and saw two black guys, one big with his grey hood up; one slim, in a yellow tracksuit; and a girl in a cap and formless, baggy coat. They shifted at the sound of her footsteps – clearly not ready to jump her.

“You see a woman come this way?” Kit asked loudly.

“Seeing one now,” the bigger guy, in the hoodie, said, which got a laugh from his friends. He was as tall as Kit, but broader, and his smile showed off a gold tooth. “Take a wrong turn?”

Kit flicked a look about to get her bearings. Two low-rises flanked the intersection, squat square buildings with caged balconies. Shit, the cul-de-sac formed the arse-end of the Trusk Avenue estate. The trio of youths panned out, the big guy rubbing a palm over his fist as he grinned menacingly. 

The chase had already got Kit’s heart going, but now it pumped even faster. She’d known the woman was leading her into trouble and she’d gone after her anyway, but damned if she was going to roll over. Kit said, “Not in the mood for playing games,” and turned to the shadows again, to dismiss this group by shifting her focus. No sign of the woman, time to call it. Kit started back down the cul-de-sac and the youths followed.

“Hey.” The guy in a tracksuit came up alongside Kit. The bigger one moved on her other side, as the girl sauntered behind them. “What’s your name, love?”

Kit flashed Tracksuit a look. They were just toying, playing on the fact she was clearly out of place. She said, “Piss off.”

Kit turned ahead and found the big guy had got in front of her, making her bump into him and step back. He started to laugh, about to say something, but her pulse was racing hard, and she wasn’t going to give them an inch. She stamped on his toe and wrenched her chain belt free to swing at Tracksuit. It just missed his face, making him duck with such surprise that he tripped over his own feet. Kit threw an elbow into the big guy’s gut as he hopped on his injured foot, and as he crumpled forward she spun around to fend off the girl – but she was running away, squealing, “Fucking psycho!”

“Stop!” Tracksuit cried, scooting across the ground on his rear, hands up. His big friend hobbled to one side, a frightened look on his face. “We’re just playing!”

“Great,” Kit said, trembling with adrenaline. She wrapped the chain around a fist, partly to stop it rattling from her shaky nerves. The smart thing would be to run, but dammit this was her town, she didn’t run. “Let’s play.”

Tracksuit flashed a look to Gold Tooth, who shook his head, confirming that neither wanted anything to do with this crazy woman. Their faces suddenly seemed childlike, making Kit take a beat.

“Shit. How old are you?”

They watched her wordlessly.

“Shit,” she repeated. “Are you affiliated with someone? Whose corner were you watching?”

“We weren’t watching a corner,” Gold Tooth said, edging further away. “Just chilling, having a laugh.”

“Newsflash,” Kit snapped, pointing her chain-wrapped fist. “Men hounding women at night is not funny.”

“Fourteen!” the big guy yelped. “I’m only fourteen!”

Kit’s eyes bulged at the confession. Tracksuit nodded fervently, begging her to believe it, as he climbed to his feet. She gave Gold Tooth another look and saw in his eyes and complexion how young he really was, despite his size. Despite his skin colour, a voice in her head scolded. She grimaced.

“We’re 28ers,” Tracksuit said, making Kit frown. “You asked who we with. We’re 28ers.”

She flicked through her internal catalogue of St Alphege’s street slang and caught the reference: they were near the low-rise at 28 Trusk Avenue, but the 28ers weren’t an established gang or she would have known it. They were most likely a group of youths who had given themselves a name with no particular purpose. Kit said, “And this is what 28ers do, is it? Harass anyone that walks by Trusk Avenue?”

Both teenagers shook their heads insistently. Gold Tooth said, “We take care of our block, that’s all.”

“Take care –” Kit started to argue but paused as she saw the contrast between the chain on her hand and the decidedly soft-looking young men. She shook herself out of it, best move on quickly. “You really didn’t see anyone come this way?”

The teenagers were quiet as they shook their heads, afraid she might attack them for disappointing her. She grunted and paced back towards Manland Road. They whispered shocked comments as Kit left and she heard rising voices and laughter from whoever the girl brought to help. No one followed Kit. She stomped back to Dyer Street, shaking the tension out of her shoulders. It’d been a long time since she’d felt afraid like that, but she was apparently the same hothead she’d always been, likely to get someone else hurt even when she was the one in trouble.

The danger wasn’t entirely imagined, though. The shady woman had led her a surprisingly long way from home, and it was pure luck that dropped her in the hands of harmless youths and not actual gang members. Then, maybe that was worse. Kit was the liability, likely to spark a fight all on her own, even more so with innocent kids than gang members who would’ve known better.

Either way, the woman was clearly messing with her. And she’d vanished into the shadows exactly as Kit had thought she would. She’d carried a dark energy. Something was at work in the city, and the person responsible for it was fucking with her, whether she was involved with the Fuller’s feud or not. Maybe because Drew had been in touch? Damn him.

Kit climbed back up to her apartment, poured another vodka and slumped into the armchair. She wanted to vent to someone, but her options were limited. Ellie, her most frequent sounding board, would take it too seriously and want details. Anna Pew, her chief contact in the Ordshaw Herald and sometimes bedfellow, would only worry excessively and look to get the police involved. And she couldn’t tell either woman about the dark arts aspect.

There was only ever one person Kit could talk to about that: Big Mad Fisher.

They hadn’t shared a drink in eight years. Mad’s last contact was a Christmas card eleven months ago. Kit’s urges to call her had lessened over time, as any meaningful conversation would need a prelude of increasingly extravagant apologies, of which Kit would only ever half mean, so she didn’t bother.

But Kit was fuelled by vodka and had enjoyed her second kind-of-fight in two days, with something in the air that only Mad could confirm. Not bothering to prepare a plan or preamble, Kit dialled Mad’s number. Three rings and Kit slumped, ready to hang up – but Mad answered, in a tired, harried tone, “Kit? That you or a butt dial?”

“It’s me,” Kit said, smiling that Mad still had her number and had immediately fallen into familiar irreverence. How Kit missed the slight twang of her Australian accent. “How’s it going –”

“Yeah, good,” Mad said a little breathlessly as she moved about. In the background, a boisterous child was talking while a man responded in a low, mumble. “Not bad, anyway. I’m in the middle of putting the kids down and they’ve been a bloody nightmare, as usual. You mind if I call you back in a bit?”

“No, go ahead, gotta take care of the little bastards,” Kit said, smile fading. “Whenever you’ve –”

“Cool, cheers for calling, speak in a bit!” Mad hung up.

Kit lowered the phone, then took another swig of vodka. She shook out her hand, finally unwrapping the chain and letting it drop noisily to the floor, then scratched her head, waiting in the dark. How long did it take to put down kids?

After another two vodkas, when Mad hadn’t called back, Kit dragged herself to the bedroom. She drunkenly pulled clothes and boots out of the cupboard until she reached a beaten-up memory box stuffed behind everything else. She opened it to look at a collection of esoteric nonsense she’d never bothered to throw out. Weaved symbols, fetishes, little empty vials. She took out a protection charm that looked like an amateur dream catcher. She whispered into it, the technique coming back unbidden. Energy vibrated through her, working. She paused, uneasily realising what she was doing, then quickly stuffed it back in the box. She thrust the box back in the cupboard, then stood to leave the room, but collapsed on the bed.

When she opened her eyes, there were sounds of movement and whispering in the apartment. She rolled over, snatching around for her chain, or anything else, but recognition stilled her. Ellie and Blake, settling at their computers. Sunlight glowed in through the skylight. Her head throbbed.

Kit groaned loudly and Ellie poked her head into the bedroom with an encouraging, ready-to-help smile. She asked if she could get Kit anything. And also, did she remember she had a meeting in an hour?
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Where to Practise

Choose your location wisely. There’s hoo-ha and fable surrounding so much in magic, but one popular idea that rings true is that different places do have different energy. You should be able to feel it if you pay enough attention. Note, though! The results might surprise you. The best conjuring spot I ever found was in the toilets of a very noisy nursery. Best for energy, at least – I didn’t have much fun juggling spells while perching on a tiny can.

Betsy Burdock’s Book of Spells, p. 25



Incite Ordshaw’s address didn’t look like a magazine office. Or an office at all; it was a slightly Gothic, strictly residential townhouse, somewhat out of place amidst the south Dyer Street shops. Aaron must have passed it a dozen times before and never noticed it: four storeys of dark, unpainted brick and gabled windows, frames thin and flaky. The entrance door, up a short flight of steps, had faded from green to dirty white, and the entry buzzers were rusty. On a street of tired terraces and dust-caked shop fronts, it managed to look especially uninviting.

“Admiring my home?” A woman’s voice snapped Aaron around, and he found Kit Fadulous striding towards him. He caught his breath; he’d expected to complete a few minutes of quiet fretting before meeting her. She was dressed in what look liked the same jeans and leather jacket from the day before, her hair a scraggy mess sticking out from a beanie, and she had a paper bag under one arm. She looked red-eyed and tired, barely focusing on him as she passed. “Starting to think you’re stalking me.”

“Oh, no!” Aaron laughed, over-compensating. Oh God, that’s exactly what he was doing, wasn’t it? He was a terrible creep and he saw in her suddenly uncertain pause that she knew it. He hurried to change the subject. “You own this whole building?”

“Nah,” Kit replied slowly, watching him too closely. “Just the top part.” Aaron looked at the slanted roof, where a tiny window peaked out. The sort of attic whose doors might explode open with clouds of bats. Kit added, “Well. Half of the top.”

“What’s in the other half?” Aaron replied, just to keep talking.

“Storage, water tank, boiler.” Kit adjusted the bag to take a key from her pocket. “You’re so interested, we do tours every Wednesday at four. Or I might fit you in this morning, nothing better to do.” She struggled with the key and bag, so he came up the steps to hold the door for her. When he lingered, she paused and said, “I wasn’t serious.”

Aaron stiffened and gave an awkward smile, looking into the entrance hall, then ran a hand over his hair – had to do something with his hands. “Ha, I know. Just . . . I was coming up. This is the Incite office, isn’t it?” It came out too light, false. Obviously he knew, and it made Kit’s brow fold suspiciously.

“Sure,” she said. “You got a story for us? I’m not running anything about that mugger, if that’s your idea. I try not to add to the impression that St Alphege’s is dangerous.”

“No, it’s nothing to do with that,” Aaron said. “I had an appointment. I spoke to Ellie, I think –”

“You know we have email?” Kit asked, as she continued impatiently into the hall. Her voice was hoarse, he realised, with a crotchety impatience. Hungover? “Could’ve saved yourself the trip.”

Aaron took her entry as allowing him in, and fussed over the door, easing it into the lock so it didn’t bang. He skipped to catch up as she climbed the stairs. The carpet was pocked with holes and the wallpaper darkened with age, deprived of light.

“Or were you looking for an excuse not to go into the office?” Kit asked over a shoulder. 

“Um.” Aaron looked down at his smart clothes, sensing the shirt and tie had been a mistake. The black shoes, definitely. He’d at least worn a sweater instead of a jacket, and jeans, but Incite wasn’t a place for ties and collars.

“Well, be quick if you can,” Kit went on. “I’ve got some new hopeful coming in for an interview, hence the . . .” She stopped with realisation. “Oh.”

Aaron smiled guiltily.

“Fuck, you didn’t want to start with that?” Kit snapped. “Letting me carry on like an idiot when there’s a whole process we could be going through.”

“I –” Aaron started.

“Oh whatever. It’s not a good start. And what is this? You tracked me down after the other night and got ideas?”

“No,” Aaron mumbled, though she was absolutely right.

She stomped up the rest of the stairs, which seemed to go on forever, definitely more than the four storeys Aaron had counted outside. Finally, they reached a tiny landing with an impossibly narrow door, where a yellowed paper sign said Incite Ordshaw in red pen, alongside a cupboard door, home to the boilers and water tank and stuff.

Kit opened the apartment and shouted, “Ellie why didn’t you tell me it was the fucking kid from the other night?”

Aaron followed her in and hung back by the door as Kit passed a kitchen area, going into an overly cluttered office space made all the tighter by slanted ceilings and beams. Kit kicked off her boots near the desk where a young black woman, evidently Ellie, sprang to her feet and looked from her to Aaron with wide-eyed alarm. Her hair was neatly tied in braids, she had big round glasses and the sort of frilly shirt a Victorian doll might wear, and clearly didn’t know what Kit was talking about. She whispered, “Which other night?”

Behind her, a slim guy in too-big clothes and a woolly hat hunched over a laptop, avoiding getting involved but smirking at the drama.

“Just make us a bloody tea and we’ll talk at the table,” Kit huffed, then left through a side door.

Ellie flashed Aaron a smile, there and gone in a second, and went to put the kettle on. She kept her eyes down, avoiding engaging, but when the water started boiling she whispered conspiratorially, “Kit wants me to keep quiet and let her conduct the interview, but we can talk later.”

While Aaron waited, feeling his jaw tighten and all the anxieties of this bad idea coiling like wool in his gut, he took in the apartment. Despite electronics equipment piled around the desk, it still looked like a space where you’d find clouds of bats. There was a cheap wooden table by the kitchen counter, about enough space for three people to sit at, and odd mugs and plates scattered about. The wall was decorated with old posters from gigs and album covers, variously depicting screaming men and women in tight clothing or intricate, arcane symbols. Aaron recognised a couple of names, like Dropkick Murphys and The Ramones, but most were new to him, like Sleater-Kinney, The Vicious Blues, Huggy Bear.

A toilet flushed and Kit returned, surely too quickly to have washed her hands. She said, “Have a seat, let’s get this over with.”

Aaron sat at the table, biting his lip against the feeling that he’d genuinely pissed her off. The stranger in the street’s words came back to him, that he wasn’t likely to get on her good side again. Kit Fadulous clearly had a temper.

“Do you take milk or sugar?” Ellie asked by Aaron’s shoulder, appearing so suddenly he almost shouted.

At the same time, Kit dragged papers over to her and demanded, “Your name’s Aaron Wise? First class honours and a stack of bloody A stars from school.” She blew out a whistle. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

“Uh,” Aaron stalled, and twisted to tell Ellie, “A dash of milk, no sugar.”

“Have a bloody pastry to go with it.” Kit pushed the paper bag aggressively towards him. Its contents spilt out, a collection of croissants and pain au chocolates. He gingerly took the closest and held it. “And answer the question: why are you here? This is an interview, isn’t it?”

Aaron froze under the barrage, very much wanting to toss back is it? This did not look like a magazine office, and he felt like he was being interrogated. All of the imagined anxiety he’d built up over the past couple of days was being realised in a flurry of hostility, and it didn’t matter that maybe he and Kit were actually about the same height after all, he was sure she could unhinge her jaw and bite his whole head off. But he cleared his throat and tried to restart calmly. By lying. “Yes. Sorry. Actually, I saw your job listing and didn’t realise at the time that we had met. I was just really interested in the work you do and thought it would be invaluable experience for –”

“Oh yawn,” Kit interrupted with a roll of her eyes. “You look like you should be interning at your uncle’s tech start up in Central.” She leant forward and raised her eyebrows for a response.

Aaron froze, along with what felt like the rest of the room. Ellie was statue-still by his shoulder, holding his tea, and the guy at the laptop had a hyper-focused posture that said his ears were firmly on them. Aaron didn’t know what to say, sure he could only further upset Kit.

She sat back. “Fine. What can you do?”

“Um.” Aaron shuffled as the spell was broken and Ellie hurriedly dumped his tea next to him and scurried to the computers. “I’ve done research and essays, so I can write. I can write about almost anything, I think.”

“Do you now” – Kit tapped a finger on the table as though checking invisible notes – “or have you ever, considered yourself a punk?”

“Do you now consider,” Aaron corrected out loud, frowning over the wording of the question. Her expression said that demonstrating his grammatic prowess was a bad move, so he blurted out, “I’m sorry, was that an insult or did you mean literally?”

“This is a punk magazine,” Kit explained. “Meaning we’ve got a few basic tenets at our core.” She counted on her fingers. “Challenging the establishment, defending freedom of expression, fighting for equal rights, defeating all forms of bigotry, rejecting the mainstream. Understand?”

“Right, yes,” Aaron agreed quickly. “I’m definitely for all those things, absolutely. I was part of the Amnesty International Society at university, so I suppose in those terms I’m kind of a punk.” He firmed up, more decisively. “Yes.”

“Amnesty International Society?” Kit echoed. “Like, a club?”

“A university society. It supported Amnesty International.”

“Except you only took part during club nights once a month?”

“Fortnightly,” Aaron said, though he had only been twice, and he didn’t mention it took place over lunchtime.

“Okay, let’s cut to it,” Kit sighed. “I’m going to throw you in the deep end, covering big stories, diving in with the same opportunities as national papers. I give people autonomy, but I expect you to deliver on our principles. We aim for a big shake-up piece each issue and at least three minor upsets, two of which can be follow-ups to a previous issue. The rest is cultural awareness, three to four features and a few dozen local news updates. Two weeks a month sourcing content, two weeks editing, one week distributing and planning for the next issue. We’re going to print now, about to restart the cycle. The bottom line is we work hard and – Jesus, if you have a question, don’t put up your hand, just bloody ask it.”

“Sorry.” Aaron slowly lowered his hand. “But there aren’t five weeks in a month.”

“Didn’t I just say it’s hard work?” Kit replied sharply. She’d clearly made this speech before. “How are you with sales?”

Aaron gawked at the concept.

“Well, there’s a learning opportunity. Between tasks we can try you on the phones, chasing up advertisers. It’s tough, but we’re a team and the one thing I promise is that everyone who works here goes away smarter. Plus, I’m a great reference to have. Only real question is, do you want it?”

He realised suddenly that she may actually be offering him a post. The words caught in his throat again. Of the three interviews he had made so far, all had ended with a vague “we’ll be in touch” and an unpleasant smile; two emailed rejections a few days later and one never got back to him. The idea of being offered a job during the interview itself – and with Kit still apparently angry at him – both elated and unsettled him.

“Do you mean –” he started, and Kit rolled a hand.

“Yes, yes, I’ll give anyone a chance, even if you’re bloody stalking me.”

“I’m not!” Aaron exclaimed, but caught himself. “Sorry.”

“No more apologising,” Kit said. “Sorry sounds like you’re ashamed of mistakes. I expect you to make mistakes, because I will push you, I just want to see you learn from the things you get wrong.”

Aaron blinked. Desperate to correct the impression he’d made so far, he cleared his throat and said, “In that case, I am incredibly grateful and would very much be interested in working with you. I do have a few questions of my own.” Kit glowered but all his interview training said you had to ask questions, to demonstrate initiative and establish a more level playing ground. He didn’t have a question ready, so improvised: “How many people are on the team?”

“You’re looking at it,” Kit said. “That’s Ellie, she does some writing, most of the admin and sales, and there’s Blake, our current designer.” They gave small waves. “You’ll see others come and go, too. We cooperate with other publications and freelancers where possible.”

“And . . .” Aaron didn’t know how to ask about the pay, so his eyes wandered as he searched for something else. “Do you cover a lot of . . . music?”

Kit followed his gaze over the posters, incredulously. “If you’re gonna work for me you have to do better than that.”

“Just awful,” a mutter came from the desk. It must’ve been Blake, but he appeared fully engaged in his laptop.

“You’ll need to bring your own computer,” Kit said, apparently through with Aaron’s awful questions. “Find a space wherever you’re comfortable. The main rules are respect each other and keep the flat clean. We mostly work nine to five, but if you want different hours, shout. Long as the work gets done, that’s what matters.”

“Okay,” Aaron said.

“Great. Stay for your tea and croissant, then come back tomorrow with your computer.” Kit stood and held out her hand. Aaron stood, too, and stared at her slender fingers, for a moment not daring to touch this firebrand. He shook about a millisecond before his hesitation would’ve got awkward and she gripped him firmly. Then she let go abruptly and he backed off towards the door.

“Thank you,” Aaron said. “Thanks for the opportunity. I’m looking forward to it.”

Kit’s phone buzzed and took it out, frowning at the name on the phone screen. Forgetting about Aaron, she moved away to answer. “Fisher. How’s it going?”

Wary that he’d been explicitly told to enjoy a pastry, Aaron sat back down and took his tea and a pain au chocolate while Kit went into the alcove of a tiny window, a faux private space for her call.

“No, I did want to talk,” Kit said. “Wasn’t just random. How’re the kids? Ah, good. Show’s rebel spirit, huh?” The small talk sounded stilted. Someone she did not get on with. Aaron stared through the opposite wall, trying not to look like he was listening, as Blake and Ellie pointedly concentrated on their work. Kit forced a laugh. “Well, he didn’t get it from me, did he?” She paused, listening. “Yeah, I’ve got things on, too. Just broken in a new intern.”

Intern? Aaron paused mid bite. They hadn’t discussed pay.

“Yeah, he looks like a nerd,” Kit said. Aaron could feel Kit watching him and saw Blake smirk. “Sure, I’ll warn him. But listen, I had a word with Drew yesterday – yeah, Drew, exactly. He’s fine, but see if you can guess why he might’ve wanted to talk.”

Kit moved away from the window, nodding.

“I know, I know that – I told him, didn’t I? That’s why I’m calling you. Have you noticed anything . . . you know? Off?”

There was a pause, then a quiet answer.

“No, I didn’t think so. But last night someone was watching my apartment, giving all the wrong kinds of vibes, so I chased her up the road and –” Pause. “You know exactly what I mean. Anyway, she led me right into Trusk Avenue and vanished.”

Ellie and Blake had stopped pretending to work, staring with alarm at Kit. Blake nudged Ellie and she hissed, “I just thought she’d been drinking!”

Kit clicked her fingers for quiet and continued, “I don’t either, believe me. But something is up, and it seemed responsible to hit up the only other person who might understand, but shit, if you’re too busy with the kids and – alright, alright, yes I get it, running a magazine isn’t exactly light work either, you know? So, when can you fit a possible revival of the life-fucking-threatening occult into your schedule, mummy?”

There was a break, then Kit eyed Ellie, saying, “Thursday? Morning?”

Ellie startled into action and tapped at her keyboard.

“Eleven?” Kit echoed from the phone, and Ellie bit her lip, unsure. Kit took the initiative and said, “Sure, eleven on Thursday is fine. Sawdust?” Apparently a suggestion for a location. Kit went to say something more, but her caller signed off. Kit scoffed, “Good to hear you, too, Mad.” She scowled at Ellie for an explanation over the scheduling problem.

“You’ve got a meeting with Chris Sinclair at 11:30 Thursday,” Ellie said apologetically. “In Central.”

“Why the fuck didn’t you say something?”

“I –”

“Whatever,” Kit said. “Push it back to twelve. Or say I might be a little late, he can wait. Or you can go instead of me.” Ellie nodded determinedly as Kit moved on. “Why are you staring at me, Blake?”

“What happened when you chased that woman into Trusk Avenue?” Blake asked.

“She disappeared into the shadows,” Kit said, “then I assaulted some bloody minors.”

“Miners? Like, with pickaxes –”

“They were kids,” Kit snapped. “They looked older. Quit eavesdropping, you don’t have enough work to do?” She turned to Aaron then, who was staring with mild horror. What on earth was this place and how had he suddenly agreed to be a part of it? And why had the call ended with mention of the occult? Kit stepped closer, as though about to console him, but she only said, “Make sure you clear up those crumbs when you’re done. Maybe next time use a plate?”













8



The Fire House, 1993

The Fuller boys were out of place at the back of the low-lit domed meeting hall, with a few dozen sweaty teenagers in front of them in baggy jeans, chains bouncing on their thighs and skulls on their black t-shirts. A lot of them were spotty with rank, unwashed hair, which particularly offended Oscar. He stared with unmasked revulsion, keeping his distance so they didn’t spill anything on his Burberry trench coat.

Frank bobbed his head to the music, a little spring in his step like he wanted to join the jumping crowd. Drew couldn’t deny that it looked fun, in its way. These loons were leaping as high as they could and shoving each other hard, enjoying the raw, yet somehow innocent, violence. And the music, noisy thrashing din as it was, did get the blood pumping. From what he’d seen of Kit, it fit her attitude.

Dunno why he liked that about her. He’d known plenty of cocky girls, one’s who ribbed you with rough, blokey humour, but he got the idea she’d go beyond, and get right in there with this mob, biting off ears. He’d heard she kicked a school prefect in the crotch when he brushed too close to her in a corridor. Good on her.

“It’s not bad is it?” Frank shouted over the noise, the hall ringing as another feral band closed their set. He was smiling for approval, younger and less inhibited than Drew and Oscar. Maybe didn’t realise their pale shirts and chinos made them stand out like prize tits.

The overweight, bearded compère came on stage and thanked the band, voice raspy from screaming. Then he made a chuckling quip about the next band having the biggest balls of the night and shouted, “Let’s welcome the Dyre Grrls!”

A few people clapped and cheered but most were busy catching their breath and apparently didn’t care for the trio, who came running on stage. They quickly plugged in, heads down, backs to the indifferent crowd. Nervous, bless them. Kit came to the central mic, guitar slung low across her waist, and cleared her throat. She spoke almost apologetically. “Hey everyone. My name’s Kit Fadulous and we are the Dyre Grrls. And . . .” She hesitated as a few reluctant murmurs went through the crowd. Someone coughed. She raised her voice suddenly and yelled, “And we are here to make you SCREAM!”

Her skinny friend on the guitar joined in with a banshee shriek and Big Mad started pummelling the drums. They didn’t so much play their instruments as attack them and for a second the crowd was stunned. Frank laughed and Oscar shook his head despairingly.

“Come on lads.” Drew pushed Oscar’s arm. “Think it’s time we joined in.”

He gave the nearest headbanger a hard shove and Frank ran past to dive in. In another instant, the crowd erupted in riotous enthusiasm. Drew shouldered someone hard enough to spin them both round, and he saw a sick smile stretch across Oscar’s face as he finally got it.



However short Mad had been on the phone, and however clearly her former best friend did not want to see her, Kit had liked hearing her voice. It was awkward to hear from Drew and outright troubling to hear the name Terry Goddom again, but Mad brought a little warmth back.

Countless other friends had come and gone over the years, many with friendships that could be measured in days or weeks, and none had scratched the same itch as Big Mad Fisher. Kit never had to watch her words around Mad; they had an almost psychic connection even before they discovered Betsy Burdock, and it only improved after that. Until it popped like a bubble. There were a lot of things Kit regretted, but for all the actual pain she’d caused, nothing hurt quite as bad as losing Mad’s trust.

Their separation had been slow and without drama, in the end, following a handful of increasingly forced meetings, until Kit finally accepted things were never going back. Over coffee one cold July morning back in 2006, around the time Mad started settling into a groove with her boyfriend, Kit had joked that they should meet more regularly, and Mad hadn’t been able to hide her reaction. Her steely eyes said that was not going to happen. After that look, their catch-ups petered out.

In substitute, Kit drank more and talked to strangers she pretended were new friends. When she wanted to delve into the past, she pined over a box of memories. The tired rag of her Dyre Grrls t-shirt, with its musty smell, along with studded bracelets and ticket stubs. Her chipped brass knuckles and the little knife lighter that Mad had given her, which couldn’t cut paper. Photos of gigs and parties. Her favourite picture was of them in the rafters of the Sling, the Fullers’ club, converted from an old medical building. Clover was lounging across a beam, liquid as a cat, while Kit and Mad leant precariously over the edge, each with an arm draped over the other’s shoulders. Mad clung onto the support and Kit swung a bottle of beer, both of them screaming wide enough to inhale a bus. Kit had no idea who’d taken the picture, from way down below, or how she’d got it, but she felt blessed to have it.

Of course, it only told half the story, and the other part wasn’t in her memories box. She had kept the odd harmless charm, but let go of the more serious cloudy glass vials, dried flowers, little sacks of stones and bones, and the tea-stained printouts of the Burdock Bible. The chalk-drawn symbols and chants whispered between giggles. Much of it lost, but some . . . There was another box, committed to the earth. That box more accurately recalled what they’d been through. It contained things that had ruined them.

Kit hated how the good memories always led back to those bad ones. She looked at her photos from America or her old magazine articles. Listened to music. Sometimes she dusted off the guitar and strummed a few chords. All of it eventually made her think back further, to Mad and the gang, and Clover’s ghostly smile. Mostly, she used the magazine to keep her busy enough that she was too tired to think at night.

That was the real trick.

Now, she didn’t want to be thinking about what Terry Goddom might be up to or how she’d lost Big Mad, so she tried to think about a story unfolding on the other side of Ordshaw, which should make for a big hit-piece in the next issue of the magazine. A spate of alleged gas explosions had precluded a (surely not) unrelated underground train collision a few months ago, and while Kit had made no headway on the causes of the quakes that had shaken Ordshaw, she was certain the follow-up was typically corrupt, with building contractors no one had heard of getting big subsidies to start repairs. The truth of whichever council members had family connections to the builders would not go unanswered.

Yet with the lights low and enough paperwork to keep her busy all night, Kit’s mind wandered back to Mad, Clover, Drew and Goddom. Back to the woman in the street. Drew was right to be worried, and with that acknowledgement Kit noticed the shadows creeping in from the corners of the room, growing larger. She rubbed her temples and went to the freezer, trying to ignore what she was seeing and feeling. The darkness was there, all around her. Calling her. She just had to hold out a couple of days, then Mad could set her straight. Remind her to bury it.

Kit hesitated over another glass of vodka. She had to run to the printers first thing in the morning. Had to get this article finished. Be responsible, even if she’d rather numb her mind to the world.

What she needed was to confront the problem. Putting the thoughts out of her mind was only making them more frustrating, and waiting on Mad’s input for another two days was going to be torture. Dammit, it was time she faced the reality. She loaded her computer and connected to a public records database.

Terrence Goddom had been released from Broadplain Fort in January 2017.

Whatever other details there were, the date alone gave Kit pause. That was ten months ago. Had Drew lied to make it sound like Terry got out recently? He’d admitted it had been months, but this long? Was it her own fault for not pushing for more details? It boiled Kit’s blood either way. Goddom had been lingering around St Alphege’s for almost a year and she hadn’t known about it. Never mind Drew’s suggestion of all Terry could’ve thought up in prison, he’d had time to chase old leads in the open.

A detail sprang alarmingly back to mind. Drew had said Goddom had smoothed things over with the Row Street Rogues. The very people who ran the territory where Kit’s other box was buried. No one should’ve known what was there, or had reason to snoop around, but if Goddom was driven enough, he might have figured it out. Kit dragged her fingers over her face. She needed to travel a few miles north. First thing in the morning, after everything was sorted with the printers, she’d dig up the other memory box. If it was still there, it’d help with whatever came next. If it was gone, well, she’d have a whole other problem.

Kit tossed the vodka down the sink and skulked back to her paperwork, ignoring the darkness that twitched in her peripheries. Her phone buzzed and she snatched it in hope, beyond any reason, of seeing Mad’s name pop up. But it was Drew. 

His message read: Could we meet again?

Kit held off from answering, the thought of him and his withholding information riling her. She was glad she hadn’t told him about the strange woman, now. Until she could confirm exactly what Goddom was up to, or if her box was still out there, then damned if she was going to commit to anything.



Madison Fisher lay awake as her husband Roy snored. She didn’t mind the snores; they were as offensive as a cat’s purr, and actually relaxed her, confirming he was asleep and she was alone with her thoughts. Roy never had trouble sleeping, but Mad needed at least an hour of disorganised thinking before her mind settled, much like the machines in the recycling centre with their cooling-off operations. She preferred to think of herself that way, like a machine from work, rather than admit she probably just drank too much caffeine and that none of her nighttime thinking was actually useful.

Tonight, she was second-guessing her vague worry that there was something bad on the horizon. It was an ill feeling that had come and gone for a few weeks, which she’d put down to the fact that everything seemed too comfortable, but now she was able to pin that particular Kit Fadulous flavour to it. She hadn’t seen that coming at all; these days she kept Kit in mind the same way most of Ordshaw did, reading the occasional issue of Incite magazine and recognising her as a constant source of angry nagging on the edge of society. Someone who’d once been important to her, now thankfully upsetting other people’s lives. But Mad realised that her current unease came with the same foreboding she felt before Kit made them play a gig in front of a group of Neo-Nazis, or when Kit coaxed her into hanging out with the Fullers. Worse, the feeling she got when they delved into the more serious lessons of Betsy Burdock. The sense of being tricked into doing something fundamentally wrong.

Madison had denied sensing anything to Kit more out of instinct than design. In truth, she could pinpoint moments of specific paranoia over the past month or so. There had been a time in the Ten Gardens Arndale, while waiting for her daughter Georgie to come out of a toy shop, when she’d cramped up and had a flash of everything painted black. Just a flash, easy enough to pass off as a twitch of the eye or a hint of migraine. Perimenopause, maybe. That had weighed on her mind lately, too. What if it came on early for her, and fucked her up, just like going through puberty all over again? She had been handily relying on it to explain anything that felt odd lately. Fellow mum Jane McKinnon, who’d first made Madison aware of it, fretted about how their lives as they knew it would soon be replaced by a hormonal tide of confusion. Now, Madison realised, perimenopause would’ve been a lesser evil, because frankly anything was a lesser evil where Kit was involved.

It wasn’t that she was a bad person, Madison reminded herself. Quite the opposite; Kit had the most noble ambitions, and principles, of anyone she’d met. But Kit gravitated towards the bad. Either they put a foot wrong and let the Deep Dark forever taint whatever Kit touched, or it had always been there waiting for the opportunity. Or Kit was just plain unlucky. Whatever the case, the result was the same.

Between the slalom of managing the lives of two preteens and a doting husband, as well as the refuse workforce for the entire west side of Ordshaw, Madison didn’t have time for this shit. This week’s priorities included a parent-teacher evening for Georgie, chasing up piston parts for three trucks in Geeside, and cooking a casserole for the weekend, to eat in stolen moments between errands. Nowhere in that short list, or her extended twelve-point supplementary list, was there room for Kit Fadulous and a likely resurgence of the dark arts.

That was Kit’s way, though. She shoulder-barged in and pissed all over everything. Damn her, Madison thought, but with a smile. When they were young, Kit had literally pissed on Vince Kean’s gym bag in revenge for slut-shaming Abi Gladstow. They were, what, sixteen? Was that before or after they joined the Fuller Gang? That whole period was a blur of alcohol, drugs, music, fighting, and witchcraft. Any one of those influences might’ve made things hard to remember, but the combination of them all made it impossible.

Not for lack of trying. In the snippets of free time Madison got to escape the present, she fantasised about those days where absolutely anything was possible. Just the other day, when the area manager for West Farling had revised his routes to avoid the Uptike Residential Home (notoriously smelly work), Madison could happily have forced a vial of Sin Smell down his throat, to give him an odour fitting to his nature. Only you needed to find rat’s breath and sharpened dandelion for that, which she definitely couldn’t fit into her schedule. Never mind they’d all sworn off that kind of thing.

Hadn’t she been thinking about it more lately, though? She had considered how fun it would be to change Georgie’s hair colour for next week’s princess party. She had gone years without remembering witchcraft was real, but it kept creeping into her mind. Another sign that something had changed?

Or just a sign she wanted a change. Her life was too busy to be boring, but it wasn’t always rewarding. There was only so much pride you could take in the city having regular refuse collections, and much as she loved her children and cherished their every success, they were also kind of annoying. Bobby was currently obsessed with rocks and never shut up about them. Meanwhile, her husband Roy was distant, too tired for talk and instead communicating support through dutiful sex. Which was okay, but sometimes Madison would’ve preferred a profound conversation.

She used to sit up all night chatting about life with Kit and Clover. Mostly with Kit. Any subject at all, they could spin on with boundless energy. Maybe because they were younger. Couldn’t afford to waste breath on words, now they were pushing forty.

Madison’s thoughts were interrupted by a creak that made her roll towards the doorway, open onto the long landing. She expected to see Georgie shuffling about looking for late-night comfort, as she did once every couple of weeks. She cited creepier nighttime worries than Bobby ever had. Shit like how she heard whispering from inside the wardrobe or was sure the Chain Man was waiting outside the window. Madison had been genuinely worried, remembering Betsy Burdock’s book and the dark spirits that definitely did exist. What if something malevolent was after Georgie, in return for what Kit, Mad and Clover had done all those years ago?

But then Madison got talking to other mums and learnt of the monsters everyone else’s kids invented and it seemed perfectly normal. She even learnt it was possible for kids to have actual hallucinations, which were perfectly harmless. Monsters, and the dark, became a thing to be dismissive about, more so than they’d been for Madison before.

Georgie wasn’t in the hall, though, and as Madison looked she heard another creak, past the kids’ rooms and towards the bathroom. No sign of movement. Definitely sounded like movement, though. She pushed up onto an elbow. Georgie could’ve got up without her seeing.

Then there was a squeak, something dragged slowly over cold glass, and Madison was suddenly up and striding down the hall, because if one of the kids was drawing on the mirror at this hour – 

She stopped in the bathroom doorway, seeing that the deeply shadowed room was empty. Nothing behind the glass panel of the bath (thank fuck they didn’t have curtains for someone to hide behind), nothing crouched by the toilet. She stepped into the room, just to be sure, and immediately wrapped her arms around her chest with a little shudder. Her eyes fell on the mirror, foggy from the cold. Someone had drawn on it after all. A finger had traced through the condensation, too high for one of the kids.

It was a symbol Madison didn’t recognise specifically but understood in nature. Triangles, circles, and intersecting lines. Without thinking, not wanting to believe it was there and definitely not wanting to believe it was something to be scared of, Madison swiped her hand over the mirror, wiping away the hex.

When she stepped back and caught her own determined face in the mirror, something moved over her shoulder – a silhouette in the hallway. Madison spun round and jumped back at the same time, banging her hip into the sink. There was nothing there. Breathing with heavy surprise, she watched the empty landing. A trick of the light. Her mind playing games the same way the kids’ did. There hadn’t been anything on the mirror either, just her meandering half-asleep mind imagining it.

That was all.

But as she peeled herself away from the sink and edged back out to the hall, splitting her gaze between the mirror and the long path back to bed, the depths of her mind warned her, with a thought that was practically audible, She’s coming for you.

Whoever the fuck she was, Madison had a feeling the thought was right.

She padded quickly back to bed and picked up her phone to message Kit.

Madison froze. What was she doing? Kit would insist on coming to the house right away, succeeding only in freaking out the kids and Roy. She’d probably give them all knives. Madison swallowed the fear. Whatever it was, if it was real, it could wait until tomorrow. No, until the day after, as they had planned. Tomorrow, she would have a stern meeting with Eric and track down those missing pistons, then see what the teachers had to say about her daughter. Only then would she consider accepting something was wrong and give Kit an opening back into her life. Thursday morning, that was Kit’s time. Dark visitors from the spirit plain did not belong on the Wednesday schedule.

And with that compartmentalised, Madison slid back into bed and refused to look to the side, to the doorway yawning into the hall, where the shadow of a woman may or may not be standing.
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The Old Lighthouse, 1994

“Drew suggested hanging out here,” Kit explained, leading Mad and Clover between derelict buildings towards a run-down lighthouse. “He says it’s totally private. Not somewhere I wanted to go with them, I said. But isn’t it perfect for us?”

She paused so they could take it in side by side. With its top half missing, door broken, and glass smashed from the windows, the lighthouse was a ruin. It looked particularly unwelcoming in the dark of night.

“Perfect for getting HIV, I guess,” Mad said.

“What’s that even supposed to mean?” Kit scoffed. She marched through the thick grass, into the empty doorway. “You both wanted somewhere away from the crowd to practise. I found it.”

Mad and Clover crept in behind her, crouching and holding their arms close to their sides like they didn’t want to touch anything. 

“It’s got history, you know,” Kit said, recalling an unsolicited lecture she’d got from Bill Fuller. “They fought off Vikings here and sunk a Spanish Armada warship in 1547.”

“From a lighthouse?” Mad asked, sceptically.

“It wasn’t a lighthouse then! It’s also where Bill Fuller and Huxley Sidedoor made peace, and it’s where the Dyre Grrls are gonna make our own kind of history.”

She swung her satchel bag around and patted the bulky contents. One hundred and eighty-two pages of mystery, courtesy of the extraordinary Betsy Burdock. But as Kit grinned, she saw the other two’s reluctance. Mad was staring at her to ask if she was mad, while Clover scanned warily over the dark surroundings. Somewhere above, water dripped, dripped, dripped.

In danger of deflating along with them, Kit puffed herself back up and said, “You’ll see. We’re miles from anyone that’s going to interfere, and we’re standing on ground swelling with defiant energy. It’s time to leave our mark!”

“In an abandoned lighthouse?” Mad said.

“In history!” Kit stepped closer as if to hit her. Mad ducked away with a cheeky smile, well out of reach. Clover murmured and they both paused. “What’s that?”

“1588,” Clover said, running a hand over the brickwork.

“Huh?”

“1588, that’s when the Spanish Armada came. You said 1547.”

“That’s what Bill told me.” Kit shrugged. “Maybe it was another armada.”

Clover stopped and her eyes shimmered like moonstruck onyx. “It was 1588. There was a boat, but it didn’t sink here. They drove it off.”

Kit stared, not sure what to make of that. Either Clover already knew this random Ordshaw trivia or was picking it out of the air. And she’d thrown Kit off her stride. Fuck that. Kit stomped towards her and said, “Who cares, the point still stands! This is now our special place, just like you wanted, right Clover?”

Clover’s irises rippled in the dim light as her gaze held Kit’s, conveying an acceptance she didn’t put to words. A little smile pulled at the corner of her mouth. It touched Kit more than any screamed praise could.



Aaron decided to arrive at the Incite building at 8:30, to allow time before the workday started. He had prepared a few choice phrases to help him establish exactly where he stood with pay and contracts, and had settled on what he was willing to accept. He had a degree and was smart and able, even if he didn’t have much experience, and he had to maintain his self-respect in the face of Kit’s overwhelming energy.

8:30, he decided, would show he was serious. He couldn’t come too early, as Kit clearly lived in the office, so when he accidentally arrived at 8:10, he lingered outside stamping his feet against the cold. At 8.14, as he was running through his plan of action for the thousandth time – no less than £1,600 a month, 25 days of holiday, one hour lunch break – the door burst open and Kit came out. She almost ran into him. Aaron flinched and raised a hand to fend her off, before embarrassedly correcting his posture.

Kit almost stepped around him, with a brisk apology, before noticing who he was. She gave him a quick scan. He had gone with slightly ill-fitting jeans and a blue hoodie over a patterned t-shirt, though he wore the same big coat. His only one.

“You’re early,” Kit noted, as he struggled to read her response to his attire. “And I’m on my way out. Ellie won’t be in to show you the ropes for another half hour.”

“I was thinking –” Aaron started, but she held up a hand for quiet.

“Actually,” Kit said, “this is a good thing. Do you want to do me a really big favour before we get started? Get you right out in the field.”

“Well –”

“I’ve got something I need picked up. It’s important, but I’m pressed for time – gotta get to the printers. You can take the bus. I’ll pay you back. Sound good?”

“I . . . suppose,” Aaron agreed, because she didn’t make it sound like a choice. A small errand before they began negotiations would help establish worth, anyway.

“Right.” Kit pulled a crumpled tissue from one pocket and searched the others for a pen. “There’s an abandoned lighthouse at the very north of St Alphege’s, beyond the tip of Row Street. You know it? It’s been boarded up for decades, but you can find a way in. You want to borrow my crowbar?” She found a pen and pressed the tissue against the palm of her other hand as she wrote the address. Aaron couldn’t see if it was a used tissue. “On the ground floor, there’s a metal grate which you can lever off, reach right down and there should be a box. If it’s there, I need you to bring that to me.”

“A box in a grate,” Aaron said. “In a lighthouse that I need to break into. At the top of Row Street. North St Alphege’s.” He hoped hearing it repeated back to her would make it clear how absurd this was, but Kit nodded and handed him the tissue, which he took gingerly.

“Number 52 bus should take you to the end of Row Street, goes every fifteen minutes from just up the road.”

“What’s in the box?” Aaron asked.

“Personal things,” Kit said, patting his arm reassuringly. “The magazine runs smoothest when I run smoothest, so sometimes I need you to do tasks that might seem unrelated. Is that going to be okay?”

“Yes,” Aaron said. “But there are a few things I wanted to discuss.”

“Cool. When I get back.” Kit flashed him a grin which melted his resolve. “This is really helpful, thanks Aaron. Hopefully you’ll be back before me.” With that, she jumped down the steps with a teenager’s grace, as if offloading this task had literally lightened her step.

Aaron’s pulse quickened as he realised how drastically his morning was veering off course. He was supposed to be settling into the office for an introduction to writing for a magazine, not venturing – Jesus Christ! – to the tip of St Alphege’s?

“Ms Fadulous,” Aaron called out, trotting after Kit.

She kept walking but pointed the opposite way. “Number 52 goes from Stop D. And Kit is fine.” She slowed as she saw the worry on his face, but her grin returned. “This’ll be a good introduction, Aaron. We’re not the kind of magazine that’ll keep you tapping behind a computer screen. When was the last time you got your hands dirty?”

“It’s not that,” Aaron said, uneasily. He had no problem running practical errands, in theory. It was the location that troubled him, which he let his expression show.

“Ah.” Kit waved him off. “You won’t find any cops up there, in case you’re worried about trespassing. Have fun!”

With that, she picked up speed again and Aaron was left with the added concern that there would be no police in the area. Rather than second-guess the task, he told himself it couldn’t be a big deal; if Kit thought he could handle it, it’d be fine. He just had to follow her example.

His body disagreed, and as he walked to the bus stop, got on a bus and started an increasingly tense journey, he had trouble breathing. His stomach growled and he was thankful he hadn’t eaten breakfast. Through the window, the open shops were soon replaced by those locked behind boards and chains, and Aaron realised Kit hadn’t given him the promised crowbar. Probably for the best. Once he saw the lighthouse was inaccessible, he could come back, not his fault. He doubted she’d accept that excuse lightly, but it was his first day and he hadn’t signed anything, and she was asking him to break the law.

The bus turned off Dyer Street onto narrow roads, passing blocks with metal bars over the windows. The other passengers were either old and laden with shopping bags or young and loud, skipping school. Aaron curled against a window, making just enough eye contact to hide the fact that he was avoiding eye contact. He kept his coat huddled high around his shoulders to conceal his increasingly notable white skin.

After ten minutes of faded brick terraces and cracked tower blocks, the bus started up Row Street, a wide, industrial thoroughfare. The buildings had more space here, with detached townhouses surrounded by plots of dead grass and single-storey commercial units sitting far back from the road. It all looked empty and lifeless, making Aaron miss the laughter of the youths who had got off.

When they reached the final stop on Row Street, close to Kit’s lighthouse, Aaron and a white-haired man with a dirty mustard suit got off. The man ambled after Aaron as he headed to a path that led uphill, between two buildings, and Aaron walked faster as he heard the man breathing heavily behind him. At the summit, the buildings fell away to a grassy clearing. A rocky slope rose, sure enough, to a lighthouse, while the path veered right to a gap that looked out on the River Gader.

As Aaron climbed the rocks, he glanced back to see the old man shambling off for a riverside stroll. He finally let himself relax. There was no one else here, just him and the lighthouse. A pillar of crumbling concrete, its top had been sheared off as though severed by a giant axe. The walls showed scant evidence of blue paint that had cracked away. It was surrounded by an eight-foot plywood wall with a door cut into it, held in place by thick chains, and a loosely nailed sign read ROGUE SECURITY. The aggressive logo comprised a grimacing face and a wrench.

Aaron gave the door a cursory rattle, very secure, then walked the short perimeter to confirm that there were no gaps. He paused on the opposite side to take in the view, the river wide and green under a grey sky. The opposite bank was less built up, fields and trees promising a quieter life outside the city, while old jetties stuck out into the water, some broken and flanked by reeds, others with old boats tied in place. Some kind of former shipping port, long left to waste. The Gader must’ve been a hundred metres across here, and got wider as it stretched west, bending around the just-visible hints of the big docks at West Quay. It was a wholly inappropriate place for a lighthouse, which was probably why it had been abandoned.

Well, it had been an interesting place to visit, and Aaron did wonder what Kit had hidden inside, but clearly there was no way in, so he started to wander back to the road. Aaron paused to scan the door in the fence, though. The chains were chunky enough to provide a foothold, at a good height to climb the fence, and the small spikes on top were more to deter gulls than people.

Aaron studied it for a minute, locked in the realisation that he definitely could get in. And if he could, then surely he owed it to himself, as much as Kit, to prove it. He checked the overlooking windows – homes with no lights on, no sign of anyone inside. If no one was watching, he had nothing to lose by trying. Kit had made it sound easy, so casual, and he found that out here, in the private, secluded calm, his body wasn’t particularly complaining, but actually a little keen to try something new. A safe bit of daring?

He moved to the fence. One more glance over his shoulder, then he dug his fingers into the door edge, swung one foot onto the chain and heaved. With a huff and a foot slapping against the boards, he vaulted up and slapped a hand on the spikes – not sharp. He pulled himself over the top and jumped into the forbidden territory.

Dusting his hands off, Aaron grinned, now even more secluded behind the fence. The lighthouse had a wide-open entrance with no evidence of the long-lost door. He entered to an exposed brick interior, with chunks of wall crumbled away from the steps that curved up to the next floor. Amongst a wall of sprawled graffiti, big pink letters read DYRE GRRLS REWL! And there, in the middle of the floor, was the promised grate, about a foot wide.

Simple, Aaron told himself. Whatever fear he felt before was swelling into excitement. He was trespassing, digging up contraband, sauntering about in the northernmost reaches of St Alphege’s!

After a tentative attempt to ease the grate open with his fingers, Aaron took a piece of scrap metal and dug at the ground around it. He picked up speed and force, excitement building as he tore a hole in the ground. He loosened the grate and pulled it free with a satisfying snap and a whoop of triumph. He took a satisfied beat, then reached in, cringing, and felt through mulching leaves until his hands hit a wooden box, which he quickly pulled out. He sat back on his haunches and studied it. His first thoughts were chess set, but it was deep, without markings and its rusty clasp was padlocked. Its weight in Aaron’s grip felt off. He wanted to open it, wanted to know what was inside. Somehow, it felt special. It would make sense of everything. Make his fears and confusion go away.

He could easily break it open . . .

Aaron shook himself out of the temptation. Stupid, fanciful thoughts. Enough daring for one day. He grinned at the state of himself, dusty all over. He stood and turned to leave, just as the chains rattled at the fence. 

Aaron stiffened, looking for an escape route. He could run up the broken stairs or charge out as whoever was there came in. He braced himself, though, and didn’t move at all, every muscle in his body going rigid.

“What the fuck are you doing in there?” a gruff man demanded, stepping into the doorway. He was big as a wardrobe and dressed in biker denims, with patches and chains, tribal tattoos up one side of his neck. “Get out here.” Aaron couldn’t move, so the man barked, “Now!” and his feet sprung to life.

Aaron tried to smile at the biker as he left the lighthouse, to show there was no harm intended, but he faltered when he spotted another, equally large man, similarly dressed, with a big beard, leaning against the fence with his arms folded.

“What’s that?” the tattooed one said and reached for the box. “You been taking –”

Aaron jerked away and cried, “It’s not yours!” His shrill voice made the biker pause with surprise, giving him time to blurt out, “I’m picking it up for someone, she stashed it here a long time ago.”

The biker threw a look to his friend, who shrugged, then said, “And you thought you’d just break in and take it? The sign out there was just for fun?”

The words sounded like a security guard’s scolding, though the men looked like hardened criminals themselves. Aaron noticed a badge embroidered with “Rogues” above their breast pockets, then, and connected that to the security sign. Surely a mock-up, to give the gang that controlled this territory some appearance of legitimacy. Were they stashing drugs here? Using it as an illicit meeting spot? A torture chamber?

The biker didn’t reach for the box again, watching Aaron with caution. Was it possible they knew what was hidden here? Though his throat filled with worry, Aaron forced himself to speak. “Do you know Kit Fadulous? She runs Incite Ordshaw.” The biker scoffed, suspicions apparently confirmed. Aaron finished, “She sent me here.”

“She should’ve bloody called first,” the bearded guy grunted.

“You know what’s in that box?” the tattooed one asked.

“No,” Aaron said.

“And you’re just gonna come up here and take it? Carry it across town for her?” The man spat out a large phlegmy gob that surely took practice. “Rather you than me, mate.” He stepped aside and gestured for his friend to do the same.

Just like that, the thugs cleared a path to freedom, the door in the fence open for Aaron to leave. But again Aaron found his legs didn’t want to move. He said quietly, “Um.” 

“You’re done here,” the biker told him. “And so are we. Tell Kit we don’t want to see her or any of her minions up here again, right?”

“But –” Aaron said, and the man eyeballed him like he ought to be very careful about pushing his luck. He needed to play this cool, exude simple confidence, and figure out exactly what was going on. He said, “I don’t know what this is about.”

“Of course you don’t,” the tattooed man said. “No one running bloody errands for Kit ever does.”

“Is it safe?” Aaron asked weakly. There could be anything in the box: drugs, a weapon, a bomb.

The biker gave him a beat, then burst out laughing. He met his friend’s eye and they both laughed. Aaron smiled, tempted to join in. Then the biker slapped him hard on the back to push him towards the exit. Aaron stumbled out. The man said, “Ask your boss, mate. That’s from before our time, and I’m glad to say it. Messing with curses and shit.” He spat again.

“Curses?” Aaron echoed.

“As in” – the biker leant out the doorway – “she’s a fucking witch. You didn’t guess, the way she carries on?” Aaron smiled again, sure this was a joke, but they weren’t laughing now. The biker said, “I were you, I’d toss that in the river and run a mile. I’m happy to see it off our land. Now jog on.”

Aaron nodded and hurried back the way he’d come. He considered that he was already more than a mile away from Kit, and he didn’t feel like that would be much help if she wanted to find him. Those words stung, witch and curse and the like, giving unlikely substance to Aaron’s general concerns. He remembered the twirling shadows. But she had saved his life. He owed her a chance to explain. He needed her to, feeling the box’s eerie weight in his hands. Aaron swallowed the freshly mounting fear, supposing he had to confront her.
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Perfect Taste Potion

For the making of fouls things tasty.

Class: Objectual // Suggested Coven: 1+

15ml fiercest wind

2oz pig tremors

3 cloves of muddle plant

Sprig of fresh thyme

Twist of lemon (not essential but extra tasty!)

Boil together the wind and tremors and grind the plant into the mixture. Simmer for 10 - 15 minutes until you have a thick consistency. Add thyme and lemon, adjust to taste. One drop will make anything palatable but drink plenty of water.

Honestly, I can’t think of much practical purpose for this, and I advise my fellow witches to eat well rather than trick yourself into consuming anything you find repulsive. If your intention is to have someone else unknowingly eat something unpleasant, well, you’re toying with the Deep Dark, and we all know how that goes.

Betsy Burdock’s Book of Spells, p. 84



Kit was lunching in Drizzlers, a greasy-spoon cafe which had pivoted towards vegetarian food before it was fashionable. Her full vegan swam in oil, just the way she liked it, and she was shovelling half a sausage in her mouth when Aaron entered. The place was small and half empty, but still he looked around uncertainly before spotting her in the corner booth. She stopped mid-chew, seeing the old box under his arm. She’d feared he’d return empty-handed, but there it was, and for a second his twitchy movements again cast the very spit of Clover Norman.

Aaron forced a smile as he approached the table, but he looked pale. She kicked a seat out and swallowed her mouthful as he whispered, “I got it.”

“Really?” Kit replied sarcastically. He couldn’t have been more conspicuous with a brick of drugs, the way he looked around, but the other diners had no interest in crusty wooden boxes. “Have any trouble?”

“Actually, yes.” Aaron’s voice firmed in an “I’ve got something to say” way. He put the box on the table between them, keeping both hands on it. Good on him, it usually took interns at least a week before building the courage to have something out with Kit. “There were some men there, guarding the place.”

“Oh. Rogues?”

“You do know them, then?” Aaron said.

“We put that box there twenty years ago. I wouldn’t have sent you to get it if I didn’t have reason to believe the site was secure.” Staring at it, Kit recalled perfectly when she and Mad had shoved it far into that pipe, before bowing over the grate and whispering, together, “No more.” She was half-convinced Terry had found it, and wasn’t prepared to actually see it today, undoing decades of restraint.

“You didn’t warn me!” Aaron said. He realised he’d raised his voice and overcompensated by going extra quiet. “You could’ve called ahead to them? Or got them to pick this up, actually.”

Kit exhaled and said, “I forgot, okay? And I wouldn’t have thought they’d be that quick off the mark, anyway. I got the Row Street Rogues a little income from the council to watch over the lighthouse, which just meant putting their name on it to keep people out. I didn’t expect them to have alarms set up or whatever.”

“Well they did,” Aaron complained, with indignity pent up through his journey back. “I could’ve been hurt!”

Kit raised her eyebrows and he tried to hold her gaze. She let the sound of his words do the work for her: a strapping young man like him, crying over running into a couple of her friends who clearly let him go without a problem.

Aaron broke off guiltily to look at the box, but muttered, “I’d like to know what’s in it.”

“Then you should’ve had a look,” Kit replied, reaching to take it. He held on, and she glowered. “Don’t push it, Aaron.”

“Wait.” He kept his eyes down. “I need to clear this up.”

“Oh, you need to?” Kit said and he set his jaw, nerves turning defiant. Good. He might just as easily have caved and whispered apologies. She always enjoyed seeing them develop a spine before her eyes.

“Yeah. I did what you asked. Can we talk now?”

Kit prodded at her food, to let him stew. The printers were sorted, and Aaron had completed her other most pressing task, allaying the need to dive deeper into Drew and Terry’s feud. Goddom didn’t have the box, so she remained uninvolved, for now. She had time. “You eaten? Pick something off the menu, my treat.”

Aaron warily slid his fingers off the box. As he scanned the sticky laminate menu, Kit took the box and stroked its rough texture. It’d always seemed inevitable that it would one day resurface. They had buried it, after all, and not burnt it. She’d imagined the three of them reuniting, coming together against some great injustice that would validate the risks involved. That dream had popped when Clover died, and Kit had trouble imagining doing it with just her and Mad. Certainly hadn’t predicted having a kid unceremoniously go looking for it because she suspected some scumbag had stolen it. But here it was, the same as when they were kids themselves, firmly sealed with its rusty lock. The key was in her cupboard, she supposed. Not in the memory box, or it would’ve tempted her. She’d find it.

Aaron told her he’d have avocado on toast, as though she would get it, so she gave him a stern look to make him order it himself. He did so and came back to the table with his eyes down again, trying to psyche himself up.

“Go on then,” Kit sighed. “Get it off your chest.”

“Well.” He remained standing. So serious. “First, I was hoping to talk to you before starting work. There were some things I should’ve asked. About . . . contracts and things.”

“Uh-huh. I’ve got a standard one-pager,” Kit said. “Basically says don’t fuck with me and I won’t fuck with you. We run a pretty relaxed ship, based on mutual trust, and you get out what you put in. Sound okay?” 

“Yes. But in terms of timings and – and –”

“You didn’t discuss the details with Ellie?” Kit asked. “Before the interview?”

Aaron shook his head.

“Ah fuck, not again. Look, you get invaluable experience, build a portfolio, open some doors. The catch is there’s no pay. We essentially run at cost.”

“Ah.”

To be fair, Aaron maintained a blank expression, taking that in like a reasonable offer, but Kit could sense the shock. This was not ideal. Ellie often did the bare minimum with booking interns for interviews, as half of them never turned up and the rest you could only really judge properly in person, but she usually at least mentioned it was an internship and not a paying job. Many baulked at that, which was fine. It was better the mercenaries left early, rather than disappear abruptly when they got a more appealing offer.

Aiming for a softer tone, Kit said, “Sit down, will you? Hear me out before you make any decisions.” Aaron did as he was told, and Kit continued, “I can offer perks besides money. Backstage tickets to just about any event in Ordshaw and meetings with anyone. Also bus fare, the odd lunch.” Kit gestured broadly to the clattering kitchen area. “But most importantly, people who trust me go far. The main thing I do, besides holding this city to account, is help people better themselves. Just look at what you’ve done this morning. I bet you didn’t think you had that in you.”

Aaron’s eyes fell back on the box. His errand into Rogues territory was probably as dangerous as he’d feared, now she thought about it, and he’d come away fine, if a little shaken. He swallowed as if preparing to question why he had done this thing, exciting as it might be in retrospect, but he didn’t say it.

“I can give you the offer I give everyone,” Kit went on. “Commit to a month, then you can go. Look for other work in your downtime, just make sure you give me a full month. Enough time for me to help you, and enough time for you to make a difference in the office. I know you’re curious. You tracked me down, after all.”

He was still staring at the box, with a fixation that was starting to seem uncanny. Surely he didn’t sense what was inside? Kit got a worrying echo of the power she’d felt when she was drawn to the window and first saw him. The doubts he’d given her when she confronted that mugger.

“It’s nothing work-related,” she said. “But you freed up my morning to ensure the printing of our latest issue went smoothly, and you’ve put my mind at ease, so you did play a strong part in the magazine.”

Aaron bit his lip. “When that mugger tried to hit you . . .” It sent Kit cold; he was drawing a connection between that moment and this box. “I think this is going to sound crazy. But . . . there’s something special about you, isn’t there?”

It wasn’t really a question, so she didn’t brush it off with a flippant remark. He knew. He might not know what he knew, but it was in his voice. His aura. Kit frowned. How quickly she’d dismissed her first thought that she had sensed some energy coming from him. Now she’d sent him to get the damn box and maybe triggered whatever latent sensitivity he might have, the same way they’d got a solid feel for it when Clover first discovered Betsy Burdock.

“Tell me,” Kit continued cautiously, “exactly what you thought happened with that mugger.”

“He was scared of something that wasn’t there,” Aaron said.

“Go on.”

He lowered his voice, confiding a secret. “You caused it.”

Kit stacked up a forkful of toast, shiny mushrooms, and beans, before saying, “And how would I do that?”

“Yesterday,” Aaron said, “on the phone, you said something about the occult. I found articles online, too, where they said you threatened to curse a councilman.”

“Dodge Connors?” Kit scoffed. That slip-up had come back to bite her a few times. “I’ve threatened him with worse.”

“But you did say that, about the curse?” Aaron pressed, and Kit realised the detail had rightly caught his attention. Not in the way it struck Connors, who wanted to cause her trouble, or in the way it amused her magazine staff at the time. Aaron took it seriously, in exactly the way that no sensible person should.

“Yeah,” Kit replied stiffly. “Anything else?”

“The guys up at the lighthouse,” Aaron said, “mentioned curses, too.”

“Oh we never fucking –” Kit huffed, clattering her fork against the plate, because of course those bloody Rogues were still spreading shit. She pointed sharply at Aaron. “When I was a teenager, alright, me and my friends busted our arses to make a name in the punk scene and on the street. I got in fights, I ran from the law, I worked long nights, hard as anyone else. Except all anyone remembers is a couple of supposed curses. We never even did curses, only short-term shit that wore off after a few days. We ran with the Fullers for a year before anyone even got the idea that we could use our –”

Aaron’s wide-eyed stare made her stop, as Kit realised she was about to unwittingly delve into the full story. It was one thing for him to have suspicions, another to have it confirmed. But at least no one else in the cafe was listening. She waited, seeing the accusation on the tip of his tongue. Aaron whispered, “They said you’re a witch.”

“Was,” Kit corrected, quickly. Fuck it, she had a terrible itch to share. “I was a witch, and yeah, I would’ve given Connors a proper curse back in the ’90s. Hair loss or a permanent itch. Or we had this one spell that made people randomly shake, like there was an earthquake.”

“You’re serious,” Aaron said.

“You know I am.” Kit scooped up another chunk of veggie sausage. She chewed while considering he hadn’t flat accused her of lying, laughed it off, or looked at her like she was mad. She could share more. Wanted to. “Those weren’t good times. Started good, got bad. We played with things we shouldn’t have, and I’m concerned someone’s doing the same thing now.”

“But,” Aaron said, “it was some kind of trickery? Itching powder and stuff? I mean, you’re not suggesting you could turn someone into a frog or cast lightning?”

“Yes and no.” Kit shrugged. “A big part of being a witch is creating the appearance of power, but to do that convincingly you need to believe. You saw those shadows around that mugger. You sense it, don’t you?” She narrowed her eyes. “We tend to know our own – the belief comes easiest to those who can touch it.”

That got a snort from the young man, finally prompting his denial. “Touch what? I’ve never had ideas like that in my life. I grew out of fantasy when I was like twelve.”

“You grew out of fantasy?” Kit echoed. “Because, what, believing in magic is childish? Much better to put your faith in numbers on spreadsheets, societal rules and banal routine? How mature of you.”

“That’s not what I mean, I just –”

“It’s exactly what you mean,” Kit snapped. “Everyone’s trained to put aside childish fantasies as you grow up, because the less you use your imagination the less capacity you have for creating waves.” She saw his face contort with an apologetic response, but he’d set her off, now. “They don’t want the world to change, that’s the problem. The ones who are comfortable, the ones who have power. They’ll tell you this is how the world works, how it’s always worked, to discourage speculation on how it could be absolutely pissing different. I’m left chasing petty bureaucrats who’d rather skim money for their car than run a summer school for disadvantaged kids, because that’s the way the system’s built and if they don’t take advantage of it then someone else will. But if a few more people let themselves enjoy fantasies of unicorns and fairies, then a few more people might also start imagining a world where you didn’t just accept that a self-serving society built on centuries of imperialism, patriarchy and nepotism is the best we can do.”

Kit paused to catch her breath and found herself in the familiar bubble of quiet attention that followed such outbursts. She’d caught the attention of other diners, now. A balding builder in dungarees stared with the expression he’d offer someone who hadn’t washed their hands after using the toilet. Three men by the window kept their heads down, conversation halted but not looking her way. Aaron was a statue – Kit would have to close his mouth for him.

She exhaled and said, “Letting yourself believe is a choice anyone can make. Knowing it’s there, though, that’s different. There is magic in this world.” Kit paused. A chance to bring back some levity. “And it’s not all as fancy or pretty as fairy tales. I never figured out how to turn anyone into a frog. Believe me, if I could’ve made men into bugs I would’ve squashed a lot of people.”

“Okay,” Aaron said softly, as though that was a perfectly reasonable point, and looked down to cut a neat square of toast. He ate it thoughtfully as Kit watched his young, university-trained brain consider the possibility of magic. He swallowed and said, “But you gave it up in the ’90s?”

He had taken it seriously. She’d judged him correctly. 

Kit replied, “Yeah. Mistakes were made.”

“That thing with the mugger, though,” Aaron said. “That was real.”

“Casting shadows, yes. Not something that can be easily explained.”

“Can you teach me?”

“What?” It was Kit’s turn to gape.

“I don’t know.” Aaron lowered his eyes again. “I’ve been drifting for a long time. But when I saw you the other night, and after I tried to research you, and when I think about it –” He paused. “Well, it seemed important. Kind of worrying, but maybe in a good way? Something I needed to do.”

Kit folded her arms, as sure now as ever that he was in tune with it. That was how the Deep Dark worked. You knew it was wrong but you wanted it anyway. She said, “It’s not good, no. The very point is it goes against the natural order of things. There’s much safer ways to find a purpose.”

“But I don’t want to be safe,” Aaron replied, with the petulance of a child.

It was Clover all over again. He had the bug and the right disposition for it to matter. Mad and Kit had thrown themselves into magic with fun abandon, but Clover had vigour and purpose. She had said, so gently, “We can be so much more.” There had been that feeling that she was connected to some greater force, when she held Kit’s hands and asked, “Will you help me?” As if Kit knew anything more than her. Just like she wasn’t sure now exactly what manner of power she had felt stirring in Ordshaw, or possibly in Aaron.

Caught short by the memory, Kit realised this conversation had already gone too far. She’d stepped over one line, retrieving that box, and another with confiding anything at all to this boy. But it wasn’t too late to back off. Leave Aaron to his uncertain, nervous self. Tell Drew that whatever Terry was up to, it didn’t concern her.

Yet the box all but hummed at her to come back, keep talking, recall the power they once had. If she was right about Aaron, he was feeling it too. She wanted him to feel it, so someone could finally share this thing she’d kept hidden for so long. That wasn’t a good thing, was it? That kind of impulse got people hurt.

Kit pushed her plate back and stood, grabbing the box. “I appreciate you getting this for me, but you can run on back to the office now. I’ll see you there after I hit the shop.” He opened his mouth to protest, but she added, “We’re not done yet, but I’m not opening this up here. And I’m assuming you are on board for the magazine, now?”
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Dyer Fryer Kebab & Grill, 1994

Most Friday nights, there’d be trouble down the kebab shop, and the girls knew better than to get involved – but certain things never failed to trigger Kit, and a prick shouting racist slurs at the owners was one of them. She dropped her chips and shoved the guy bodily. He tripped and pulled another man down with him, while everyone else shouted and the owners insisted they leave.

Thick arms pulled Kit back as she lashed at the racist bastard, and Mad hissed at her to stop. She shoved free and found they were out in the road, where the crowd had formed a fighting ring. Kit paced clear of Mad, watching the racist. He was taller than her, weasel-faced and growling.

“Behave, would you?” Mad shouted. “You’re not gonna hit a bloody girl.”

“She ain’t no girl,” the guy spat. “Fucking dyke bitch.”

Kit cracked her neck to one side, ignoring every instinct telling her to run, not fight. No backing down, she told herself. No surrender. Words came out braver than she felt: “You’re gonna go back in there and apologise or I’m gonna make you swallow those words with your teeth.”

He charged without warning, yelling murderously, and Kit slid a boot back, ready to receive him. But the crowd burst open and the guy was slammed from the side. Kit was knocked back by rapidly moving bodies as she saw Drew through the mess. He’d flattened the racist and was pummelling him, punch after punch landing on the guy’s arms, up shielding his face. The other side of him, Oscar Tallice had another man in a headlock as he drove misdirected punches into his gut, and Frank Fuller was shoving everyone else back, swearing loudly.

Drew sat back panting and tidied his hair, before saying, “Say sorry.”

The racist sobbed an apology, broken, and Drew turned a satisfied smile to Kit. The triumph was broken by Mad shouting, “For God’s sake, leave off. He’s had enough!”

Tallice had thrown his victim against the shop window and was hitting him with knees and elbows. Everyone stared dumbstruck at his rage, so Mad went to grab him herself and Frank skidded in to help. Together they pulled Tallice clear, but Drew had to join in too, to hold his flailing arms. Tallice snarled through biting teeth, eager for more.

“Someone call an ambulance,” Kit said, staring at the guy crumpled by the window. Was he even involved in this? No one moved. “Call a fucking ambulance!”



Ellie was trying to focus on admin work, which meant blotting out her frustration at Kit. They’d had a rushed print morning, as Kit had once again flustered through the edits at the last minute, bristling with the stress of leaving it too late to secure all her advertising deals. None of the panic would’ve been necessary if Kit managed her time properly, which Ellie fought constantly to achieve, with schedules and long talks about how a few minutes spent planning would save a rush later. But the schedule was never prioritised, because “urgent” news and Kit’s need to frequently publicly argue with people tended to take over.

After two years of this, Ellie still believed the message would eventually get through and Incite would start running more smoothly. With a little break here and there, they’d free up time to secure better advertisers, freeing up further time and money and creating a more relaxed atmosphere in general. In turn, they could recruit better staff, and improve the entire standing of the magazine, to start making a real difference, instead of pecking away with minor impact, like Kit seemed to have been doing all her life.

The arrival of Aaron was a case in point. Ellie was trying to organise the next month’s workload, yet here was another pointless, unambitious hire, who would waste Ellie’s time, as he was now, making her draw up an employment contract instead of finalising her December schedule.

When Aaron entered the office with meek hellos, Ellie refused to look up. He could wait until she’d finished updating the template. Blake could keep him occupied, as he was just leaning against the kitchen counter with his head buried in his phone. But of course, Blake only tried to draw Ellie out by saying, “Oh, he came back.”

“Great,” she said primly. “Tell him he’s very late.”

“Kit asked me to do an errand,” Aaron said, which shattered Ellie’s facade. She locked her eyes on the newbie. His shoes and jeans were dusty. What flighty whim had the boss sent him on? More importantly, how keen was he that he’d already done it?

Blake laughed, bitterly. “What did she have you do, weed the scrub patch out back? She had me paint a fence the first week I was here. And she never stops bringing it up. Like, I said I’m a trained graphic designer, not a handyman, so she tells everyone I ‘think I’m better than a handyman’.”

“Rightly so,” Ellie said. “It’s sheer arrogance.”

Blake gave her a curled lip sneer, but Ellie smiled back, and his expression softened, because however disagreeable he appeared, he refused to take anything seriously.

“He left out that the part that it took him half a day to even start painting that fence,” Ellie added, because, like Kit, she believed Blake still needed humbling. “What Blake’s actually best at is not pulling his weight.”

“She only had me pick something up,” Aaron said. “From her biker friends.”

Ellie shot out of her seat, making Aaron jump in surprise. Words shot out before she could mask her enthusiasm: “You met her biker friends? Which ones? The Rogues or the Punchers?”

“Punchers?” Aaron exclaimed.

“You met the Punchers?” Ellie gasped, moving closer. Aaron backed into the door as though retreating from a wild dog and looked to Blake for support. The Canadian merely watched with a shared interest. Both he and Ellie had tried, with varying degrees of subtlety, to get Kit to open up about her past, to give them an angle into the sordid world of St Alphege’s organised crime. Kit always brushed it off saying the real criminals were in City Hall. But now this newbie was given access to her gang contacts on his first day? Ellie said, “What were they like? Oh my God, did you see Wee Kerry Wrench-heads?”

“Wee Kerry what?” Aaron said. He was smiling like it was a joke. “Wait, no. It wasn’t the Punchers, they sound awful. It was the Rogues, she just had me get a box.”

“Huxley Sidedoor?” Ellie was ready to grab him and shake the information out. The Rogues were one of the more active gangs. “Tell me you didn’t meet Huxley Sidedoor!”

Aaron ducked quickly past her and moved into the open living area, still with that goofy amused look on his face. “No! I didn’t! They were just security guards for an abandoned building. I wasn’t even supposed to see anyone. Why’s it a big deal?”

“The big deal,” Ellie said, “is that Kit draws a very firm line under us having anything to do with the gangs of Ordshaw. She keeps her former contacts there well separated from the magazine. But there’s a fascinating subculture; areas of St Alphege’s and West Quay practically have their own ecosystem. I asked her repeatedly about helping me write a special feature on them, something that could get national attention, but she won’t hear it.”

“She has this idea that career criminals can’t be trusted,” Blake offered.

“Pff!” Ellie flapped an irritated hand at him. “They’ve run parts of this town forever. They’re allowed to, because half the time they keep estates safe, rolling money back into local projects.”

“Maintaining a healthy flow of drugs,” Blake said.

Ellie refocused on Aaron. “What did she have you collect?”

“I dunno, a box,” Aaron replied. “Look, I barely spoke to these guys and Kit didn’t even think they’d be there.”

“Typical,” Ellie said. “She never thinks. I could’ve gone and asked a few questions.”

“Why would you want to?” Aaron said. He’d stopped smiling but still sounded glib. “I don’t think people like that would want anything written about them, do you?”

“Of course they would,” Ellie said. “Everyone likes attention, and it’s not like half their deeds aren’t already the stuff of rumour. Jack ‘the Tee’ McGee got away with killing three men, for heaven’s sake. We all know he did it.”

“Who’s we?”

“The whole of Ordshaw!” Ellie cried. “Have you been living under a rock?”

“What you have to understand,” Blake said, “is that Ellie grew up in Hanton, on the other side of the road, with a thoroughly middle-class family, so she’s obsessed with how rough St Alphege’s is. She’s been hanging onto Kit’s coattails for, like, all her adult life, trying to get snippets of insight into her past. Sensible people keep their heads down and get on with the work, get a reference and move on, never going anywhere near the badlands Kit was involved with as a kid. She gets us in enough trouble now, as a supposedly mature older woman.”

Ellie gave him a savage glower, the wretched idiot diminishing both her and Kit’s lives in such a way. She knew he was trying to get a rise, but she couldn’t help biting back, to make things clear to Aaron. “I grew up here and Blake knows it. My parents were lucky enough to move just outside this moral vacuum when I was ten, to a neighbourhood that proved not much better. Kit does great work for Ordshaw overall, and I want to contribute to that, because we both know what the struggle is like around here, even if some people don’t. I just think I could do better work if I understood more about where she comes from and how certain undercurrents of this neighbourhood work. So, what was in the box?”

Ellie’s sudden, concluding demand made Aaron start, finally looking serious. In her periphery, she sensed Blake smirking again, pleased that he’d worked her up. She ignored him to wait for an answer. Aaron said, “I didn’t open it. Ask her when she comes up. She’s just gone to the shop.”

Ellie’s glower intensified and he offered her an apologetic smile. Damn Kit for deviating again. Ellie had known that phone call and the meeting she’d set up with Madison Fisher were causes for concern. At the very least, these things were distracting Kit as they were supposed to be distributing the magazine and settling into Ellie’s carefully plotted schedule for December. She turned to snatch her coat from a hook. Never mind these two idiots, Kit was the one she needed a word with.

“Truth is,” Blake murmured as Ellie wrestled her coat on, “Kit’s scared to let Ellie in because she might usurp her and take the magazine for herself. Cut off her face in her sleep and wear it.”

Ellie flashed him a mean grimace. Aaron looked concerned enough now to suggest she was giving off a certain vibe, though, so she straightened herself up, cleared her throat and said, sweetly, “Eat a dick, Blake.”

As she left, she heard Blake tell Aaron, “If you’re making a tea, mine’s with milk and two sugars.”



Kit was scanning Colly’s Convenience’s half-empty shelves of beer to delay thinking about the mess she was making with Aaron, box tucked under her arm, when a man appeared beside her. She tensed at a sweet-tinged earthy smell she would recognise anywhere: Old Spice, applied with offensively carefree excess. She turned to confirm that yes, it was Oscar Tallice.

Tallice had some lines in his bony face, and his slicked-back hair was thin and receding, creating an expansive forehead, but the mischievous, untrustworthy glint in his eye and his square-edged, teeth-clenched smile, made him look as sketchy as when he’d been a teenager. His grey greatcoat and speckled knit scarf were more expensive than what he used to wear, but they were still too big and not-quite-classy. He always had some idea of how a man should dress, but never the full idea.

“Kit, it’s been a while,” he said, nasal accent slightly drier than it used to be. “Fancy a word?”

“Not really,” Kit replied, grabbing two random bottles of beer. “Got to get back to work.” She moved to pass him and Tallice blocked the aisle. Colly’s wasn’t a big shop, with a narrow exit crowded by a counter covered in old products. If she tried to shove by, there’d be a mess.

“Oscar, get out of my way,” Kit said, as calmly as she could.

“I will.” Tallice stretched his neck, cracking a vertebra. “But I fancy a word. You spoke with Drew? Said you’d get back to him?”

“Said I wouldn’t, actually,” Kit said. “I’m even less inclined to talk to you.”

“Why you gotta be so cold? Don’t we have history, Kit? How’d I offend you so much that you won’t even give an old friend the time of day?”

Kit bit her tongue. He offended her just by existing. He represented everything bad about Ordshaw’s gangs and recalled everything bad that had happened. Drew Fuller’s best friend growing up, Tallice had been keener than anyone, behaving like a third son to Bill. It wasn’t exactly mutual; Bill kept him around because Tallice was fierce, loyal, and hardworking, but he was forever chewing him out. The problem was that Tallice enjoyed crime too much. He broke the rules for a thrill and got overly emotional. He hung his head when Bill told him to cool down, but he’d rake a broken bottle over the face of anyone else who tried to calm him. He was a liability who belonged behind bars, or in an unmarked grave, but had somehow survived a tumultuous youth and even taken the Fuller Gang’s leadership mantle.

Kit had always made it her business to have nothing to do with Tallice, not then, not since. They were both outsiders who’d tried to find a place in the Fuller family; they had both come up short, in their way, and each resented the other for trying. Fortunately, he was more than happy to cut all ties when she left the gang. She had seen him more often than Drew, out and about in Ordshaw, but they usually both pretended to look the other way.

Behind his grimace of a smile, she could see the same discomfort and resentment as Tallice looked at her now. He said, “Yeah. Neither of us wants this, do we, but just give me a second. I’ll be quick. Drew’s always been soft on you, tries to be genial, even after you gave us the finger. Me and you, we know the value of being direct, don’t we?”

“Apparently,” Kit said, bringing back his leer. Not a nice smile.

“We’re at war, Kit,” Tallice said. “And they ain’t taking prisoners. Frankly, we were both a bit surprised the mere mention of Terry Goddom didn’t rile you up enough to seek out the man and scratch him bloody.”

Kit hesitated as she imagined him and Drew discussing her. Willing her to dive in and get involved, as she might’ve in her hot-headed youth. It made her all the more reluctant to have anything to do with this.

Watching her face carefully, Tallice went on, “I figured you already knew he was about, and that’s why you weren’t so upset. But Drew reckoned it wasn’t that. I guess you chewed his head off over it. Which means it’s more likely you’re holding out because Drew didn’t tell you the full details. Wanted to protect your girly sensibilities.”

“Piss off,” Kit huffed, but less severely now. There was more than Drew had told her, and whatever his faults, Oscar was more likely to give it to her straight. “Go on then, get it off your chest.”

“He told you about the symbols and Saul Miner and that?” Tallice said.

“Child’s play and coincidence, yeah.”

“He tell you Busy Larry went missing?” Tallice watched her face with unblinking, expectant eyes. “No, didn’t think so. You remember Larry? Curly hair, always wore Fred Perry, supported Everton.”

Kit gave him raised eyebrows. As if she could tell their dozens of reprobate mates apart, let alone remember their football teams two decades on.

“Well, he was on lookout, wasn’t he? Watching the corner of Jerry Rise and Tooker Street with a couple of others, trying to trace a Seventh Street van route. His mate Cheese said they spotted this woman fitting the description some of the kids have been bandying about, and Larry went chasing after her. They split up, but Larry never came back. Just vanished. We found one of his fingers tied to a lamppost, couple days later, with that same voodoo symbol shit we’ve been seeing lately. No sign of Larry since.”

“You’re calling it voodoo now?” Kit said, holding in her agitation at the grim details. “Drew had it as witchcraft.”

“See, that’s the kind of detail I need you for.” Tallice winked nastily. “Shit, St Alphege’s needs you for it; the whole of Ordshaw, if we want to go there. But this bitch is black, isn’t she, and ain’t that mean voodoo?”

Kit paused, because if she’d needed any confirmation that Drew’s concerns were connected to the woman outside her apartment, here it was. She said, “Drew never said she was black.”

“What’s he know?” Tallice shrugged broadly. “I can imagine what he told you.” He gave a mocking, whiny imitation. “‘Terry’s out, he’s trying to do what we did back in the day, maybe!’ But I got my own theories, because Terry had to get help from somewhere, didn’t he? What if he’s outsourced to Seventh Street?”

“Seventh Street,” Kit echoed with concern. The notorious Seventh Street Regulars were a Jamaican gang best known for introducing gun crime to Ordshaw, if you believed the Police Commissioner, circa 2005. The Yardies had been a violent crowd, once, but their influence hadn’t lasted as long as popular legend suggested. The ones who’d stuck around, mostly under the calm leadership of a man named Harry Hardcourt, had found ways to circumvent the law that didn’t involve constantly fighting other gangs. Kit said, “If you’ve got people losing fingers and you’re worried the Yardies might be involved, shouldn’t someone be arranging a sitdown with Harry Hardcourt? I hear he’s a reasonable man.”

“Reasonable my arse. You think old Harry wants to give me the time of day? Hell no. Of course, I wanted a word, but he had his boys warn me off, saying I had no right coming near them. They’re psychos. You can’t trust Terry or Seventh Street. Both as likely to cut your Achilles tendon as talk to you. What? What the fuck are you smiling at?”

His tone swung towards dangerous, but Kit couldn’t help but be amused by the irony. She said, “Hard to be civil with violent, classless criminals, right?”

“Ha fucking ha,” Tallice said. “See how you’re laughing when it’s Ordshaw civilians dealing with this, not just us. This is different to the usual tooth-and-claw. Busy Larry was a hard bastard, Kit. I want you to come take a look. You need to –”

“I don’t need to do anything,” Kit said. “Not for you. I told Drew, this isn’t on me. I will look into it, but not for you, and I’m making zero promises.”

Tallice’s left eye twitched. He never liked being told no. Kit was uncomfortably aware of how close they were and how unlikely she’d be able to duck out of his reach. A knee to the balls wouldn’t stop Tallice, and he could take a headbutt laughing. He said, “I kept Larry’s finger for you. You should see it.”

“There were symbols on the wall and your guy got mutilated,” Kit said. “I’ve got the picture.”

“No.” Tallice leant closer. “We’ve been banging on doors and it’s getting us nowhere. Whoever this woman is, she’s like a ghost. But you can do your thing, pick up vibes in the air like you used to. Whisper some shit, throw some herbs about. Pinpoint exactly who did this and why.”

“Get people killed again?” Kit shot back. “No thanks.”

“I’m asking as a friend, Kit,” Tallice said, without much hint of friendliness. 

She stood her ground. Much as she wanted to figure out what was going on between these gangs and this alleged witch, she wasn’t giving Tallice an inch. Following her into her local shop, trying to intimidate her, fuck him. She said, firmly, “Not today.”

His eye twitched again. “You think you’re so much better than us. All these years prancing about, cock of the town, talking about making things better. I’ve seen you split a man’s head in two when he was just standing unawares, don’t forget that.”

“Sounds like you’re the one who needs reminding,” Kit replied, hand inching into her basket, towards the neck of one of the beer bottles. Tallice caught the movement and narrowed his eyes. Were they really going to settle their differences here in Colly’s, in the middle of the day? Maybe it was about time.

“Step outside,” Kit ordered, and Tallice stood taller, accepting.

The door opened and the electronic bell chimed, making them snap their attention to a young woman striding down their aisle. Ellie pointed at Kit, breaking the spell of coming violence, and said, “Aaron told me what you’ve been up to. You know he hasn’t even signed a contract yet?”

Kit slipped past Tallice, blocking Ellie from him. “Yes, I know, I’m an inconsiderate bitch, tell me about it on the way.” She spoke quickly, pleasantly, to dissipate the tension around Tallice, who watched them.

The enthusiasm flustered Ellie as Kit pushed her towards the exit. She stiffened on seeing Kit discard the basket of unpurchased goods. “You can still buy that.”

“No, we can’t,” Kit warned under her breath, and realisation tightened Ellie’s muscles. She glanced at Tallice as they moved outside.

“What were you . . .” Ellie started but trailed off.

Kit took her arm and led her down the street. “Just walk. Don’t look back.”

“Who is he?” Ellie whispered, looking back anyway.

Colly’s door squeaked open behind them, footsteps announcing Tallice had followed, but he stopped by the shop. Another thug might shout a parting insult or threat, but Tallice just leered in his silent, threatening manner.

“An old friend,” Kit murmured. “Just an old friend I didn’t want to run into.”
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The Old Lighthouse, 1995

The girls broke from the circle of chanting when Kit gave a frustrated curse. Madison opened her eyes with a frown. They were sat cross-legged on the lighthouse floor around a chalk pattern not far off a pentagram, mimicking one of Betsy Burdock’s designs. The candles were burning, and their pile of ingredients were laid out as instructed. Kit was quietly confident it all roughly matched the book’s abstract demands, though how did you know for sure that you’d plucked a cricket’s eyebrows? But for all their efforts, it felt like they were just three teenagers muttering made-up words in the dark.

“It’s not working,” Kit said, an accusation rather than an admission of defeat. “Are you guys even trying?”

“Fuck off,” Mad said. “We’re as serious as you.”

“Are you? Because I think we can do it, and you look like you’d rather be eating a quarter pounder.”

“Instead of freezing my arse in a burnt-out lighthouse on a Saturday night?” Mad grumbled. “Seriously, it’s been a month, none of this stuff is working.”

“And if we’re at it for months more,” Kit said, “it’ll be worth it. We just need to unlock this part of us, like the book says. Believe it! Clover, you believe, don’t you?”

They both looked to Clover, who was gazing into the nearest candle flame. She said, “Maybe it’s not a good idea.”

“Fuck, I knew you were holding back!” Kit snapped. “We’re not doing anything bad, Clover! What is this?” She slapped the page of Betsy’s book beside her. “Nothing but a colour changer, no worse than hair dye!”

“Then why don’t we use hair dye?” Mad said.

“Because the result isn’t the point! It’s how we get there! Clover. Can you please focus? Promise me you’ll give it your all. Will you?”

Clover met Kit’s eyes meaningfully, at once admitting there was more she could do and asking did Kit really want to see it? Not a warning, more a request for permission. Looking for reassurance.

“It’s just us, Clover,” Kit said. “With us together, what can go wrong? No boys involved, no bullshit fighting or pigs in clubs who don’t even get us. It’ll be all ours. Power you deserve. Are we going to try again?”

Clover mumbled quiet consent and Mad huffed out her own resistance. 

“Alright,” Kit said. “Give it your all, one more time, and next time I’ll find us somewhere better to practise, I promise. Down the Piddy Club or whatever, so you don’t feel like you’re wasting your Saturday. But let’s make this night count first.”



Aaron stood abruptly as Kit stomped into the apartment, Ellie trailing at her heels. The evidence that something bad had happened was written on their faces. Kit was stern, tight-lipped like she wanted to hit something, and Ellie was glancing about with bug-eyed worry at being followed. Aaron met Blake’s eyes and found the Canadian’s mouth open with mute worry of his own.

Kit placed her old wooden box on the table and said, “Blake. The print run should be complete, can you go pick it up?”

Blake stalled, aware that it was an excuse to get him out of the way. “Right now? I mean, if you don’t think you need me here?”

“Do you want to be here?” Kit asked.

Blake checked with Ellie, whose face gave only fear, then he hurriedly bundled up his headphones and whipped his coat off the hook by the door. He stopped in the doorway with indecision over whether to insist on being part of something important or to keep his life simple. He hung his head and left the apartment.

Kit snorted, “Some bloody Inciter, wilfully bloody ignorant.”

“Does this actually have something to do with the magazine?” Ellie asked, curtly, and Kit shot her a look that momentarily cowed her.

“Get over there and have a seat.” Kit indicated the sofa. Aaron made to move out of the way, but she added, “You, too, for Christ’s sake.” She paced in front of them as the pair sat side-by-side. “Obviously I’d rather neither of you had anything to do with this. Ellie, you’ve got a solid life ahead of you, once you let go of this place, and Aaron, we don’t even bloody know you.”

“But –” Ellie started, and Kit interrupted.

“But you like it here too much and he’s already in murky water. Right.” Kit stopped pacing and took a breath. She bounced on the balls of her feet, nodding, psyching herself up as though about to perform. Aaron frowned and tried to share a look with Ellie. She’d come back even tenser than before, and he was quite sure he’d made a bad impression trying to explain the morning’s events without drama. Couldn’t stop smiling when she pressured him, which she definitely took the wrong way. But Ellie was watching Kit rigidly now, giving him no chance to demonstrate contrition. Kit said, “So, here’s the thing. That guy you just saw in Colly’s, he’s Oscar Tallice.”

Ellie took in a sharp breath and Aaron mugged confusion. Apparently this wasn’t about the box anymore.

“Head of the Fuller Gang,” Kit explained. “We go way back. Regrettably. But if he’s sniffing around, you’re all better off forewarned.”

“Blake should be here, too.” Ellie went to stand but Kit tutted at her not to.

“No one gives a shit about Blake. You’re obviously important to the magazine and you” – Kit reconsidered Aaron – “well, we’re just getting started, aren’t we? I guess you’re both owed an explanation. The Fullers are one of Ordshaw’s organised crime groups. I used to be a member.”

Kit paused for effect, but Ellie was already perched on the edge of the seat waiting for the real revelation, so Aaron followed her cue not to be shocked yet. He’d already been told she was a witch and had criminal contacts, after all. What was a gang membership on top of that?

“Alright,” Kit continued, slightly disappointed in the response. “Here’s the deal. There’s been maybe a dozen or more really big crime groups come and go in this city over the past few decades. Guys with enough influence to sway local law enforcement, to varying degrees. They’re not all bad. The bigger and more effective these operations, the safer the illegal market is, quite frankly. Don’t start, Ellie. I’m not saying they’re good, just that some criminals are worse than others, and the best of them know how to look after their interests.”

“Sorry,” Aaron came in quietly, “but you’re talking about drugs, yes?”

“That’s the tip of it,” Kit said. “But this lot has their hands in all sorts. Bill Fuller, the guy who ran the Fullers back in the ’90s, had old-school values. He ran clubs, fed money back into the community, took care of his people’s families. For the most part, he even kept the streets clean of the worst drugs. There was no crack in St Alphege’s, back then.”

“But there is now,” Ellie said, then added helpfully for Aaron, “We did an article about the crack endemic last year.”

“Back when I was young,” Kit went on, “we had three big gangs operating in St Alphege’s: the Fullers, the Saxons, and the Persian Scarfs, broadly divided by neighbourhoods. Dyer Street was Fuller territory, including Buckthorn Secondary, where I did my GCSEs. I got into slinging weed to help pay to make music and, you know, stick it to the man. By the time I got a driver’s license, we already had a van for the band. One thing led to another. Because I’m good at what I do, and I met Drew Fuller, Bill’s son and heir to the kingdom. A kid like me, at the time. The Fullers took me and my girls in, like mascots at first. Then we started showing promise in new areas and they approached us for . . . dirtier jobs.”

“Oh God,” Ellie said.

“Not like that,” Kit said. “We were always strictly off limits, trust me. We were bloody tough girls.” She paused because there was clearly more to it than that. It was the dark arts, Aaron was sure. An organised crime syndicate had seen a use for the fact they’d figured out magic.

“We weren’t at it for long,” Kit went on without elaborating. “Things got ugly between the Fullers and the Saxons. Bill’s son Frank was killed.” Her voice broke, a bad memory. “Way too young. And worse only followed. The Fullers came out on top, but it took a toll on Bill. He lost his lustre and other gangs stepped into the vacuum. The Persians expanded until they got into it with the Chinese, and that got bloody. Worse drugs came in, with bigger money attached, and then you had psychos emerging like Jack the Tee out of Hanton, and the Ashford Originals down in the south, sparking miniature wars across the city. By the time Bill passed on, the Fullers were happy to take a step back. Most of them, anyway.

“The new leadership fell to Drew and his best mate Oscar Tallice. Drew was the level-headed one, who kept the others in line, but he got sent down for possession with intent, on jumped-up charges, and Tallice took over. There’s always an undercurrent of violence with that guy. Skip to today, and the Fullers are now peddling coke and cheap electronics to the city’s middle classes, without much to do with the new turf wars, but someone’s trying to revive the rivalries of the good old days, and Oscar is obviously ready to throw down.”

“But you got out from all this,” Aaron said, backtracking, to find a footing where this elaborate and frightening history didn’t have to involve them. “You quit in the ’90s, why would it involve you now?”

“Are they leaning on you to do another article?” Ellie suggested. “An expose that helps bring down the competition? When we caused trouble for that Serbian trafficking ring, I bet someone benefited from that.”

“God no,” Kit said hotly. “This paper’s completely independent, for the people, never for some other fucker’s machinations, and everyone knows that. No one would dare ask me to use Incite that way. No. Tallice and Drew are having trouble with an old enemy out of prison, is the problem. This guy, Terry Goddom, was the Saxon’s second in command back in the day. Everyone used to be scared of him – until I knocked him down.”

“So,” Aaron quietly said, feeling well at sea now, “the Fullers wants you to fight for them again?”

Ellie barked a laugh. “Is Oscar Tallice insane?”

“Quite possibly,” Kit said. “But there’s more to all this, Ellie, which I’ve touched on with Aaron already.” Her eyes ran to the box on the table. “I didn’t just fight for these guys. They . . . thought we were gifted.”

“Wait,” Ellie said, “they seriously thought you were a witch?” She turned to Aaron. “You know that’s a local joke? There’s a cocktail bar on Casper Street that serves a drink called the Fadulous Cauldron. Although the jokes mostly run towards people being jealous about her youthful looks.” She glanced back to Kit. “Do you look like you’re 22 because you bathe in babies’ blood?”

“I’ve got bloody cobwebs around my eyes,” Kit replied, irritably. “Alright, moving on. There’s only a few people left who know where those rumours actually started. The Fullers bought into the idea and used it to intimidate other gangs. We put on a good show, me, Big Mad and Clover. We scared people. Now, it seems Terry Goddom wants to throw the same shit back at us.”

“Why?” Ellie said. “Don’t they have guns now? Isn’t that scarier than stories about witchcraft?”

Kit shook her head. “They weren’t just stories.” She held Ellie’s gaze gravely as the younger woman’s face went through a gamut of emotions, from confusion to denial, to some kind of angry grimace, before settling back on denial. Aaron was thankful he’d had at least some introduction to this, so he wasn’t the most ill-prepared person in the room. That comfort was whipped away by Kit saying, “Now this woman’s come into town with her weird energy and then there’s Aaron here, too.”

“What’s Aaron got to do with it?” Ellie turned sharply, making him shoot upright.

“He’s got energy in him, too,” Kit said, then shook her head. “Fuck, it’s been twenty years, more or less, since I swore it off, then I got Drew contacting me and sensed this kid around the same time, just before this woman shows up. Something’s upset the waters in Ordshaw and it’s no coincidence that Terry’s targeting the Fullers at the same time. So, we’re in a place where they want me to pick up where I left off, with Drew asking nicely and Oscar not so nicely, and while I don’t want a part of it I can’t do nothing. This box, though, this is the first step.” She walked over to the table.

Ellie stood to see better, and Aaron followed more apprehensively, those last comments twirling around his head. She had sensed him, she said. Was there more to his interest in her than he realised? Something mutual?

“What’s in there is what started it all,” Kit said, pointing at the box while keeping her distance. “A book that taught us everything we knew about witchcraft. Some of it fanciful, some of it genuine, some of it idle trivia. It’s the shortest route to me figuring out where we stand.”

“So,” Ellie said, moving to one side of Kit as Aaron automatically moved to the other. All three of them looked down at it. “Are you going to open it?”

Kit gave her a crooked smile, then placed both hands on the box in readiness. “I’ve told you all this, both of you, so you know what’s at stake. I wouldn’t have anything to do with this otherwise. Probably should’ve burnt it, way back when. But this book has power. Just looking at it might give you ideas. Ellie, I think you’re safer, I don’t see the darkness in you, but you need to know it’s a risk, all the same.”

Ellie scoffed, like she could have the darkness if she wanted to, while Aaron felt himself blanch. He wanted to bleat out a complaint, to ask what exactly it meant. If Ellie was kind of safe, what about him? He’d already carried the box across the city, alone, and that felt uncomfortable enough. How much more danger was there? As his mind raced, Kit was already checking the box over. She threw a look to her room, considering her options, maybe she had a key? Then she grabbed a knife from the table and rammed the handle into the lock, shattering the rusted metal. She threw back the lid with a puff of dust and Aaron cried out, “Wait, don’t –”

They were all silent, the ghost of Aaron’s panic hanging over them as they looked in on a small collection of scrap fetishes, feathers, twigs, and string wound together, and no book. Seeing the emptiness, some of Aaron’s anxiety faded.

“Ah,” Kit said.

“That’s disappointing,” Ellie commented.

There was a note in the space where a book might have been, with scrawled, spidery handwriting, on yellowed paper. Aaron leant closer to read: Borrowing this. Will return it next week.

“There’s no date,” Ellie said. “It could have been ‘next week’ ten years ago.”

“It looks old,” Aaron agreed, trying to sound helpful so they might forget his frightened squawk of moments before. Ellie gave him a sideways look to confirm yes, she had heard it.

Kit growled, ready to dash the box against the wall. “Fuck it. We’re going to see Mad.”

“Your appointment’s tomorrow at –” Ellie started, but Kit snarled her down.

“This concerns a missing book of magic, Ellie. I don’t need a bloody appointment.”
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The August Bridge, 1995

“I dig it, by the way.” Drew indicated Kit’s hair, leaning his elbows on the bridge’s stone barrier, the bright lights of Central Ordshaw behind him. “Bright green, bold as fuck.”

Kit kept her arms folded. You couldn’t trust a boy like Drew Fuller, too pretty, too confident, and too square by half.

“Did you get the idea from – what’s the film? The one with the joker?” Drew started laughing and Kit hardened her scowl. “That Batman film? Jack Nicholson, wasn’t it?” He didn’t stop so she gave him a light punch to the shoulder, which only made him laugh more. “I’m sorry. No, seriously, I like it. You’re pushing my boundaries. You’re like no girls I’ve hung out with before.”

Kit smiled too, because despite their chains and ripped clothes contrasting his Blue Inc discount shirts and Lynx aftershave, he did, honestly, like Kit and her friends.

“Three of us, three of you,” Drew went on, “like it’s meant to be.”

Kit followed his gaze down the bridge, where their group had split not into couples but into their respective bubbles, with Mad and Clover looking at the river and Tallice walking ahead, oblivious that everyone else had stopped for the view. Frank balanced on the bridge barrier, arms out wide, laughing at his own foolishness.

“Shame your three includes a lunatic and a kid,” Kit said.

“Hey, Frank’s only a year younger than us,” Drew replied. “And your mate that never talks would be better off with someone less experienced anyway, wouldn’t she? As for Fisher, if ever there was a girl that could pin Oscar down . . .”

“He needs more than pinning down.”

“Touché,” Drew said, pronouncing it toochy. Maybe deliberately. He pushed off the barrier. “Alright, forget three and three. We make a good pair at least, don’t we?”

Kit let his question hang, refusing to smile even if it tempted her. She turned with a swing of her hips and said, “Keep helping me make money and we’re fine.”

Drew hesitated a second as she walked on, as if surprised, maybe disappointed. Had he expected them to hang back longer, for something more? He called out, “Ha!”, though, and bounced up to bump her hip as he fell into stride alongside her. “Guess I deserved that, huh?” As they continued, he brushed closer, as the other girls looked back. Kit caught a particular unease in Clover’s eye and made a point of giving Drew more space.



“Hey, you’re not allowed to be here!” a man in a hard hat and fluorescent vest called out, chasing Kit as she strode down a pipe-lined industrial corridor. Behind wide swing doors with lattice windows, enormous conveyors and sorting machines were at work, which made both Aaron and Ellie stumble as they tried to see them. Kit’s focus was dead ahead, though. She was riding a roller-coaster, relief at recovering the box now replaced by swarming concerns over where the book actually was – and how Clover could’ve been so stupid.

The handwriting was unmistakable, identical to the notes passed in class, one of Clover’s more vocal forms of communication. It stabbed at Kit with feelings of idiocy, anger. When had Clover taken the book? Why hadn’t she come to Kit? How had they drifted so terribly apart?

“He seems angry,” Aaron cut into Kit’s thoughts, as the fluorescent-vested man broke into a jog behind them.

“Hey!”

Kit didn’t look back, eyes fixed on the stairwell door. She said, “If they didn’t want anyone walking in here, they shouldn’t leave those loading bays wide open.”

“Where are we going?” Ellie asked, skipping to keep up.

Kit pointed at the green plaque ahead, labelling the floors. “Management, third floor.”

“I said that’s far enough!” The man burst upon them, grabbing at Kit’s arm. She spun and pushed him off, making him trip into the wall.

“Don’t you dare touch me,” Kit said, and he threw up his hands.

Other workers ventured into the corridor to watch, and the stairwell door opened. A thin guy in a checkered shirt, with a potbelly, hurried out. Between catching breaths, he said, “That’s alright, Danny, she’s expected. You’re here to see Madison, right?”

“That’s right,” Kit said with her most ingratiating smile. He wearily welcomed them into the stairs with a gesture, having exhausted his energy for speech. Good on Mad, Kit thought, having men chase after her so she could relax in her office.

As the man led the way, Ellie adjusted her posture to walk importantly beside Kit, now they were allowed to be there. Aaron faltered, glancing back down the stairs, worried they’d still be chased out. That was a small distraction for Kit, at least. It was rewarding to push the newbies’ boundaries. Granted, Aaron had already faced down the Rogues, but intruding on a waste-processing plant full of burly men and dangerous machines was a more appropriate first impression.

Kit told Aaron, “If I had to rank things random strangers shout at me, ‘you’re not allowed to be here’ would be near the top. Just below ‘you’re not allowed to do that’, but both still below ‘you can’t say that’. Remember this, Aaron. Don’t let anyone tell you what you can’t do.”

Their escort looked back over his shoulder disapprovingly but didn’t comment. Still didn’t have the breath. Aaron cleared his throat, a little unhappily, and said, “That sounds a bit dangerous. And kind of disrespectful? Of other people’s property, I mean.”

“You want to get me started on property?” Kit said, but their escort hurried through a door onto the third floor, crying, “This is it! Second door on your left there.”

He waited, to encourage them to get into the indicated office without incident. Kit gave him a wink and entered a wide room with an oak desk, filing cabinets along one wall and a floor-to-ceiling window at the rear, looking down on the facility.

Big Mad was leaning against the window, waiting with half a smile on her gorgeous face, instantly dispelling Kit’s storm cloud.

“Fisher.” Kit smiled back like there hadn’t been years of distance between them. Mad was shorter than her but wider, built heavy and carrying it as well now as ever. Her long blond hair was tied back with only a few strands hanging down past her broad face, and she was wearing a damn suit, a purple blazer and skirt ensemble, with smart pumps.

“Kit, come on in why don’t you?” Mad said, her light Australian accent always sounding relaxed. She moved around the desk, taking in the two trailing youngsters. “Brought the whole magazine on a field trip?”

Ellie flashed a smile and straightened out her dress before thrusting out a hand and affecting her most officious tone. “Ellie Gladhill. We did meet once before, at a charity fundraiser, but I expect you meet an awful lot of people.”

“An awful lot of people,” Mad echoed with amused politeness, then shook the offered hand, her firm grip apparent on Ellie’s surprised face. “Of course I remember you. Couldn’t forget anyone with the gumption to put up with Kit for more than a month.” She turned to Aaron, who huddled self-consciously by the wall. He offered a light wave and Mad was about to say something diminishing when she really focused on him. Something crossed her expression. Mad sensed him, Kit realised, the same way she did. But it was hidden a second later by a grin. “New recruit?”

“Aaron,” he squeaked, embarrassing everyone. He tried again, a little clearer. “Aaron Wise. Yes. This is my first day?”

Mad raised her eyebrows, mock-impressed. “Congratulations, usually it takes at least two days before she turns people into criminals. You realise this place has very strict safety codes? You probably committed a half-dozen health violations coming in uninvited.”

“Hey,” Kit said. “Your man out there said we were expected.”

“Expected’s not the same as welcome.” Mad wiped off her amused look and for a second became serious. The Mad that didn’t like being bothered at work or when she was too busy with her kids. The one who wore suits and made bank and pretended she hadn’t once been a total reprobate. She held that expression for a second, then split back into a grin and threw her arms open wide. “Ah, come here you daft bitch, it’s been too long.”

She wrapped Kit in a classic Mad hug; she completely enveloped you and held you tight, until her full warmth and sweet scent caught you. Kit hugged her just as tight.

“I told Brian,” Mad said, stepping away, “once I had that first call from you. I said we’ll be getting a visit from a leggy punk with a pixie cut and an attitude anytime, and that he should just show you up here or there’d be trouble.”

“This look like a pixie cut to you?” Kit scoffed, tossing her front bangs. “It’s practically a bob right now.”

“Close enough for Brian.” Mad shrugged. “The point is you couldn’t wait, could you? We had a meeting time, didn’t we?”

“Tomorrow at eleven,” Ellie confirmed.

“Yeah, this couldn’t wait,” Kit said. “I dug up the old faithful.”

The humour left Mad’s face for real this time. “Oh? And?”

Kit saw that Mad knew. She wasn’t angry or concerned, she was half-guilty and waiting for judgement. “Clover left a note saying she’d return it next week.”

Mad nodded. “Guess she never did, huh?”

“Guess she talked to you about it,” Kit continued carefully. When the Dyre Grrls split up, all it really meant was that Kit had gone her separate way. Mad and Clover went to the same university and shared friends. It was Mad who kept Kit updated on Clover. Mad who read a poem at her funeral.

“You want it back?” Mad said. “You think that’s a good idea, in any way?”

“It’s not by choice,” Kit said. “Do you have it?”

Mad lowered her gaze. “It’s no use now anyway. Which I’m not unhappy to say. We . . .” She chewed on a bad memory. “Should’ve told you, I guess. Even got you involved. But I reckon you can understand why we didn’t.”

Something stirred in Kit’s chest which she did not like at all. They hadn’t just kept in touch, Mad and Clover, they’d conspired behind her back. They’d done what all three of them agreed, together, to never do. It was one thing to get an education without her, then these fancy jobs and boring lives. But to go back to the book and cut her out, when she’d spent so many years, and gone through so much, without daring return to the Deep Dark. 

Tears threatened Kit as she read the apology on Mad’s face.

They’d been truly desperate. Must have been. She could imagine Mad and Clover guiltily trying one last spell. To see if they could find a cure where medicine had failed. As flat as she could, Kit said, “You want to tell me what happened?”

“Does it matter now?” Mad sighed. “Over ten years ago, wasn’t it?”

“Fourteen,” Kit corrected. The minimum, if it involved Clover. Mad grimaced at the recognition that Kit had kept track. Of course she kept track; she’d buried a piece of herself with Clover. There was no sense dwelling on it now, though; whatever they’d done hadn’t worked. She said, brusquely, “I didn’t come to talk about the past. The Fullers are bugging me about the power coming back now.”

Mad considered that carefully before replying, “What is it, then? Someone grooming kids the same way they did us?”

“They never groomed us,” Kit said, clipped with irritation. “However much you want to assign blame, we –” She cut herself off, took a breath, then reconsidered Mad’s response. “You’ve felt it, haven’t you? There’s been weird symbols and messages left about witches for the Fullers. What’ve you seen? Or did someone talk to you? Tell me it wasn’t Oscar, that fucking –”

“It wasn’t Oscar,” Mad interrupted. She flashed Aaron a look, hesitant with their audience, but not denying it. “Wasn’t someone, exactly.”

“Shit. Did they come to your house? I’ll go there now, I can –”

“Cool it, Kit,” Mad said. “It was probably nothing, and I definitely do not want you in my home. No offence. Well, some offence. You’re a perpetual train wreck. But I did sense something wrong. You know what it is? Who it is?” Kit opened her mouth to answer, but Mad added, “I don’t know if I want to know. If this is more Fullers shit, you don’t need to be the one to do something about it, do you? We didn’t do any good last time.”

There was an edge to that statement. We meant you, because it was Kit who’d dragged them into it and taken it too far. Kit who they hadn’t trusted to tell when they took the book back years later, when things got bad enough to make that necessary. Kit had considered it herself, hadn’t she? They must’ve tried to heal Clover and thought Kit would make things worse rather than better. At least, Mad must’ve thought that. Clover would’ve known better. She was probably too far gone to complain. Kit swallowed and said, “We’ve got a problem to fix, one way or another.”

“What we?” Mad said. “I’ve got my own life to manage, and I know you’re not dragging these kids into it now, are you?”

“They want to help.”

“Haven’t you ruined enough lives?” There, the old malice cracked through in earnest. Anger and blame and disappointment burnt in Mad’s eyes. “Do your minions know how many people got hurt? Did you tell them about Chester yet?”

“It wasn’t all because of me!” Kit snapped, knowing she shouldn’t, but unable to stand there and take it. “They all knew what they were getting into.”

“Chester’s son was three years old, Kit,” Mad reminded her. “Three years old.”

Kit gave a feral growl. She had more to say but couldn’t. She didn’t dare look back at Ellie and Aaron, sure they’d be wearing horror on their faces. Judging and blaming her, like everyone else, without knowing the full facts. The full facts didn’t matter. The simple truth, which Mad clung to and Kit could never deny, was that on the most basic level it was Kit’s fault. She said the only thing that warranted the tiniest shred of forgiveness: “I was only eighteen.”

“Yeah,” Mad said. “You oughta know better now.”

“Well sorry,” Kit said, “but I wasn’t the one who bloody dug up the book, was I? I kept my part of the pact. You decided to play loose with it. So just hand it over and I’ll piss off and never contact you again.”

“It was our last resort.” Mad stepped towards Kit, nostrils flaring, a head shorter but a twitchy bull of a woman. The Mad who flattened boys in mosh pits. “The only hope we had left. And you know what? It was worth fuck all. When we needed it, there was no power.”

“Yeah?” Kit replied, chest-to-chest with her, stiffly standing her ground. “Or maybe it didn’t work because you tried it without me?”

Mad hardened for a second, then backed off. “Maybe. But you would’ve made it wrong in a different way, wouldn’t you?” She didn’t let Kit answer. “It was more than that. Once we stopped, something changed, Kit. Ordshaw’s been dry for a long time.”

Kit paused. “How long have you been dabbling? Why?”

“Not dabbling.” Mad shrugged. “You can’t tell me you haven’t reached out from time to time? Felt for something, just for the memory. Just for a distraction, even? But there was nothing there. At times, I doubted there ever was.”

“But not now,” Kit said. “Right? It’s back and there’s no mistaking it. And now you don’t want anything to do with it?”

Mad studied her. “You honestly think any good can come from our involvement?”

“I think a lot of bad can come from ignoring it,” Kit said. “I’m not looking to get tooled up and fight, Mad. I want the lay of the land, that’s all. I know you do, too, so stop bullshitting me about it.”

Mad’s glance flicked to Aaron again. He was flat against the wall as though he’d been trying to hide from the conversation. She gave Kit a questioning look, confirming she recognised he was different. Asking if Aaron the problem. Kit shook her head. Just another complication.

“I don’t have the book here, obviously,” Mad sighed. “And I can’t get away until later. I have a few people counting on me, you know? In fact, I’ve got a parent-teacher conference tonight. Tomorrow – no, there’s Georgie’s oboe practice and Roy can’t get –”

“Today, Mad,” Kit insisted. “I told you, at the very least, there’s a woman out there I don’t trust and I’m pretty sure Oscar’s gearing up to do something stupid. This won’t wait.”

Mad held her gaze, acknowledging that she understood how serious this was. “Fine. This evening. I’ll pack Roy off to the school alone. You still in that attic on Dyer Street?”

“Yeah, but it might be being watched,” Kit said. “Let’s meet at the Priddy.”

Mad frowned. “That place is still running?”

“Like it’s 1996. I’ll get us a room. Supplies. You just bring the book.”

“Wait, you don’t plan to –”

“If we’re going to do this, we’ll do it properly.”

Mad stared, accepting the point but not liking it. She jerked a thumb to Ellie. “You want to leave your kids at home this time, at least? What the fuck are they even doing here?”

“We’re as involved as you,” Ellie blurted out. “It affects our local area and we’re not letting Kit handle it alone. Are we, Aaron?”

Aaron said, “Um. No?”

Kit smiled at their presence, as Mad gave up with a tired roll of the eyes. This little battle was won and Mad was ready to come back. Mad gave her that same look she used to, a little reluctant, and resistant, but with an undeniable glint of curiosity. However much she complained, she’d always loved letting Kit lead her astray.
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The Priddy Club, 1995

“Those girls are at it again,” Giles complained, wandering into the entrance hall-cum-bar with his coat draped over one arm and a pint of beer in hand, relocating from upstairs. “I’m an open-minded guy, Solomon, but it ain’t right letting them carry on like that.”

“They’re just having a bit of fun,” Solomon Leftside chuckled from behind the bar. There was a table of socialists arguing Marxist theory by the front window, a pair of Goth girls snorting coke in the backroom, two hunched Irishmen discussing guns or drugs in the garden, and a thrash metal group practising in the upstairs lounge, yet it was the teenage girls giggling over a game of make-belief that had Giles going.

“Opened the door on them,” Giles said grumpily, “and they all gave me that evil eye. Put a hex on me or something. They’re drawing unholy symbols and all.”

“Sure, how could we let anyone draw symbols around here?” Solomon replied, with a nod to the literature on the bar, the t-shirts hanging behind him. Circle-As, pentagrams and black flags. All were welcome.

“That’s politics. They’re into something spiritual. You don’t feel it? Every time they get to it, it’s like spiders crawling over my skin.”

“That,” Solomon replied, “you might cure with a good shower.”

Giles snorted, unamused, and wandered off to find a space near the loudly gesticulating socialists. Solomon smiled but found himself wondering, too. He looked to the ceiling, imagining he could see through the floorboards to where the girls sat around their table with that manuscript between them. If drawing funny symbols and whispering spells kept them happy, who was he to judge? The important thing was they could do it safely here, away from scolding parents or the slum hide-outs they’d be using otherwise. Nurturing outcasts, after all, was what the Priddy was all about.



The Priddy Club, Kit explained, was a major hub in Ordshaw’s early ’90s punk scene. Anarchists from all over Europe met there to discuss literature and philosophy like revolutionaries of old, and in the evenings alcohol flowed and the country’s roughest bands took to stage. It was raided by police on a monthly basis, and avoided by all but the bravest, or craziest, souls. Kit spoke of it with the fondness of a second home.

With all the preamble she’d offered, Aaron was disappointed to discover the actual clubhouse, if it could be called that, looked like a dilapidated bookshop. Its broad, grimy windows and faded green wood panelling sat nestled between Georgian townhouses halfway up Dyer Street. There was a laundrette on one side and a tailor on the other, with a travel agent and a betting shop across the road, all with cracked paintwork and the dull, tired look of businesses resigned to wallow. The Priddy was the weariest of them all. Its window display mostly comprised faded books with titles in cheap bulbous fonts, some decorated with local photos and others with anarchist symbols, few with proper bindings. The shelves hid what lay beyond, and along with the solid, dark blue door, the most expensive bit of the building, the club cut a distinctly unwelcoming visage.

Aaron wasn’t sure that he should be there at all, but curiosity, and Kit’s irresistible enthusiasm, had swept him along, barely giving him a moment all day to stop and consider the idea that magic was real and it was in him and there might be trouble. He was thankful that Ellie had insisted on sticking this out, too, giving him someone to share uneasy looks with. She wore half a scowl studying the shop front, in contrast to the happy smile on Kit’s face as she knocked on the door.

“When you said club, I expected more of a . . . club,” Aaron said.

“Do you even know what a club is?” Kit said. Someone was moving inside, taking their time about disengaging a series of locks. “This place is for people with shared values, who stand up for each other.”

The door opened onto an example of such a champion: a bent-backed man with long white hair and a linen shirt, unbuttoned down half his chest. He gave Kit a cracked-lip smile and said, in a vaguely Welsh accent, “Good to see ya, Kit. Better to see the young blood with you. Enter, enter, all are welcome.”

He stepped aside to make way and Aaron let the ladies go first. He wrinkled his nose at the smell, a mix of stale sweat and mould. A bar sat along the left wall, with an old till and a rack of spirits behind it. A short stack of Incite magazines sat on the counter, and Kit shunted off her hold-all bag to pull out a fresh pile.

“Don’t mind if I do,” their greeter said, thumbing through one. His focus occupied, he ignored the group as Kit led them on. Untamed pot plants and bookshelves created alcoves around low tables and chairs. In one pocket, men with sharp stubble and stained clothes were talking loudly over pints of beer; in the next, two women with flesh folding out of leather halters and fishnet tights eye-balled the newcomers.

Kit took them between stacks of books to a tight, unlit staircase, up to another floor equally packed with literature. They passed a room with electronic music pumping out, a large bedroom converted into a derelict cafe with sunken sofas stacked on books where their legs had broken or gone missing. There was a big bay window, the view partially covered by torn band posters, and a two-metre square platform sat at the back between dusty speakers, as some kind of stage. Aaron gawked, imagining the rough bands Kit had spoken of performing in this tiny space, when a dry-skinned man in a low armchair called out, “There’s no show tonight.”

“Oh?” Aaron replied with surprise. They still did shows here?

Ellie nudged him to keep him moving, but she lingered herself to take it in. They continued to the back of the building, where Kit tossed her bag and coat down in a tiny room.

“Whatever you’re thinking,” Kit said, “they’re all good people here. They run a food bank and they’re always the first to pitch in when something needs doing. Have a seat.”

Aaron crept into the tight space, where the light was too dim to highlight exactly how dirty the chairs were. These ones looked like they’d been liberated from an old theatre, brown and threadbare. The room was almost as small as the stage, a circular coffee table separating bookshelves that loomed precariously from all directions, the window painted black.

Ellie perched on the edge of her seat, knees together, and said, “So is this, like, a special location? Does it sit on a ley line to create a magical field?”

“No, don’t be ridiculous,” Kit said. “It just helps to do these things around people, and this is a supportive place where no one’s going to ask questions.” Kit pointed at the ceiling. “They had a pig in the upstairs room for a month once, and you’d have guys come and going remarking on the oinking, like it was no stranger than a dripping pipe.”

“Why did they have a pig?” Aaron asked.

“My point exactly. This is the sort of place where people don’t ask dumb questions about why you have a pig.” Kit flicked his knee, hard. Aaron flinched and looked at her with alarm, but her smile was especially charming in the deep shadows of the room, showing – painful as it was – that it was an affectionate flick. She was giving in to the fond memory of this place. “Right, who wants a drink?”

Ten minutes later, Aaron was nursing a bottle of beer while Ellie sipped at a glass of red wine and Kit chugged a pint. She reflected on her good times here: it was a regular spot for the Dyre Grrls to perform. Her, Mad and Clover in that tiny room screaming their lungs out while a dozen guys shoved each other about in a drug-fuelled frenzy. “We improvised manifestos while slamming out chords and drumbeats, yelling lists of demands. Toothless Vaughn used to write bits down, and he’d tape them up in public toilets or at the back of shops in more respectable areas.”

“The original Inciter,” Ellie commented.

“Part of the roots. There was a newsletter we wrote for, circulated here and in a bunch of clubs across the country. Worked as a rallying point whenever we got a mind to protest.” Kit laughed, and Aaron silently put it together with what he remembered from online: her former magazine, Dyer Days. “We were nursing hangovers here one morning when Solomon – that tireless goat downstairs – came barrelling in asking ‘Who’s coming to Liverpool?’ You just went along with that sort of thing, and soon enough we were stuffed in a van set to picket the Mersey Docks. We were gone for three or four days.”

“How old were you?” Aaron asked.

“Old enough,” Kit shrugged. “We all got it in the ear when we came back, though. Clover’s mum grounded her for a month and made her practise the violin every bloody day. I tried to sneak in and her mother only got madder. It was literally a month before we saw her outside school. She said it was worth it, though.”

“Did you use the magic here back then?” Aaron said. “To help with activism or the food banks or whatever?”

Kit sneered. “We didn’t have food banks back then. But no. In case I haven’t made it clear, the Deep Dark doesn’t owe itself well to good deeds. We talked about using it for disruption, but protest isn’t worth much when it’s not public, and there was no way we wanted to draw attention to this supernatural shit. We might’ve in time, I guess, but life took us elsewhere.” Kit took a big gulp of beer. “The first thing to know about witchcraft, one thing I know for sure, is that the spells and charms are built on old anger and outrage, the products of oppressed or marginalised people. It’s not about loaves and fishes; it’s desperate vengeance.”

“So how does he fit in?” Ellie asked, then took a quick sip of wine to mask the sudden accusation. Aaron met Kit’s eye as she considered the question, and he could see she didn’t have a particular answer. He was, after all, middle-class, white and moderately useless, not particularly oppressed.

“I don’t know if I do fit in,” Aaron offered apologetically. There was definitely something tugging at him, strongest when he’d carried that box but with traces just being near Kit. But where was the justice in a power touching him if, as Kit had been suggesting, it skirted Ellie, a minority who’d grown up at least adjacent to misery?

Loud voices rose from downstairs before Kit could address it, as hearty greetings and small talk announced someone new had entered. The building creaked as Mad Fisher climbed the stairs and thumped along the corridor, a big handbag in one hand and a pint of beer in the other. Aaron straightened up to greet her, glad she’d agreed to come. He sensed Mad was the more reasonable of her and Kit, and she had an imposing power all of her own – big, bold but with a good nature written on her soft features. She’d dressed down in jeans and a sports jacket, which she took off to reveal a vest cut low enough to make Aaron look away.

“Where do you shop these days?” Kit asked as Mad squeezed into the room. “Debenhams?”

“This is mostly bloody Zara, mate,” Mad replied. “I pay for quality.”

“If it makes you happy,” Kit said. “I suppose you wouldn’t want to stand out in the suburbs.”

“That and I realised that clothes that fit properly are actually comfortable. Try it some time. I also drive a car that looks like a tissue box but does sixty miles to the gallon and doesn’t leave my arse aching after an hour.”

“Sell out,” Kit said.

“Grow up,” Mad shot back, then the two locked eyes. They started laughing. Mad added, “But in all honesty, I don’t miss the bloody smell of this place.”

“It’s matured like a fine cheese,” Kit agreed.

Mad sat next to Aaron, her leg brushing his and making him retreat with a whispered apology. She laughed. “You got a shy one here, huh? It’s alright, I don’t bite.” Mad slapped a hand on his knee, making Aaron go rigid. “Much.” It made her laugh harder and Kit joined in. Ellie smirked, too, professional facade slipping at his expense.

Aaron retreated, muttering, entirely unheard, that he was only trying to give her some respectful space. Mad moved on, placing her handbag on the table between them. She unclasped it, saying, “I already took a quick look and found what we need, I reckon. Betsy called it a Spirit Searcher.”

Aaron and Ellie leant in together as Mad revealed the fabled book. It was a stack of old paper, like a pile of photocopier scraps. She plonked it on the table. The pages were browned with stains and crumpled as though wet and dried numerous times. Mad tapped the pile and said, reverently, “Not many people ever saw this, kids. Consider yourselves lucky.”

“The Book of Betsy Burdock,” Kit announced, with slight awe.

“I expected more of a . . .” Aaron started but recalled the reaction to his club comment and stopped. Ellie finished the thought: “A book?”

“Yeah well be thankful that it’s not,” Kit said. “If more people knew about it, we’d have more trouble.”

“So how did you find it?” Ellie asked, a little accusatory.

“It called us,” Kit said. “The power we’re dealing with, it works that way. Attracts alike through time and space or something. Same way I suspect I sensed Aaron passing by.”

Mad gave Aaron a look and said, “Lucky you were in her neck of the woods.”

“Lucky,” Kit said. “Did you have a good reason to be living around St Alphege’s, Aaron? No one moves there if they don’t have to, and you definitely didn’t have to. The power drew you.”

“It was what my dad could afford,” Aaron countered. “He wanted to invest in a property, while I studied, rather than throw away rent, and it was a good deal.” A good deal that frequently made him nervous and which he wished he could’ve argued against, then or now. Instead, he kept quiet and people didn’t visit because everyone knew students belonged in Hanton or Ten Gardens and did not venture into Ordshaw’s slums. Under Kit’s disappointed look and Ellie’s critical gaze, he added, “But I suppose the flat did speak to me. More than one we looked at in Nothicker.”

That brought a vindicated look back to Kit’s face, despite there clearly being no greater power at work there. Ellie put in primly, “Well, I’ve always known Incite was important, since I first saw the magazine.”

“Not the same thing,” Kit said. “Anyway, the book. I’ve always believed this book came to me – to us – as naturally as a bear comes to honey. It was the early days of the internet, when everyone and her mum were getting hold of shit like The Anarchist’s Cookbook, but we happened upon this. Betsy Burdock’s Book of Spells. We downloaded it and tried a few tricks for a laugh. Then realised how serious it was. Once we’d printed it, and had a little time to practise, we tried to find it again and nothing. Gone for good, with no record of who Betsy Burdock was, save the few details in the document.”

“A cheerful American girl,” Mad summarised. “Uses words like yams and eggplant. We figured it was more like a private collection she put online by accident, before realising anyone could download it. People did that sort of thing back then.”

“Why?” Ellie asked, confounded.

“The internet was more innocent at the start,” Kit said.

“With anarchist cookbooks and manuals for dark arts?” Aaron said.

“A place for freethinkers, without every little thing tied to megalomaniacs’ data mining and subscription fees, yeah. But we’re not here to discuss that, are we, Fisher?”

“Alright.” Mad leafed through the pages. She found the one she wanted and carefully separated the pile to put it on show. The text was printed in Courier New, like a script, with a short list of ingredients at the top followed by a few sentences. The title read Spirit Searcher, with a subtitle: for finding the things of power.

Mad read out the text: “‘Class: Projectual Spell. Suggested coven: three. Here’s a light trick we use in the findings of alike power and energies nearby. Quickly effective and gives you a pretty tingle to go with it, if the power’s benevent.’ I guess she meant benevolent. ‘Think it only works on the tangible, but take it slow just in case.’”

“What’s that mean?” Aaron asked. “Aren’t we looking for magic? Intangible magic?”

“Not in her sense,” Mad explained. “There’s a few notes like that in the book; she always referred to something intangible as a warning. Something she couldn’t touch or understand.”

“The dark side of the dark arts,” Ellie suggested.

“No, that’s different,” Kit said. “There’s details about the costs and pulls of the Deep Dark in there, too. That’s to do with inviting darkness into your life, madness, negativity, spirits that’ll drag you down, yadda yadda. The intangible was something worse.”

“Worse than spirits dragging you down?” Aaron said.

“Dragging you down where?” Ellie added.

“Didn’t anyone else notice that this spell doesn’t work with the intangible?” Kit replied impatiently. “We don’t need to worry about it, so shall we get on with this?”

“Assuming you’ve got all we need,” Mad said, then started reading out the list of ingredients. They sounded absurd, but Kit dug through her bag to pull out small glass vials and Tupperware on Mad’s commands. Sharpened dandelion, shadow smell, a door’s whisper, nightingale ash and blue mould.

Kit laid it out with childish pride. “All here! Some of it might be a bit old.”

“How do you have a shadow’s smell?” Ellie demanded, folding her arms, and Kit held up one of the glass vials to demonstrate. It appeared to be empty.

“Can I suggest,” Mad said, “that you keep your questions till later and just focus for now. We’ll prep the components, say a few words, and bam, it’s done. Anyone got any doubts left, now’s the time to leave.” She looked to Aaron, Ellie, and Kit, in turn. 

Aaron felt a stir of nerves rising, willing someone else to warn caution, but no one did and there was no way he was going to be the one to. So, he’d apparently unwittingly joined a witch’s coven and was about to be exposed to the dark arts because he did not have the gall to complain. He felt his throat constricting as the reality set in. He inwardly told himself he had to be okay with this. It would be fine. Kit knew what she was doing and Mad was even more responsible.

“Okay then,” Mad said, “guess we’re all as stupid as each other. Who’s ready to make some bloody magic?”
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Sick Slumber

For the making of sleep unpleasant.

Class: Objectual // Suggested Coven: 2+

3 sheaves of brown paper, torn in strips and marinated in feather blood

3 thin bones (raccoon works well)

1oz owl pellet dust

1 tsp lavender oil

A jar of goat cackles

Tricky one that’s hard to explain, but basically tie the bones into an agreeable shape using the paper. A triangular cross, for example, but you’ll know when it feels right. Mix the dust and oil and coat the totem, then submerge it in the cackles for at least 24 hours. Anyone in the same room will sleep heavily but unpleasantly. Trust me, it’s one for your enemies!

I discovered this trying to cure some insomnia, but I’m yet to find a sleeping potion that doesn’t either leave you feeling worse in the morning or produces some vile physical ailment! If anyone finds a way to tweak this, drop me an email!

Betsy Burdock’s Book of Spells, p. 132



It felt like a children’s game, pretending Kit’s ingredients were special and that her made-up words meant something, until suddenly it didn’t. Aaron was trying to soften Ellie’s sceptical expression with a smile, and to deny his own tingling tension, when it hit him. A sensation of sudden awareness, feeling something there that had not been before. It wasn’t physically in the room, but out in the world. The surroundings grew blurry, sounds muted, as Aaron tried to pick out what it was, releasing his tender hold on Madison’s hand. He tried to say, “Crap, what’s happening?” but it came out as a moan. He blinked, darkness creeping in at the edges. Kit and Ellie stood like amorphous blobs, Mad leaning over him. Beyond them lay the city, Ordshaw’s peaks and sewers, winding tunnels, veins of flowing energy. Then specific things crowded into his senses: the hollow echo of a word, beating drums, a place, a knife, blood.

He tried to speak more clearly, but the moan only came out louder.

A harsh slap caught his cheek, snapping his head to the side. The sting brought back the room and the thump of the club’s music, the voices of the women around him.

“Why did you do that?” Ellie cried.

“It worked, didn’t it!” Kit said.

“Did it?” Mad asked.

Aaron slowly turned to them, seeing all three women watching with concern. Kit’s open palm was still raised, ready to hit him again, so he said, “Yes, I’m fine.” He touched a ginger finger to where his cheek warmly smarted. “Thanks.”

“Any time,” Kit said, without irony, then plonked herself back down. She blew out a whistle. “Hell, that was a kick. You feel it, too?” She looked to Ellie, whose eyes were fixed on Aaron.

“I don’t know,” Ellie said, sitting down. “Maybe.”

Kit laughed, not at her, Aaron realised, but with giddy energy, thrilled by whatever they’d done. “It was a good one. Shit, we’ve still got it. Don’t we still have it, Mad?”

Mad peeled her eyes off Aaron and nodded. She started smiling, too, but said, “Not sure he enjoyed it so much. Always said this magic wasn’t meant for blokes.”

“I . . .” Aaron began, but found his need to say anything was trumped by an inability to coherently unravel what had just happened. Instead, he shook his head. His heart was beating against his ribs and he felt strangely alive. Like he could run a mile, drink a litre of whisky, jump out of a window. Though he was also somewhat scared to move, suddenly untrusting of reality.

“That was a good start,” Kit said, clapping her hands together. “I got something, at least. Somewhere to start looking.”

“Bezel Road?” Mad checked.

An image came back to Aaron: a street which he was sure had that name, but more, too. A shack, behind a large brick building. A dark alleyway, a flickering streetlight and a word. He shook himself out of it and found the others staring again, his moment drifting having drawn their attention.

Kit asked, “What is it? What else did you get?”

“Did you –” Aaron started, but this was madness. It was hypnotic suggestion or a psychotropic in the drinks. They hadn’t just done magic, not by arranging a few nonsense ingredients together and reciting words. But the proof was in the shared illusion. He asked, “Did you see a shed behind a building? With a – a flickering light. A sign. Shade’s –”

“Shellfish,” Ellie put in quickly, to be clear she’d got it too.

Mad and Kit were beaming happily as the realisation dawned on the younger pair. Ellie’s scowl turned to worry, as Aaron tried to process this. They had sensed the same things, all of them connecting to something bigger than themselves. The wave of understanding flooded through him, then, and he rushed out the details: “It’s in West Quay, isn’t it? About a thirty-minute walk. By a commercial estate.” Kit and Mad nodded, they had this too, so he sped up. “There’s a woman. A dark woman, wearing red, with fetishes around the shack, and a rotten smell about her. Fuu-leen, I got that sound. Is that her name? But it’s not spelt how it sounds, it’s Firline, fir-line.”

He grinned, waiting for them to agree, but found Kit and Mad now shared Ellie’s concerned expression.

“Did you mean she’s black?” Ellie said, quietly. “Because dark is not cool.”

“I didn’t mean –” Aaron started to explain, but Kit cut in.

“You saw her?” She almost sounded angry, making Aaron slow down.

“Not saw exactly. It came to me, like, something I already knew. And I didn’t mean dark as in black. That is, I think she is black, but I meant there’s darkness about her, in her manner, her intentions. You didn’t get that?” He continued with worry, more details there but tainted by the sense that every extra thing he said might push him apart from the group. “She’s not from here. Doesn’t belong in Ordshaw; I think she only came recently from overseas. The Americas, the Caribbean?”

“Fuck,” Kit said, not happy with any of this.

“You didn’t . . .” Aaron started, but petered out, not wanting to hear the answer.

“Where did you say you found him?” Mad asked, warily.

As the two older women stared uneasily, Aaron looked to Ellie for support. She shook her head to tell him she hadn’t shared whatever his experience was.

“What else did you pick up?” Kit asked, at last. “Can you be more specific, tell me she’s Jamaican?”

“I don’t know,” Aaron replied quietly, doubt burning in. His skin prickled under their scrutiny. “I mean, for a minute it felt like I sensed the whole city, then it was just that place, this person we were looking for. How do I know what’s real?”

“It’s all real,” Mad assured him. “At least we uncovered who we were looking for, I guess? That other stuff, that can . . .” She looked to Kit, deferring for permission. “That can wait, right?”

“Right,” Kit agreed, not taking her eyes off Aaron. Whatever was going on in her head, it didn’t look good, but Mad stepped back in.

“It’s her alright,” she said. “I sensed her in my house. An echo of her, at least. I don’t know if she was projecting, or if I just picked up that she was in town, but I got a taste of what you’re saying, Aaron. I believe the rest.”

“Yeah, it sounds like the same creep that was outside my place,” Kit said. “But I didn’t see her just now.”

Aaron guiltily looked away.

“What difference does it make?” Mad said. She started gathering up the manuscript. “We know there’s someone out there, we know who she is, I’d say we’re done. Can you use this information to make it go away, Kit?”

Kit hesitated but Mad had the forceful look of a mother taking charge, making her move on from whatever Aaron had plainly done wrong. “Right. Fisher’s right: if she’s Jamaican then maybe Seventh Street is involved, like Oscar figured. I might be able to talk to them, get around Terry completely. I’ll make a call. For now, I’d say we’ve earned another drink.”

“Can we discuss exactly what happened here?” Ellie asked. Aaron was glad she was there to say it, but he wasn’t sure how ready he was to hear the full truth.

“Sure, when I get back,” Kit said, dismissively. She stood, gave a last glance back to Aaron, then left.

“You did great,” Mad assured him, landing a weighty hand on his shoulder. He offered an abashed smile, quite certain that whatever doors their little seance had opened, great was not the word for it.



Kit downed two whiskies while hovering by Solomon’s bar. Mad was right, it was a mistake to drag the kids into this (young adults, sorry), but damn. Aaron had power. He’d fallen into the zone fast, and the spell had taken him further than it should’ve. She shuddered at the thought that if he’d got it that quickly, he could easily have gone further and connected with the Deep Dark. He had felt the city, he said, not just the witch, and what the hell did that mean? Mad had said Ordshaw was dry for years. Had this woman, Firline, brought its dormant power back to life?

And that was only one problem; the more immediate one was that everything about Aaron’s description, which played right into her own senses, screamed that Tallice was right about the Seventh Street Regulars, and while she’d rather open a dialogue with Harry Hardcourt than Terry, the chances were it meant the two were working together. Seventh Street wouldn’t be going after the Fullers with talk of witchcraft on their own, after all.

Solomon poured Kit another drink. She could see he was about to spill into a nostalgic ramble, so she threw back the glass and slammed it on the bar. She thanked him and wandered to the rear courtyard, which was empty but thick with leftover cigarette smoke. She called Drew.

“What’ve you got going on with Seventh Street?” Kit said, dropping him into uncertain silence. “I had a word with Oscar earlier, in case you’re not aware, and I’ve got a good idea that this woman we’re dealing with isn’t from around here.”

“You know what Oscar’s like,” Drew said, defensively. “Why pick a small fight when he can spark a big one?”

“Piss off,” Kit said. “You’re holding out on me, Drew. You didn’t tell me about Busy Larry or people’s fingers getting lopped off. He was encroaching on Seventh Street territory, wasn’t he? Are you trying to tie me into a proper turf war here? With the bloody Yardies?”

“No, definitely not,” Drew said hotly. “Why would I dress that up?”

“I don’t know,” Kit snarled, “maybe because you figured I might not want anything to do with this if I knew you were mixed up in a fucking race war.”

“It’s not a race thing,” Drew insisted. “One hundred per cent. Look, let’s meet up. I’m down the Sling, I can send a car.”

“The Sling,” Kit said, zero desire to visit the Fuller’s prized nightclub. That neon den of gold-chain thugs and plastic women was forever lodged in her brain as a place of blood. She wasn’t sure how Drew could stand to be there, the club where his brother breathed his last. “Fuck that.”

“Where are you, then? I could come to you.”

“The Priddy. Pretty sure you still don’t belong here, either. No, the phone’s fine, just bloody talk.”

“Well.” Drew dragged the word out, still considering meeting. He thought better of it. “Fine. Let me be plain. Terry is behind this, and so what if the witch is black? Yes, Larry was near Seventh Street territory, but no, we’ve got no beef with them. I didn’t tell you about him because I figured talk of mutilations might get you in too deep. Thought you might go to the police, I don’t know. You’re not one of us anymore, are you?”

Kit ground her teeth. “Piss off. When have I ever gone to the police over anything?”

“How would I know? It’s been so long?” Drew said. “Besides, you were holding out, and half of what I know sounds like bull anyway. There are boys talking nonsense, saying she had yellow eyes, another that she had claw feet. They’re terrified, they don’t know. She might be new in town but who knows where the hell from? We found writing in a language that didn’t make sense, which I would’ve shown you if you’d given me a chance.”

Kit paused. “What’d it say? What language?”

“I don’t know, it was French, maybe, kind of.”

“You couldn’t translate French?” Kit almost screamed at him. “How is there not a single person in your outfit with a few words of French?”

“Kind of, I said!” Drew replied, getting equally irate. “I don’t know, come round and I’ll show you photos! Translate it yourself if you’re so damn smart.”

“Maybe I bloody will!” 

They both went quiet, the shouts having risen too high.

“Truthfully, Kit,” Drew said, “I was only trying to protect you, not mentioning Larry. But I guess you got a step ahead of me anyway. Just like old times, huh?”

“I don’t want it to be like old times, Drew,” Kit said. “There’s a reason we put things behind us.”

“I know,” Drew replied. “But here we are. You have something, don’t you? Tell me you’re ready to get involved.”

Kit braced herself against the thought she was actually going to do this. She said, “I want a meeting with Harry Hardcourt. Me, personally, to get the measure of him. The same time, I want you to back off. I want Oscar to definitely back off. If you’re up for it, you can also tell Terry that I’m nothing to do with any of this, in case anyone starts getting the impression we’re working together. Got all that?”

Drew hesitated. “The thing with Harry –”

“Oh, here it comes,” Kit growled. “You said there was no beef?”

“There’s not! It’s just that Oscar got this idea in his head and had some words with him already. Harry wasn’t happy about it. We might want to give him a little time to cool off, that’s all I’m saying.”

“I don’t give a shit, this isn’t between him and you,” Kit snarled. “Just set up a meeting.”

“Alright, alright,” Drew said. “Leave it with me. But look, about this woman –”

“I told you, drop it for now,” Kit said firmly. “One thing I’m sure of is that if you go after her, you’re going to make things much worse.”
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The Sling Club Cellar, 1995

“We are on top of the world, girls,” Kit said breathlessly, as they crashed onto the dressing room’s cigarette-charred armchairs. They could hear the next act through the ceiling, the unlikely mix of moshers and clubbers diving back into the fray. A punk night in a mainstream club shouldn’t have worked but it had produced the Dyre Grrls’ biggest crowd yet. Even Clover grinned as she sunk into a chair that dwarfed her, dark hair wet against her sweat-sheened face.

“They’re off their heads,” Mad said, approvingly. “The lot of them. Seriously thought we’d see bloodshed. I mean, deliberate bloodshed.”

“Nah,” Kit said, though she’d been nervous as hell, too. “That one kid who split his head open went out laughing, didn’t you see?”

“Bill wasn’t all that impressed, though. You see his face?”

“You think any young act would impress him?” Kit shrugged. “He’ll be happy when he empties the tills. Shit. We did it. Didn’t I say we would? Brought a club to life with our own music, making bank with the boys.”

“Got yourself a bit of tail,” Mad pointed out and Kit laughed.

“Nah. Me and Drew are just mates.”

“Sure, just mates.” Mad turned to Clover and waggled her tongue.

“It’s not like that!” Kit cried, her voice light but her eyes going to Clover’s to insist it. “We’re practically business partners. It’d be like making out with my brother.”

“How would you know, you don’t even have a brother!” Mad said.

“Like making out with your brother, then!” Kit said and all three girls gagged.

“Gross!” Clover cried, a little too loud. Her rare contribution brought renewed hysterics, until they laughed themselves tired.

Kit slumped. “I mean it, girls, we’re gonna put Ordshaw punk on the map. We’ll be the next Huggy Bear. Hell, we’ll be bigger than Joan Jett! Because we don’t just bloody well rock. We’ve got” – she held up her hands in claws and launched off her seat – “power!”

Mad and Clover scrambled to half-heartedly get out of her way with giggles. Kit caught Clover’s face in both her hands and planted a kiss on her lips. Clover squirmed and squeaked but didn’t pull away. She started to relax, Kit melting into her, when Mad shoved them apart.

“Jesus, get a room!” Mad boomed.

Kit retreated, grinning as Clover watched her with her lip trembling.

“You’re a star, Clover, you know that?” Kit said. “You rock. Did you see her out there, Mad? She’s making us both look bad. But I want you to let it all out. The next spell’s your choice, whatever you want, what do you say?”

Clover gave her a slit-eyed, half-distrusting look, but she was on board. She came alive on stage, but the mention of their spell-work was what really made her eyes glow. She said, “Lightning. Let’s make a spark.”



“You’ll probably get a headache in about an hour,” Mad said, as Aaron kept staring at the spell ingredients laid out on the table. “We didn’t notice it much because half the time we were already drunk or high, but even the smallest tricks give you a hangover.” After a day split between shuttling kids to and from school and managing semi-competent man-children at work, it only seemed natural to debrief Aaron and Ellie on the costs of magic, as casually as explaining household chores. “It’s easier with spells like this one, though, relying on ingredients so they carry the brunt of the work.”

“You can do magic without these things?” Ellie asked. Once she’d got through the initial shock, and the tension over the mess of a situation Kit had them in, Ellie started picking at the topic like the investigative reporter she plainly wanted to be. “How many spells do you know? What’s the most extreme one?”

Mad gave her a weary look. “Can you dial it down a notch? You know, try asking your questions instead of barking them.”

The girl looked offended, but forced herself to relax, folds easing from her brow. “Sorry.”

“But from the top – there are three types of spells or charms in Betsy’s book: projectual, which need a bunch of things to be combined but create an external kind of effect. Then there’s objectual ones, which produce an object that contains magical properties. That’s your typical potion you need to drink or a talisman you’ve got to wear. Then there’s spells you learn to do yourself, integrual, which is the hardest to learn. You activate integruals by learning how your mind and body and the energy around you are connected. It takes the biggest toll on a witch, but once you get the hang of them, they’re yours whenever you need them.”

“But you mentioned there’s been a slump in power in Ordshaw,” Ellie noted, too observant by half. “Were you still able to do those spells then?”

Mad looked at her hands. She said, “I don’t know. We retired, and without practice these things fade away. It’s not easy to get back into.” She held up a finger, focusing on it, trying to bring back a little piece of what once was. The energy had never been there in those late nights when she tried to produce even the smallest light, a year ago, eight years ago, whenever. But Aaron had felt the city’s power, hadn’t he? It wasn’t just the witch Firline; things had changed. Mad concentrated, and the tip of her finger got warmer. She narrowed her eyes, searching for the tug. It was there. She invited more, and the tip of her finger lit up.

Ellie gasped and the legs of Aaron’s chair scraped against the floor, the two abrupt sounds snapping Mad out of it. It broke the connection and her finger dimmed to normal. Aaron swore under his breath as Ellie whispered, “How?”

“Haven’t done that in forever,” Mad said, almost as surprised as them. She hadn’t been able to, didn’t really believe she could anymore. What had changed? Firline had come into town, for one. Aaron, right next to her, had something going on, for another. Special, even if he looked as ordinary and timid as anyone in Ordshaw. He didn’t know what he had, and it was probably best he didn’t find out. Mad said, “Don’t be too impressed. What do you even need a bright finger for with phones these days?”

“What else can you do?” Aaron asked, fascinated despite the disclaimer. “Can you read minds? Conjure fire?”

“Turn things to ice?” Ellie suggested. “Force people to tell the truth? Control animals?”

She sounded a little too eager, so Mad gave her a warning look before answering. “I don’t need to read minds, people are obvious. None of us could conjure elements, but Clover could warm things up or cool things down a bit. There’s a potion that’ll freeze whatever it touches, but on a surface level, so you might as well toss crushed ice about. Truth-teller works nicely but you’d get the same results spiking someone with ecstasy, minus bargaining with the Devil.”

“Is there a Devil?” Aaron asked. “These are dark arts, aren’t they?”

“Did you have to sell your soul?” Ellie added. They suddenly looked frightened.

“It’s a figure of speech,” Mad replied with exaggerated patience. “There’s nothing religious to all this. No Gods or devils involved, though a lot of the magic is dark, and you pay for that. The hangover thing, like I said, could be physically draining or give you an emotional gut punch. Beyond that, every spell creates risky connections. There’s more out there than we understand, and we only ever had this random book from a mystery woman for guidance.” Mad tapped the manuscript on the table. “Betsy didn’t even seem sure of everything she documented. I’ve always had a theory, personally, that this magic has a logical explanation. Just uses energy that science hasn’t properly explained yet. Or even discovered. And messing with energy you don’t understand, that’s always dangerous, isn’t it?”

“There’s no logical explanation for being able to make a human finger glow like a light bulb,” Ellie said.

“I bet Thomas Edison’s mates figured the same thing about actual light bulbs,” Mad said. “Anyway, connecting to whatever energy this magic uses also creates a kind of addiction. A draw towards it, encouraging you to do more, and go deeper into the darkness. And it is unmistakably a darkness; you know it’s there the same way you feel moisture in the air or can smell a fart without seeing it. It never felt right to keep tapping into it. We called it” – she rolled a hand dramatically – “the Deep Dark.”

Mad took a good chug on her pint to give them time to reflect. They exchanged an uncertain look and did not comment.

“It’d be scarier if you faced it yourselves,” Mad said. “But we won’t be going there, will we?”

“But you could teach us more,” Aaron suggested. “Safely, seeing as you know what to avoid?” He checked with a glance at Ellie. “I mean, there must be elements of this we could learn?”

“You’ve got no idea,” Mad sighed. “Little things lead to big things. You start out thinking you’ll just change the colour of your hair or give Chlocey Twitten a permanent itch, and next thing you know, you’re seeing monsters in the shadows and children die and you don’t know who your friends are anymore.” She took a breath, aware the pair had gone wide-eyed at the children dying comment. Quieter, she continued, “Magic sits on your shoulders forever, like a little devil tempting you whenever you’re over-tired or fed up. Just a little more, it tells you. Just give it a go. I’m ashamed that I’ve given in a few times, and you’ve got no idea how much relief I felt at not being able to do it anymore. Us being here and going through this was a one-off.”

“The power is still there, though,” Aaron pointed out. “Kit made shadows appear the other day, to scare someone, so she must still have some integral skills working? It didn’t seem like a big deal.”

“Integrual,” Ellie corrected, but she went quiet along with Aaron as they both clocked Mad’s glare. 

“When was this?” she demanded. “Why?”

“Um,” Aaron said. “There was a mugger. He had a knife. Kit scared him off. She seemed fine afterwards.”

“Hell,” Mad said. “It’s taken all my restraint not to try stupid tricks like lighting up a finger and she’s casting shadows? This is exactly what I’m talking about. Was that mugger bloody pissing himself? Like he saw a nightmare? Do you think it’s good or bad that Kit can connect to whatever can freak a person out like that?”

“Better than him stabbing Aaron,” Kit’s voice announced her return, as she squeezed into the room with a set of very full pint glasses between her hands. “What else was I going to do?”

“Call for help?” Mad said. “You really did that? Out in the open?”

“Why the fuck not?” Kit replied, as she put the pints down, sloshing beer onto the tale. Aaron scrambled to get the manuscript out of the way and Mad reached over to snatch it from him, crumpling a few pages.

“Don’t touch that!” she snapped and hurriedly shoved it back into her handbag. “Why not? You gave me shit about a little probing and you’re casting shadows? How long have you been using? Did you ever stop?”

“Get off your bloody high horse!” Kit answered loudly. “You let Clover take the book.”

“Let Clover? She was her own person, Kit, not that you’d ever know.”

“Says the woman who took her away from me. I never chose her friends for her.”

Mad went still, incredulous as Kit’s logic barraged her. Clover, the meekest and most gentle of them, only ever wanted to please Kit. She supported her in everything. She had to be steered away, for her own good. And here was Kit doing it again, opening the door on magic that none of them should be touching. Mad shook her head. “It was a mistake coming here. You never bloody learnt a thing.”

“I learnt plenty,” Kid said as Mad stood. Her chair slammed into the bookshelves, pinning her legs. Stupid room without enough space. She wrestled with the chair until she’d pulled her legs free, then shoved it to the floor. As she went to leave, Kit caught her by the elbow.

“Let go.”

“I haven’t been practising,” Kit said. “I didn’t want this either, remember?”

“The hell you didn’t. If you really didn’t want trouble, you wouldn’t be constantly looking for it, would you? I said let go.” Mad pulled her arm free and shoved Kit out of the way, making her trip on a chair, too. Mad stormed out as Kit untangled herself. She reached the stairs before Kit caught up, shouting.

“Mad, you’ve got no idea! You live in bloody denial! Swanned off to get an education and meet Mr Right and settle down in sunny suburbia with fucking polo-neck shirts and lawn-mower Sundays! Talk about staying out of trouble while you’re taking a salary from the white-teethed human pincushions in City Hall who let the neighbourhood we grew up in circle the drain.”

It was a classic Kit rant that followed Mad through to the Priddy’s entrance as she tried not to react. The piped music and conversation got quieter as Kit spoke. Had she done that? It was well within Kit’s power to mute ambient sound.

“You always thought you were better than us, didn’t you Mad? Better than St Alphege’s, too bloody cool to care about making a difference.”

Solomon shifted behind his bar as Mad spun back to give Kit a parting jab. “Yeah, you’re a real martyr, Kit. Well done for still believing the system’s ever going to change.”

“What else is there?” Kit said, ready to fight tooth and claw. The young Kit still burned in her, with all the anger she had for the world. Never sated because she never really won, did she? Mad regarded her pityingly, then opened the door. She stepped out into the street and breathed in the night air, recalling similar nights twenty years ago, when spells went wrong and they got upset and argued. Shouted disagreements and make-up texts and coffee on a Sunday morning. No matter how heated it got, they always came back to each other like magnets. Because most of the time they argued over nothing, only because Kit was too passionate not to.

Mad rooted her feet. Where was all the wisdom she’d got from failing to calm her infant son by screaming at him? Bloody hell, Kit was practising magic, mixing with the Fullers, and she’d drawn in two new youngsters. Mad couldn’t just storm off; no one else stood the slightest chance of tempering Kit’s energy.

She turned back to find Kit standing furiously in the doorway, ready for more. The corridor behind her had filled with the Priddy’s guests, Aaron and Ellie’s faces poking out at the back.

“Jesus Christ,” Mad said. “We’re old, Kit. We can do better than this.”

Kit’s eyes widened as if the suggestion had totally thrown her. Mad braced herself for more stubborn resistance, but Kit’s eyes focused over her shoulder. She turned as Kit shouted, “Get down!”

Her words were drowned by gunfire.
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Outside the Priddy Club, 1995

The Fuller boys had crossed boundaries in cosying up to Kit Fadulous and her outcasts, but visiting this place pushed Drew’s limits. His dad was one of the most powerful, and feared, men in St Alphege’s, and even he was wary about having anything to do with the Priddy. The people who hung out there were unhinged, he said. The sort of crazy that’d hurt itself to get to you. You didn’t mess with that. And like a lot of places in St Alphege’s, when you stepped inside the Priddy, you acquired a certain reputation.

It was no surprise that Kit hung out there. She didn’t often talk politics around the gang, but when given an opening she went at it hard. It was on show in the way she dressed and the things she screamed on stage. That’d been fun, down the Sling Club’s punk night, but Bill had warned Drew that it wouldn’t ever happen again. One of the acts had given a two-minute speech about a local businessman that Bill was good friends with. They’d had to get him to apologise in person, later. Dirty work.

Kit hadn’t asked about doing another gig, anyway. She was petitioning guys out in London instead. Drew reckoned he could help there: this evening, he had news that one of Bill’s friends, the owner of a gay club in Soho, was going to let them audition. Only, to deliver that message, Drew found himself standing outside the Priddy with Tallice and Frank.

“You wait out here,” Drew told his brother. “Keep watch.”

“Fat chance,” Frank said. “We ain’t splitting up.”

Drew gave him the eye, but he couldn’t blame him. Innocuous as the Priddy looked, they all knew what a peaceful front could hide. Even Tallice looked uneasy, hands in his pockets as he watched the upstairs window, fairy lights flashing and music thumping.

“Maybe you go in alone,” Tallice said. “I’ll watch Frank out here.”

“Wow,” Drew said, “that’s noble of you.”

Shaking his head, Drew tried the door and found it locked. He knocked and an old guy opened it with an unwelcoming expression. Drew said he was there to see Kit and the guy’s face lit up. He sent Drew up to their room, back of the second floor. Drew followed the directions past exactly the kind of combat-trouser and fishing hat losers he expected to find here, the stink of weed heavy in the air. On the upstairs landing, he saw the door to the girls’ room closed. As he got closer, light sparked under it, with a bright blue strobe. He heard them encouraging each other inside.

The light sparked again and Drew smiled at their laughter. Weird as these three were, they were definitely lively. He opened the door but froze. They looked at him with shared shock as a streak of what looked like electricity shot over the coffee table.

As Drew asked, “What the hell was that?” Kit demanded, “What the fuck are you doing here?”



Kit threw her hands up and lit the road with a blinding flash that drew a chorus of surprised shouts and cut off the gunshots. She blinked rapidly, trying to clear her white vision while blindly stumbling to where Mad had been.

“Back inside! Quick!” she shouted, before touching Mad, on the ground. She dragged her friend up and tripped on the curb, bringing them both to their knees. Back in the Priddy, Solomon ordered everyone to stay down. Panicked guests were yelling as they fell over each other trying to hide in the tight confines. The gunmen were yelling, “Can’t fucking see! What was that?”

“Just shoot, dammit!”

Kit growled, heaving Mad to her feet and stumbling into the club doorway. What happened to the days when criminals ran off at the first sight of resistance? Her vision cleared enough to make out vague shapes.

“What was that light?” Solomon screamed and she waved an annoyed hand at him, as if that mattered now.

“They’re not done!” she shouted. “You still got Old Bertha back there?”

Solomon shot a look to the cellar doorway under the stairs. He ran, saying, “Give me a minute!”

The guns started firing again, a terrific salvo of blasts from two directions, and Kit shoved Mad down, falling on top of her and flattening her against the carpet. Windows shattered and books and bottles above the bar were torn apart in explosions of glass and paper. Flinching at every shot, Kit crawled on her elbows to get out of the doorway, then kicked the door shut. Bullets tore through the wood in a jagged line from top to bottom, one shot hitting the floorboard inches from Kit’s hand. The gunfire stopped and the men shouted outside, reloading, organising an assault.

Kit pushed up to all fours, shouting, “Move, Fisher! They’re not done!”

Mad was shaking beside her, pressed against a bookshelf with eyes impossibly wide. Kit slapped her cheek then grabbed her jaw to force her to look at her. “Move!” She shifted to a crouch and pulled Mad after her, shouting, “Is anyone hurt? Ellie, are you okay?”

“We’re back here!” Ellie cried from deep in the club’s nooks.

“Who the hell are those people?” a man roared from under a table.

“Get away from the windows, stay low!” Kit ordered. Rather than try to explain, she raced for the stairs. She swung Mad around, to shove her up the steps first. Before following, she looked at the back room where a crowd were crammed in and keeping low. Ellie and Aaron’s faces poked out amongst them. Kit said, “Stay there!” and turned to the stairs. The front door smashed open and two huge, darkly clad guys with scarfs up to their eyes stepped in, pistols at their hips. Kit froze, directly down the corridor, as though facing a firing squad. It took them a second to process their fortune, then the guns came up.

A shot thundered from beneath the stairs, out of the cellar doorway. The men ducked outside as the upper door frame was torn to splinters. They shouted in high-pitched curses. Solomon leant out from the cellar door, a tremendously long shotgun crooked in one arm, and yelled, “There’s more for you, come get your medicine!”

Kit stood panting, arms at her sides still ready to receive the shots that never came. She was alive. Alive.

The shouts outside receded, the men insulting each other as they abandoned the club. An engine started and car doors slammed shut. Solomon charged out of the cellar after them, sparking Kit back into action. She ran and caught his shoulder, to pull him back inside just as he got through the door.

“Are you crazy, old man!” Kit shouted as he tried to shake her off.

The car engine revved loudly and the wheels squealed as it pulled away. Solomon gave her a hard look but stayed put. The shotgun rattled in his tight grip, so she placed a hand on the barrel and pushed it down.

“They’re gone,” she assured him, then louder, for everyone. “They’re gone!”

Sounds of relief erupted from all around. Furniture shifted as people slowly emerged from hiding.

“Is anyone hurt?” Kit asked again, moving back down the corridor, where Ellie and Aaron were already sliding out between bodies.

Ellie paused at the base of the stairs and gasped, “Oh no.”

Kit pushed her out of the way to see for herself. Mad was sprawled up the steps, teeth gritted as she pressed both hands into her side. There was blood oozing over Mad’s fingers, dripping down the stairs and smeared up the wall. Kit looked around, desperate for help – surely Solomon or one of the other old boys had medical training. Then she noticed the snail’s trail of Mad’s blood spreading from the front entrance to where she stood.



The paramedics claimed that Mad’s wound was not as bad as it looked; a bullet had caught her in the lower left side, and not hit anything vital, though it tore out a chunk of flesh. Mad joked that it was one way to lose her stretch marks and laughed in between cursing at the pain. They loaded her into the ambulance as Kit apologised profusely and said she’d ride with her, but Mad insisted she stay behind, fixing her with a look that said it was better not to be anywhere near her. Roy would meet her at the hospital, anyway, and Roy never really got Kit.

Once Mad was safely away, the police set into questioning in earnest. Most of the Priddy’s guests were gone by then, masters in the art of evading anything with a sniff of authority, so it was mostly left for Solomon to explain what had happened. Kit gave her own account in clipped tones, offering only as much as she absolutely had to. There was no reason for them to think she had been targeted. As far as the cops were concerned, it was possible the gunmen weren’t even after anyone specific. They’d seen it before, they said: gangs fed each other false information over the whereabouts of illegal stashes or high-profile targets, and civilians got caught in the middle of it. Another case of gang violence spilling into the local community. Although from the unimpressed expression on the officer who explained this, as he took in the club interior, it wasn’t surprising that the Priddy should find itself a target, and they’d be all too happy not to follow up on it.

It was anyone’s guess which gang the gunmen belonged to. No one could so much as agree on the colour of the gunmen’s skin, or if there were two or three or four of them. Kit herself, who got the best look, was pretty sure they were white, but that was all she knew.

By the time Kit was done talking, only a couple of officers remained, going over the details one more time with Solomon. She got a final word with him in private, thanking him for his help, and he gave a tired smile, telling her he hadn’t had that much excitement in years. But maybe don’t bring it around again? As she was leaving, he put in a hushed question as to what exactly happened on the street, with that burst of light and all. Kit said it must’ve been one of the attackers’ guns misfiring. Exploded in his hand, maybe. Solomon nodded, accepting it on the surface, but he plainly did not believe a word. She could see the memories behind his eyes, the rumours of what the girls got up to in the past. She gave him a pat on the arm and told him they wouldn’t be back anytime soon.

Aaron and Ellie had stayed protectively close to each other, not sure what to do with themselves or how to process the evening. Kit told them to come to hers, and once they were clear of the Priddy, Aaron retreated into deeper quiet and Ellie started rattling off theories as to what was going on. Terry Goddom had heard they were in the club and took a shot at Kit. Or was there a more esoteric explanation? They’d detected where Firline was. Had the magic revealed their location in turn? Kit didn’t say so, but that was easier to believe than the thought that anyone in the club might’ve informed Terry she was there. But if the magic was a beacon, wouldn’t Firline have come herself?

The thought of that prowling witch played uneasily on Kit’s mind. In all likelihood, Firline wasn’t brazen enough to join a hit squad. She was probably still lurking in her shack, happy to let street thugs do her dirty work, as she’d attempted with that Trusk Avenue stunt.

Whatever the explanation, they had come for Kit and hit Mad. Could’ve killed her or the kids. They might’ve torn up the whole club if Solomon hadn’t driven them off. Bloody Terry and this damn witch and their blood feud. There would be more to come and it would only get more people hurt. Kit’s hopes of smoothing things over with Harry Hardcourt were replaced by a burning desire to simply face things head on. Considering those were white gunmen, she freshly doubted this was a situation Seventh Street could fix anyway. It wouldn’t be hard to find Terry, but after an attack like that he’d be on guard, maybe expecting her, with a lot of hard men waiting in shadows. Firline, on the other hand, might think she was safe, hiding in her shack.

Kit settled Aaron and Ellie in her apartment and made them teas. She gave them a quick pep talk that barely registered in her own mind, assuring them they’d feel either numb or electric until the shock wore off, but it would wear off and they’d be safe here when it did. She told Ellie to take the bed and Aaron the sofa; she’d sleep on the floor, no complaints. Then she noticed that Aaron was clutching Mad’s handbag to his chest, too tight.

Kit gently took it and said, “Well done for remembering that.” She set it down on the table, the weight of Betsy’s Book inviting her in, as it probably had for him. Kit leafed through a few pages and said, “You’ll leave this alone, both of you, okay?” Memories jumped at her as she took in the possibilities – the temptations – that this tome contained. But Mad was right. No good would come from delving back into it. She’d use her wits and her fists if she had to, and keep the kids clear of it. Kit told Aaron and Ellie to wait while she went out for more vodka and left, too fast for them to question it. She was confident she’d be a long way off before they realised she wasn’t coming back.
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Longcroft Road, 1996

“You know a few things about fighting, don’t you Kit?” Bill Fuller asked, as they walked past a row of townhouses with raised stoops and wooden gates. One of the nicer parts of St Alphege’s, and in company that made Kit feel special. Bill’s fatherly stature was emboldened by his bulky fur-lined coat. Just a shame that Tallice had to be there, lagging behind with one of Bill’s goons. “It’s written all over you; the way you carry yourself, the way you sing, even. Got a lot of fire waiting to come out.”

“I guess,” Kit said, a little abashed. She liked to think she fought against injustice and the system, which was different to Bill’s more tribal idea of violence.

“I really appreciate the work you’ve been putting in,” Bill went on. “It’s invaluable, and I hope you feel suitably compensated. But you know things are getting ugly with Chester’s lads. The last thing I want is to involve you in any way, but I need to settle it, and you’ve got talents my boys don’t.”

“You want me to help strike a deal?” Kit suggested, as if it was her talents of persuasion he was interested in.

Bill laughed, a kindly Santa Clause chuckle. “No, there’s no deal to be made that I’d be happy with. Chester’s too proud and thinks he’s too tough. What we’re going to do is have a meet, but not the sort that’s solved with words.”

He waited for some kind of reaction, so Kit said, “Ah.”

“They don’t know about you and your girls, Kit. No one does. But I wanna make a big impression. Understand?”

There was obviously a connection between this question and his preamble. He wanted her to fight. Kit thought back over weeks of sharing innocent spells and charms that had pleased Drew, even if Mad and Clover weren’t fully on board. They had shared information picked out of the air, like the Saxons’ trucking routes and stash locations, and they’d done a particularly impressive weather disruption that created a distraction when the police raided a Fuller warehouse. They also created a corrosive liquid to help the boys break into a storage facility, but Kit wasn’t sure that particular recipe even counted as magic. All of it was done through Drew; she hadn’t even been sure Bill approved of it. But if he was asking her to assist in an actual fight, he wanted supernatural help. 

Her hesitation made Bill slow to a stop, and Tallice sneered behind them. “Told you she’d cop out. I’m your man, Bill.”

“Shut it,” Bill said, with a flat tone that carried more force than any emotional one could. Tallice looked stricken, and the jealousy in his eyes made Kit’s decision easy.

“Let me talk to the girls, Bill,” she said. “We can arrange something special, just for this meeting.”



After six minutes watching the empty street, Ellie decided that Kit had run out on them. It should’ve been obvious right away, considering Kit always disappeared on her own agenda, and she hadn’t even checked the cupboards for vodka before leaving. There was always more vodka. Ellie was tired, the long day and evening taking its toll, but she still inwardly scolded herself for not noticing. She couldn’t even call Kit, as her phone lay dormant on the table. Ellie did notice multiple missed calls from Drew Fuller, though, suggesting Kit hadn’t gone to see her gang friends.

“She’s going after Firline,” Ellie concluded out loud, turning to Aaron. “You know where the other witch is, don’t you?”

Aaron was sitting pallidly on the sofa, where he’d been staring into space.

Ellie raised her voice, “Earth to Aaron. You there?”

He looked up with surprise. “Sorry?”

“Kit’s not coming back. If she’s gone after the witch, we need to go after her.”

“What?” That snapped him out of his trance. “Why?”

“Why do you think? Confronting people is what Kit does, and I should’ve known better than to think she might take a night off after her best friend just got shot. Come on, get up. We’ve got to stop her before she reaches Firline. You can lead the way.”

Aaron frowned, like the magic they’d worked earlier was a distant memory, hard to recall beyond the gunfire. He said, “It’s pronounced fuu-leen. I guess it might be French.”

Ellie approached to loom over him with her arms folded, drawing him to proper attention. “Her name’s not important right now, her location is. If we can head Kit off maybe we can avoid a fight.”

Aaron laughed, making Ellie freeze. He went quiet under her stare but his face had the tension of a child holding in a giggle. Not again. Was he enjoying this?

“You think this is funny?”

“No.” He shook his head, then turned away, covering his mouth to hide the smile. He said, muffled into his palm, “It’s just, you want us to run out there now, try and track this witch?”

Ellie kept staring, incredulous. “I’m still not seeing the joke.”

Aaron swallowed, holding down more laughter. He tried to speak but swallowed again, couldn’t even look at her as his face reddened. Then he managed, in a bare whisper, “It’s my first day. It’s been crazy, that’s all.”

“Yeah, you’re tired, fed up,” Ellie said, “and don’t want to go out late to keep your new boss from getting herself killed.”

He cringed and bit his lower lip, struggling to respond with anything constructive. He mumbled something that she couldn’t hear.

“What’s that?” Ellie demanded. “At least look at me if you’re going to flip me off.”

“Would we really be able to help?” Aaron said, trying to speak clearly. He gave her a sideways look, still hiding the traces of his smile. “I mean, it’s not like we could blind people or cast shadows.”

Anger brewed in Ellie. Why was it always like this? She hadn’t seen it straight away with Aaron. He’d seemed responsible enough, but here was an echo of all the other useless interns Kit brought in. They wanted to coast through the internship, have a good time, baulk at every hint of a real challenge. Even after what Aaron had been exposed to. This privileged prick who Mad and Kit thought had a natural gift. Ellie said, “Are you serious right now?”

Aaron spent a second too long actually thinking up an answer.

“We did magic!” Ellie cried. “You dove right into it and scared Mad and Kit. I never see Kit scared. You’ve got a gift, Aaron, don’t pretend you don’t. So, when I say we can help, I mostly mean you, except apparently you would, what, just rather not? You’re ready to clock out for the day?”

His eyes fell again and the smile finally faded as he made a clear effort to breathe slowly. He started nodding but didn’t say anything, and Ellie saw that there was something else going on. She crouched. “You’re scared, right?”

Aaron met her eyes and the smile returned, with an instinctive shake of his head. But she saw he was shaking.

“I’m scared too.” Ellie put her hand on one of his. He flinched, which made her hold on tighter. “We got shot at tonight and you crossed over into the bloody world of the supernatural, who wouldn’t be scared?”

“Yeah.” He tried to look away again. She shifted to keep herself in his vision.

“Hey. Look at me. You got a better sense for Firline than any of us. I was barely convinced I felt anything. I’m not even sure I did at all. It could’ve been group suggestion. But it was real for you. I can’t imagine how that must’ve felt, but I know I’d be shitting myself a bit more if I did.”

“Yeah,” he said again. He swallowed again.

“You want me to get you some water?”

“No, it’s okay.” He took in a deep breath, eyes elsewhere. Was he meditating, trying to tap back into that energy? His expression was almost glassy and his breath made him shudder. His hands, down at his sides, balled tight in fists.

“Are you . . .” Ellie frowned. Damn, she’d been way off the mark. “Are you having a panic attack?”

Aaron quickly shook his head again, but he failed to speak, chest rising and falling, fists opening and clenching. Ellie slid onto the sofa next to him and put an arm around his shoulders, rubbing him as she scooted closer. “Okay. It’s okay, just breathe like you’re doing. Let it out.” He shook against her, then made a ragged, gasping sound. His breathing quickened and he slumped, head bowing forward. Ellie kept stroking his back. A minute passed. What was she supposed to do? Shake him to bring him around? Distract him with something outlandish like a weird animal noise? At the back of Ellie’s mind, a voice whined we don’t have time for this! At the front of her mind, she told that voice to shut the hell up.

“Okay.” Aaron blew out a breath and threw himself back in the seat. He gave it a second more, then the smile returned. “Okay, I’m okay.”

“No, you’re bloody not,” Ellie said, watching like he might explode. “You’re not doing anyone any favours pretending. Has this happened before? Is it the Deep Dark?”

Aaron gave another light laugh, what she realised now was his attempt to cope with it. He recovered his voice. “Oh, no, it happens often enough. It’s fine, it passes, I get on with things.”

“It’s not fine, Aaron, that’s your body telling you to stop and listen. And why wouldn’t it, considering this has been a shit day and some idiot you just met is literally asking you hunt a witch in the middle of the night after we were almost shot.”

“And I was caught trespassing by a biker gang earlier,” Aaron agreed, and looked into her eyes with a sad, scared look. He sighed and sniffed another laugh, his posture caving. “Damn. It has been a day. I’m a mess.”

“Who wouldn’t be?” Ellie said. “And Kit and Mad warned us this magic can have effects.”

“It’s not that,” Aaron came in quickly. “It’s just me. I’m always like this. Comes sometimes with public speaking, or going out, or just drinking a beer too fast and worrying I’ll throw up.” He exhaled again, a big breath, then laughed, more bitterly, at himself. “I’ve never told anyone. I’m a fucking mess.”

“I don’t know about all that,” Ellie said, carefully. “All I know is you’ve got a pretty good reason to be a mess right now. It’s okay. You’re safe here and I’m not judging. If you can just tell me where to go, I’ll find Kit myself.”

Aaron shook his head.

“It’s okay,” Ellie insisted. “My car’s a couple of blocks away, I can head her off and talk her down. There won’t be any trouble.”

He rested his head back against the sofa, looking through the ceiling, with another deep sigh. Ellie gave him a second, not sure if he was recovering or starting to search through his magical mind to help. Aaron said, “I don’t think you can catch up to her. I feel like . . .” He frowned. “She’s moving fast. It’s so weird, Ellie, can you feel it too?” He looked to her for reassurance, but she shook her head, not even bothering to try. “I think you’re right. Kit’s going for Firline and we have to stop her.”

Ellie pushed him down as he tried to stand. “You don’t have to go anywhere.”

“I –” Aaron was interrupted by a patter of rain on the window. They looked as the glass was battered by a sudden torrent, as if the storm had arrived to confirm how bad things were.

“I’m fine,” Aaron insisted, rising quicker this time so Ellie couldn’t stop him. “If anything, I should go alone. Firline’s too strong. Kit can’t fight her. Why would she go?”

“Because she basically fights people for a living, the more scary or important they are the better,” Ellie said, standing too. Despite his words, Aaron hadn’t moved any further, still hesitant. She put a reassuring hand on his arm. “We’ll go together, okay? If you get Kit’s back, I’ll get yours.”

“If I get Kit’s back,” he said, uncertainly.

“Yeah,” Ellie said. “I find it helps sometimes to just try and do as she would do. Act now, do what needs to be done, worry about the consequences later. Shut off your brain that way. Then, I guess, you just dig deep and pull out your magic tricks?”
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Madison Fisher’s En Suite, 1995

Kit and Clover huddled into the bathroom as Mad closed the door and listened out for her parents. She heard only the blare of the TV downstairs. She hissed at Kit, “You’re bloody serious? We’re talking about a drug lord wanting us to off the competition?”

“No one’s talking about offing anyone,” Kit said. “We’re just gonna scare them. It’s a good thing, if it stops them knifing each other. And Bill’s talking more money than we could imagine. Buy our way into gigs wherever the hell we want. We can donate to the Piddy Club or set up a new homeless shelter or I don’t know what!”

“All we’ve got to do is give ourselves to the Deep Dark?” Mad said. “No way we can mess these guys up without doing something seriously stupid.”

“I told you, I’ve got it figured out. I knock down one of their biggest guys, or as many as I need to, and the gang backs down. They might suspect a bigger power at work, but they’ll never know for sure.”

“Excuse me.” Mad’s face fixed in the twisted expression she reserved when Kit was at her most manic. “How are you planning to knock down as many guys as you need to? You’re talking nutcases with tools, not skinny punks in a mosh pit.”

“We can weaken them, mind fog them,” Kit suggested. “Muscle relaxants? You two are gonna be my artillery, in the wings. No one’s even going to see you.”

“Of all the stupid –” Mad started.

Clover cut in softly. “We can make you strong. Fast. Give them a performance.”

“You’re going along with this?” Mad cried. “It’s not a bloody gig! You’re talking about an actual fight with actual criminals in an actual gang war.”

“I’m talking about ending that gang war,” Kit corrected. “They’ve settled things this way before. Bill says it’ll draw a line that no one’s going to cross. We’ve got the power. With you two behind me, I guarantee there’s nothing I can’t do.”

Mad shared her doubt with Clover, but Clover’s haunting gaze brimmed with dark determination. She slowly whispered, “We can do anything. Don’t you want to be able to do anything, Mad?”

“Putting Kit in a fight doesn’t exactly sound like a big aspiration,” Mad grumbled, but she lowered her eyes, softening under Clover’s intense look. How it always worked; Kit was too compelling not to follow. Mad exhaled defeat. “How’d I get to be the wet blanket in this posse? The pair of you are nuts, but damned if I’m going to let you go full crazy without me.”



During the taxi ride into West Quay, Kit let go of the drama of being shot at and the guilt of dragging Mad and the kids back into this, to acknowledge that she still had the power. The shadows had come back as naturally as breathing, the locater spell was like riding a bike, the flash bang an instinct as simple as ducking. With no particular focus in mind, driving past unlit warehouses, she started to sense the life of the city coming back to her, too, exactly as Aaron had suggested. It was a general, pervading knowledge of what was out there, a sense of widespread connection. She hadn’t felt energy like this in decades. The same energy that made her and her friends special.

Then made them suffer.

She wouldn’t let that happen again. This time she would face the problem alone. She’d either persuade Firline to abandon this spat or she’d drive the witch out. Either way, after tonight they’d sever witchcraft from the Fullers’ feud and leave Tallice and Terry to their own devices.

It started raining just before the taxi pulled down Bezel Road, one of the many offshoots of West Quay’s central thoroughfares, which led a circuitous path through an industrial estate. They pulled up at a particularly old stock house, tired brick in contrast to the sleeker metal-sided structures nearby. The taxi driver asked if Kit was sure this was the right place and she said yeah. She dismissed him, with no way of knowing how long she’d be and no desire to have a civilian about for whatever was coming. In truth, she wasn’t sure it was the place; when Mad and Aaron had come out of the locater with an apparently clear picture, she’d only got a vague sense for it. But it felt good enough.

Kit ineffectually held a forearm over her head as she darted through the rain, following an alleyway to a cracked, weed-infested parking area that likely hadn’t been used for years. The entire estate appeared to be abandoned. It was either a very discreet gang hide-out or not in use at all. There was the shack, though, tucked against a wall, just outside the glow of a single flickering security light. It was slightly larger than a garden shed, weathered and grimy with no windows. Gaps in the uneven door let out an orange glow from inside. There was only one vehicle nearby, an old Citroen that was quite possibly a derelict husk, but it looked like the witch was in.

Kit took a big breath, flicked her hair from her brow, and marched forward. She set her shoulders, banged a fist on the door, then shoved into the shack, no resistance from a lock. The interior was exactly what she expected: a rumpled bedroll down on the floor, a dirty wash basin in the middle, and a mess of collected ingredients and fetishes all over the other side. A mix between the lair of a bad carpenter and a mad botanist. It smelt vaguely of damp, earthen waste and smoke, with no sign of Firline. But Kit waited, dripping on the dusty floor, knowing she was there.

The light, coming from a gas lantern on the basin, flickered as a silhouette emerged from a corner, the witch revealing herself. Anyone else might’ve freaked, but Kit knew these tricks. The woman was there all along, she’d just played on an expectation that she might not be. A cheap attempt to scare or impress. For Kit, it did neither.

They took each other in, Firline regarding Kit coldly, every bit as intimidating as the rumours had said. She was middling height and solidly built, at least with her heavy clothing. Her bright red coat drooped down to her ankles, almost a cloak, with a black woollen top underneath. Her face was wide with a slanted nose, framed by a mass of dark hair in long, wiry curls, and her eyes glowed like a cat’s.

Reading the immediate threat in her expression, Kit abandoned her plan for diplomacy and clenched her fists. “Alright, bitch, it’s you and me.”

She stepped towards Firline swinging, but the witch slipped to the side, leaving empty space where there should’ve been no room to manoeuvre. Kit stumbled and threw an elbow back, using her momentum to crash into Firline side on. This time she connected and got a satisfying gasp as Firline shifted around the blow. Firline whipped something out from under the coat and struck Kit’s back. She tripped again but turned it into a dive with a low yell, throwing her arms around the other woman’s waist and dragging her down. They crashed through Firline’s collected knickknacks and rolled in a heap, Kit throwing clumsy punches as Firline thrust about to fend her off.

Firline got a knee into Kit’s gut and sent her rolling to the side, then sprang to her feet and flicked out her wrist. Kit pushed up onto all fours, to see the witch holding a short baton, matte, impersonal metal.

“Figures,” Kit said. She slid a hand down to her chain belt. “You want to play dirty, let’s go.”

“You want it dirty,” Firline echoed, her voice silky, surprisingly eloquent. Mocking?

Kit launched from the ground bringing the chain around with a yell, but it needed a big arc, slower to swing than the baton, and Firline ducked in anticipation, thrusting her own weapon down. It hit Kit’s thigh, making her spin and fall on her back with a cry. She whipped the chain to the side, catching Firline’s ankle. Firline hopped out of the way, bringing the baton overhead, and Kit rolled just as it came down.

An electric spark lit the shack and the walls shuddered as the baton struck the floor. Little worms of lightning sucked into the shadows around them. Kit paused on her rear, staring. Firline twirled the baton with a look that confirmed, yes, she was just getting started. She stepped forward and swung but Kit got the chain up in time to throw the baton off. Again, it sparked, and the chain flared with heat, making Kit drop it with a cry. The baton came up again, and this time all Kit could do was raise her hands, pushing energy through them. The air pulsed and Firline slowed, moving through psychic glue, giving Kit time to scramble out of the way just before the baton smashed down.

Kit backed off, hands spread as Firline straightened up, eyes narrowing. The witch muttered something in French, or something like French, a creole stemming from it, making sense of Drew’s confusion. Kit said, “Thought I didn’t have it in me?”

Firline reconsidered her, but the left corner of her mouth lifted in a smirk. “I hoped you didn’t.”

“Yeah, I bet,” Kit replied, smiling gamely back as she regained her breath. “You wanna drop that bloody nightstick and do this the old-fashioned way?”

Firline dropped the baton and raised both hands, showing Kit her palms. She raised her own in defence, too late. A wave swept through the air and struck Kit as hard as a log. She crashed through the desk in a rain of broken sticks and smashed glass, before hitting the wall and falling to the floor. Another pulse came, but Kit got an arm up on instinct, a barrier arcing with it. Firline’s energy burst around her in a shimmer that throbbed up into the ceiling, cracking the wood. Kit panted as she pushed herself into the wall to rise to her feet. The woman was powerful, with a calm that said she’d barely exerted herself, while Kit’s weak bits of unpractised magic were already leaving her drained.

“Are you trying to trick me?” Firline asked with genuine curiosity. “I expected more.”

Kit rapidly tried to recall spells long laid to rest. Casting shadows, slowing the air and defensive barriers were fine for ordinary people, but the tools that would help here, like super strength or the ability to throw lightning, were beyond Kit’s repertoire. What was she thinking, going up against a real witch alone? Even against regular thugs she’d made sure Mad and Clover had her back.

“There is more, isn’t there?” Firline read her face. “You wish for help. From who?”

“I’m the only one you need to worry about,” Kit replied, anger stirring at the thought of her dragging the others back into this. “I’m gonna kick your arse right out of town.”

Firline muttered a curse in her native creole, face growing more serious. “Show me.”

Kit scuffed her boots through the debris and charged at Firline again, letting all her anger flow into the attack. Again, Firline feinted to the side, and struck Kit as she passed. Kit was thrown into the wash basin, cracking it against her hip, and dropped, gasping. Firline was on her before she could recover, fists catching Kit’s lapels. She shoved her down, knees pining her legs.

Firline sat on Kit, heavy as bolder, face filling her vision, muttering rapidly in creole. Kit bucked as she heard unfamiliar words used for a familiar purpose. The witch was casting a spell as she tried to lock their gazes. Kit couldn’t get a good angle to shove from, and Firline was only getting heavier. She whispered breathlessly, “White witch, foul scourge, you will be purified.”

“Get the fuck off me!” Kit cried, panicking as she failed to shift her. Firline resumed her whispering and Kit weakened, her vision darkening. Her energy was being drained, sucked out. Firline drew back, breathing in deeply as though swallowing it down. Kit probed a hand to the side, searching for anything to fight with, and her fingers closed on a shard of broken ceramic. She swung it hard but her wrist was caught in a vice grip. Firline was much faster than her.

The witch grinned wickedly and shook her head, pushing Kit’s wrist back down with ease, against all Kit’s strength. “Give in, I’ll make it gentle.”

Kit saw in her all the power and injustice she’d been fighting against her entire life. An enemy bigger and stronger and difficult to fathom, but one she would never give in to. She promised, futilely, “I’m going to kill you.”

“Yes.” Firline looked deep into her eyes, strangely satisfied by the threat. “You would like to.” She leant in closer and resumed her creole. Kit’s senses were spinning and she tried to twist her head away, to somehow get further from the woman’s influence, but it was no use. She was withering, numbing, being sucked into the witch’s power. It wouldn’t take long now. All she could do was scream.



Aaron’s knee bounced as Ellie drove into West Quay, recklessly fast despite the rain streaming over the windscreen. She kept glancing sideways, seeming as concerned about him as she was about the road ahead. When he couldn’t hold in a shaking breath she patted his knee, offering a weak smile. He smiled back.

“Are we getting close?” she asked and he nodded.

He could feel the power ahead, hitting him with little sparks. As they sped through a canyon of industrial warehouses, Aaron was hit by a flash of what he recognised now as something purely Kit, pulling on all her resources, a beacon of defiant, angry energy. But she was in trouble, fading, and that realisation steeled his nerves. He stilled his leg. Firline was there and might be deadly, but that mugger with a knife had been too. Kit had been fearless then. He would be now.

Setting his jaw, Aaron said, “Take the next right. This is it.”

“Got it,” Ellie said, swerving the car. They bounced over uneven paving and pulled into a car park. The shack sat ahead, lights flickering with shadows of movements. Ellie skidded to stop metres from it and twisted to Aaron. “What are we going to –”

“I’ll deal with it,” Aaron told her, digging down for strength. No time to be scared; Kit needed him. He got out and ran through the rain, ignoring Ellie’s cry. He thrust open the shack door and paused to take in the trashed interior, the woman in red straddling Kit as her boots kicked desperately from between her legs. He screamed, “Get off her!”

Reality pulsed around Aaron with a brilliant green flare, as a rush of wind whooshed through the shack, carrying the rain and Firline with it. She smashed through a wall, planks snapping around her. Kit gasped, re-inflating as Aaron stared at the hole he’d created. Ellie pushed past. She pulled Kit to her feet, an arm under her shoulder, as Aaron watched Firline shoving up through the wreckage of the broken wall.

“Quick, quick!” he shouted, racing to Kit’s other side. They dragged her by both arms and stumbled into the rain together. “She’s coming!”

“Go!” Ellie cried, thrusting open the car’s rear door and struggling to bundle Kit in. “Get us out of here!”

Aaron ran for the driver’s door. He dropped into the seat and turned the key, then looked back. The door of the shack hung open, light glowing over a floor strewn with broken things. Firline stepped into the doorway, casting a frightening shadow. Ellie rolled into the car after Kit and slammed the door, yelling, “Drive!”

The wheels squealed as Aaron slammed his foot down, shouting fearfully as the car lurched. He swerved them around the car park, back towards the road, and glimpsed Firline in the mirror. She stood watching as they sped away.
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Healing and Restoratives

The problem I’ve consistently had with addressing wounds and ailments is that, as with much in life, it’s easier to break than it is to mend (or create!). This is because you don’t need to understand how anything works to break it. If you get the structure wrong when putting things together, though, boy, you’re in for a wild ride.

I’m not going to document everything I’ve tried because that’s likely to lead you down bad routes. Buy me a drink and maybe I’ll tell you what happened with Fiddles, my neighbour’s cat! (Haha, no I won’t. RIP Fiddles.) What I can offer is a couple of more basic remedies that don’t go too deeply into the Power but provide a superficial benefit. A bit like laying hands or Reiki if you believe in that. But we know better because we’re witches.

Betsy Burdock’s Book of Spells, p. 68





Aaron bubbled with nervous energy as he clutched the wheel of Ellie’s car. He had not driven since moving to Ordshaw, and before that had only done so reluctantly. Thankfully, there was barely anyone else on the road this late, but he was speeding through the worst streets of West Quay. Or were they back in St Alphege’s? And he had done magic. He had done actual magic this time, blasted something out of his hands that threw a wicked witch through a wall! He giggled, holding up his magic hands, and Ellie shouted as the car swerved, “Pay attention, idiot!”

He snatched the wheel again and straightened up. He forced himself to be serious, not to smile, recalling how that had unsettled Ellie before. He needed to be clearer with his feelings, especially considering Ellie was rattled too, now.

Ellie snapped at Kit, “Why do you have to be so difficult? You must’ve known it was a bad idea.”

Kit hissed in pain and slapped Ellie away saying, “You’re not helping. The fact that it was a bad idea was why you shouldn’t have been anywhere near.”

“Because you wanted her to suck out your soul?” Ellie replied. “Is that what she was doing? That’s what it looked like she was doing.”

“I don’t fucking know,” Kit replied, sinking into the seat.

“Turn right,” Ellie called out sharply and Aaron took them down a narrow tree-lined road. The neighbourhood started to look more welcoming as Ellie gave rapid directions, then she scolded Kit again, “Don’t you know what Firline is capable of?”

“Why would I?” Kit groaned. She held her hands hovering near her gut, not quite touching. “Just shut up a minute, would you?”

Ellie huffed to suggest that was no way to talk when they’d just saved her life, but she let it be. Aaron watched the street signs, hard to read in the dark, and tried to keep his mind on the task at hand. They were heading to Ellie’s shared house in Hanton, on the slim chance it might be more secure than Kit’s or Aaron’s, where the witch could trace his residual energy. Because apparently he had that now. The same sort of energy he had felt around Kit or when holding the book box, even when it was empty. And if he could connect with that, and throw a witch through the air with his hands, or his mind, then what else was he capable of? He asked over his shoulder, “How badly hurt are you? Can you heal yourself? Can I heal you?”

“Don’t get any ideas,” Kit said. “What you did back there was bloody stupid.”

As Aaron deflated, Ellie prickled and said, “It worked, didn’t it?”

“You don’t know what it was. Opening up doors you shouldn’t.”

“It seemed fine to me,” Aaron said. “I feel normal.”

Kit gave an unimpressed snort, as though she knew better. Aaron dropped it, pulling onto a winding street. He answered her in his thoughts, what did she know? Everyone was different, weren’t they? Maybe he could handle it better than her. She was naturally angry, after all, while he was generally calm. Repressed, maybe, but calm, and feeling a lot better since unburdening with Ellie.

Ellie told him to pull over and he skipped two tight spaces before finding a nice open one he could steer into, which he accomplished smoothly. Ellie commented, “You sure you couldn’t find a spot a little further away?”

Aaron let that be; they were all tense. He got out and went to help the others. Kit kicked her door open, making him jump out of the way. She winced as she got up but shook herself out like a dog. “Okay. Getting better.”

Aaron threw a concerned look at Ellie as she stood the other side of the car, and she shrugged. They followed Kit up the road, who was apparently well aware which house was Ellie’s. It was a white-washed townhouse nestled into a row of a dozen identical properties.

Ellie scurried ahead to open the door and whispered, “Try and keep it down.” She led them into a small, square kitchen jutting out the back of the property, where Ellie closed the door and craned her head at the window to check if any lights were on upstairs. She said, “Okay, we can talk.”

“Drink first,” Kit said, already opening cupboards. Ellie tutted, but Kit pulled out three glasses and a bottle of vodka. She regarded it with surprise, apparently a higher standard than she was used to. Ellie looked away as though embarrassed. Pouring them each a hefty measure, Kit said, “Haven’t had my arse kicked like that since I was in pigtails.”

“You had pigtails?” Ellie replied suspiciously but Kit didn’t answer, downing her vodka and pouring another. Ellie didn’t touch her glass, which gave Aaron courage to merely hold his without sipping.

Kit turned to Aaron. “I can do a bit of basic healing, but I’ve always thought it wasn’t much better than the power of positive thinking.” She raised her glass. “This helps, though.” In the light of the kitchen, it was now clear that she had a split lip, blood on her chin, and her top was ripped near her waist.

“Maybe we should get you to a hospital,” Aaron suggested.

“Sure,” Kit laughed, “get me a bed alongside Fisher so she can chew my ear off about picking fights. Piss off, I’m fine.” She finished her drink and poured another, making Aaron look to Ellie. Again, she shrugged.

“I’m not going to train you,” Kit said. They both waited and she sighed wearily. “I went after Firline because Mad was right. I shouldn’t have involved you both in the first place. Drew shouldn’t have involved me, and Terry shouldn’t have involved Firline. Seemed the best way to handle it was witch to witch.”

“How’d that go?” Ellie muttered and Kit gave her a mean look.

“You have a gift for this shit, Aaron,” Kit went on. “That’s plain enough. It wasn’t chance our paths crossed. Magic knows its own. It’s not a good thing, you can wipe that smile off your face.”

“He’s just nervous,” Ellie put in protectively. She nodded to Aaron, to say she had his back, and he felt a swell of emotion.

Kit ignored the comment, railing on: “When we do things like whatever the hell you did in there, we don’t understand where it comes from. Betsy Burdock didn’t understand either, she just chanced upon how to do it, same as us. But it’ll drag you down and it’ll drag down those around you.”

“Maybe if we did understand,” Aaron said, “we could make it safe?”

Kit glared so furiously he almost stepped back, but there was no space to move in the tight kitchen. She said, “I’m telling you how it is, all you’ve got to do is listen. That woman out there, she’s crossed some line and is dangerous as hell.”

Aaron raised his chest and said, “But I want to help. I can do it, I swear. We brought the book with us, couldn’t we –”

“No, no, none of that,” Kit cut in. “She needs taking down, but I’m going to do it. You’re only safe if you forget about all this.” She eyed him, considering her options, then said, “Ah hell. You’ll do some other dumb bollocks if I don’t take charge, won’t you?”

Aaron nodded, probably, and Ellie whispered, “Definitely.”

“Crap,” Kit said. “Okay. Here’s what we’ll do. I’ll teach you one or two simple things. Defence spell, pushing spell, just enough to give us an edge against Firline. But the only way this works is if I believe you’ll back off once we drive her away.”

Aaron didn’t answer, not sure he could promise that. She was offering an insight into another world of possibilities. Could anyone let that go?

“Aaron,” Kit snarled at his hesitation. “You have to trust me. The Deep Dark will take you and you won’t see it until it’s too late. People died before. I need to be absolutely clear with you: it has to be a one-off.”

“Who died?” Ellie asked, with careful concern.

Kit eyed her uneasily and Aaron recalled what Mad had said before: Chester’s son was three years old. Kit grumbled, “You’re owed the truth, I guess. What me and my friends did in private was girlish, silly shit, the sort of things you two probably have in mind. Magic’s all fun, yeah? But what we did for the Fullers, because they were paying us and it made us feel important, that was bad. Clover and Mad channelled enough power through me that I could break a guy’s jaw with a slap. And when they did that, I wanted to hurt people.”

She poured herself an extra-long vodka before continuing, picturing the past in the clear spirit. “We had a particularly nasty brawl with the Saxons, Chester Pacey’s crew. He was supposed to concede defeat, but we hurt his men too bad and it only led to worse violence. They shot Bill’s son – his other son, Frank. Then Bill got big ideas over what else I could do, and we were young, reckless with power, scared, too. We agreed to come up with something to get Chester Pacey back. A spell to kill him, understand? He was seriously bad people, the sort of guy that ordered a hit on a teenager. The sort who didn’t back down after he’d been plainly beaten in a fight. Anyway. It was supposed to work from a distance, no one implicated, just a clean end to the war. Except it didn’t work. Not right away, anyway. It made the three of us ill for a week. We were paranoid, hateful, seeing things in shadows. Made it pretty clear we had touched something we shouldn’t, and I considered it damn lucky that it only affected us.

“Then it happened. Pacey had a heart attack, exactly the sort of thing we’d been aiming for, except it came a week later. It struck while he was driving his kid back from a hockey tournament. They had a bad crash and the boy was on an incubator for three days before he died.”

She glugged down the vodka in an apologetic toast, while Aaron and Ellie stared in grim silence. It screamed coincidence, but Kit had had two decades to convince herself otherwise, and if Ellie wasn’t going to say anything then Aaron certainly wasn’t.

“Without Chester,” Kit continued, “the Saxons were either too scared of witch curses or too shaken by the tragedy to keep going. But it crossed a line for me and I packed it all in. The magic, the gang, everything. Never again. But that darkness hung over us, eating away, and we lost patience with each other. Mad and Clover pulled away from me. It ate at Bill Fuller, too, the same way it ate at us. You could see it in his face. What we’d done poisoned him. As the Fullers grew stronger, he faded away. No one could figure out exactly what was wrong with him. The doctors said it might be as much psychological as physical, but we knew it was more than that. The Deep Dark got its claws in, and it drained him till he died, an old man just gone fifty. That’s what this thing does. Even if you think you can handle it, it’ll corrupt and kill.”

“Because it was all for the wrong reasons,” Aaron said and regretted it as Kit’s eyes flared at being questioned. He hurriedly tried to explain, “You weren’t trying to do good then, but we can now.”

“The Deep Dark doesn’t do good!” Kit snapped. “It’ll only change things for the worse, and I’m not bloody arguing about it. You’ll make your peace with knowing a little and not a lot. If you can’t, we’re done.” She poured another drink and downed it, then looked at Ellie. “Something to add?”

“We only want to help,” she said. “What if –”

“You are definitely not getting into this,” Kit said. “Some people have a natural connection and others don’t, Ellie. Most people don’t. I can give Aaron some pointers, but you would need it dragged out of you, which would mean spending more time with the power than it’s worth. Be grateful you can keep this at arm’s length.”

“Grateful, sure,” Ellie scoffed.

Aaron’s heart sunk for her. By rights, she should be in his position, not him. She’d probably be better at it. He said, “Ellie’s –”

“This isn’t what you think,” Kit interrupted. “It’s not all wonder and magic, it’s darkness and suffering and paranoia. You two want to feel special, I’ll make it up to you some other way. Get you on stage a world-class gig, meeting your idols, performing a tune for a crowd of hundreds. Those things are special. Or getting strangers together to dig a park, having a petition send some weasel in office running scared. That’s real magic. Setting fire to things with your hands, that’s an ugly kind of disability. I am not exposing you to it because of my mess.”

“But it’s not your mess,” Ellie blurted out. “Those men didn’t care who they hurt, tonight. They had guns, not magic. You didn’t pick a fight with them, Drew Fuller dropped it on your doorstep, the same way that his dad did, and everything about what you can or can’t do has got muddled up in what these gangs want.”

Kit paused, momentarily thrown by Ellie’s insight. Then her mind ticked rapidly in another direction. She patted her pockets, cursing. “You’re right. They’ll be on the warpath themselves. Fuck. Must’ve dropped my bloody phone.”

“I’ve got it,” Ellie said, taking it from her own pocket.

Kit snatched it without thanks and stopped to look at the screen. Aaron saw the abundance of notifications. She huffed, “Those idiot boys must know what happened at the Priddy by now. They’ll be after a fight themselves.” She dialled and lifted the phone, giving Aaron and Ellie a hard look. “We’re done. Turn in, get some sleep, and we’ll regroup tomorrow.”

Ellie deferred to Aaron, giving him the opportunity to keep pushing, seeing as he was the magical one. He bit his lip, suddenly aware of quite how heavy his eyelids felt, and how weak his muscles were. He said, “We will all have clearer heads in the morning.”

Kit nodded but swore under her breath. “The prick’s not answering. Fingers crossed he’s asleep and not out causing trouble.”
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The Warehouse Meet, 1995

“Was that –” Mad was panting, sweating, didn’t want to finish the question. Clover was wet too, hunched and shrouded by her hair.

Kit came in breathing heavily, face flecked with blood. There were groans and disturbing whimpers coming from the men below. She took in her friends, eyes asking the same question: had they gone too far? Had they touched the Deep Dark?

Clover rasped, “That was a bit of it.”

Kit stood in a mix of shame and regret. Mad looked through her to the open doorway, the warehouse dark, no view of the carnage from here. She’d seen enough, though. It looked like one of those guys’ jaws had been smacked clean off his face.

“We, um,” Kit said, but stopped, no way to explain it.

The metal stairs clanked as Bill climbed them, huffing. He stopped in the doorway, a bulbous, troll-like spectre in the low light, teeth glinting in a smile. “I’m more than impressed, my girls. Would be lying if I said that didn’t give me the shivers myself.”

“Is, uh –” Kit started, but still couldn’t form a sentence.

“Pacey’s dragging his men away,” Bill said. “Any of mine that got hurt, it was their own damned fault. I’ve got questions but know better than to ask them. You pulled off some spooky shit.” He chuckled his usual amiable laugh, the same he’d offer teasing a young child. No more severe for having witnessed brutal assault or flashes of demonic power. “Might have to give you an even bigger bonus than I promised.”

Kit turned back to Mad, a hopeless look in her eye, and Clover started shuddering, with a sound like a harsh sob. Mad pushed herself up and went to her, getting there at the same time as Kit. As they touched her shoulders and offered soothing remarks, Clover’s head rolled back and they saw her smile, little teeth bared sharp and nasty. She wasn’t crying, but laughing.



After Ellie finally settled down to sleep, her body clock woke her three hours later, with dawn barely peeking over the rooftops. She was immediately alert, as if her mind had been active throughout the night, preparing a plan of action. One, learn more about the witches themselves. Two, go after the gangs to get a better lay of that land. Three, take meticulous notes for the purposes of (a) a workable solution and (b) a killer article for Incite. Four, deliver results to Kit, most likely before she’d cleared her head long enough to teach Aaron a spell. Part of Ellie’s brain also hinted at the possibility of insisting Kit teach her more magic, despite Kit’s efforts to exclude her again, but as she could probably complete her four-step plan before Kit stirred, her efforts would be better spent on that rather than arguing over unlikely mentoring.

Ellie put on a fresh navy-blue dress with white cuffs and crept out of her room with unnecessary care to avoid Kit, who slept in a snoring sprawl on the floor. She squeaked down the stairs and passed the living room where Aaron was curled up on the sofa like a cat. He looked like he was trying not to take up more than his fair share of space, and she had a terrible urge to move even faster to ensure he didn’t sink deeper into everything. He had enough problems without entertaining deadly magic. And he was right, Ellie thought; Kit was angry with her magic, but if she could put this gang business to rest maybe a gentler soul like Aaron, and a rational soul like Ellie, could study the magic with safer, more rational attitudes. In the meantime, she was happy to take a leaf out of Kit’s book, leaving them behind to wonder where the hell she’d gone.

It was just getting light when Ellie arrived at North Ordshaw General Hospital. The halls were quiet and the yawning nurse she asked for directions was too weary to ask if Ellie was supposed to be there. She went to Ward 8 and found Bed 3A, one of half a dozen cots in a room, each separated by mauve curtains. Only three were occupied, with Mad in an isolated corner propped up on thick pillows reading a magazine. She wore a hospital-issue gown and her hair was a fuzzy mess, but her cheeks had good colour and her eyes were bright when she saw Ellie.

“Wow. Didn’t expect you so early,” Mad said, and craned to see past her. “Kit must feel really guilty.”

“It’s only me. Though I’m sure she does. Can I?” Ellie indicated the seat by the bed and Mad nodded. She sat and straightened out her dress over her knees, noting a huge bouquet of colourful flowers on the side table. “Are those from your husband? Is he here?”

“Ha, he wishes,” Mad said. “Roy would’ve sat by the bed till I could walk again if he could. But the bugger’s got to take the kids to school, while I get to read magazines and do nothing. It’s all coming up Madison.”

“You did get shot, though.”

“Oh, maybe,” Mad said. “Come back in a few years’ time when you’ve got two screaming kids and a mortgage and tell me you wouldn’t take a bullet to get a little rest.”

Ellie smiled, faintly. “Well, I’m glad you’re in good spirits.”

Mad frowned, suspicion creeping in. “Kit didn’t send you to apologise or some bollocks, did she? That’d be low, even for her.”

“Absolutely not,” Ellie said. “I’m sure she’ll visit later. She probably would’ve asked me not to bother you, actually. I just wanted to talk in private, if you feel up to it?”

“I can’t sleep past seven anymore, even after a night like that,” Mad confided, folding the magazine away. “You go right ahead. What happened after the club? I guarantee you didn’t all just go home to bed, did you?”

“We did, but then Kit went out again. She . . . met the witch. It went badly, but Aaron intervened and we escaped. That’s all.”

“That’s all.” Mad gaped. “How did Aaron intervene?”

“Threw Firline through the air,” Ellie said. “And lit things up green.”

“Green?” Mad exclaimed, like that was the strangest thing. “And he did it just like that?”

“Well, I suggested he dig deep and find the power inside. Is that how it works?”

Mad considered her carefully before saying, “Kind of, yeah. Kit tell you that, or you been sneaking looks at the book? You did take the book, didn’t you? I bloody well hope so.”

“I did,” Ellie said. “But we haven’t looked at it. The idea just seemed logical. It’s what Kit taught me. Sometimes the biggest step anyone needs towards doing the impossible is merely being able to conceive it’s possible. Although she mostly uses that in reference to change in local government.”

“Yeah,” Mad sighed, “that’s how she got us to start a band. Used to talk about world record progressions and shit, how people once thought no one would ever run a hundred metres in under ten seconds, but now everyone’s at it.”

“Exactly.” Ellie smiled, seeing Mad had been through dozens of Kit’s encouraging talks, too. “Is that the case with magic? Could anyone do it, if they only knew to try?”

Mad considered her response carefully. “We obviously never wanted to test that, because we wanted to be special, so I couldn’t say for sure. Betsy didn’t encourage sharing, herself. If my memory serves, she said those of us drawn together ought to keep it quiet. History’s not been kind to people promoting witchcraft, after all.”

“But whatever this magic is,” Ellie pressed, “it doesn’t have to be limited to a select few?”

“Maybe not, but it should be,” Mad said. “Things can get dark quickly.”

“Kit told us what happened,” Ellie said. “About Chester and his son. And Bill.”

Looking surprised, Mad said, “And Clover?”

It was Ellie’s turn to pause. Of course, there was more to it, there always was with Kit. That’s why Ellie was here. “Not exactly, no. She said you all parted ways after what happened?”

“Because Kit was likely to get us killed. Though with everything back then, the gangs never came for us, you know? Not like what happened last night. They were too scared, that’s how bad it was. And rightly so.”

“I wanted to ask. Do you really believe you were responsible for Chester’s death? I mean, it happened days later, right?”

“No, I don’t believe I was responsible,” Mad said bitterly. “It was her. Kit, all on her own.”

Ellie frowned. “She said it made you all ill for a week?”

“First time.” Mad nodded. “Soon as she felt better, Kit tried it again without us. Didn’t think it through properly and had no idea where Chester was at the time, who he was with. It was bloody stupid, but that’s Kit through and through isn’t it? Too busy being a hero to ever think ahead.”

Ellie went quiet.

“She didn’t tell you that part, huh? She’s always been economical with the truth. Who can blame her, though? It must weigh heavy enough even now, that boy dying. And it wasn’t just him. Clover seemed to take on the same burden, even though Kit cut us out. She was so sensitive and they were . . . they were really close back then.”

“Kit said it affected Bill Fuller,” Ellie said. “Even though he wasn’t involved.”

“He was involved well enough. We didn’t come to do this thing lightly, you understand? He promised Kit things, really leant on her. And she wanted to impress us, so she kept buying into his dreams. Spiritually, he was as deep in it as the rest of us, even if he didn’t play an active role. Clover, she was the opposite. She did the magic, but she had no dealings with gangs and violence. She wasn’t even a real punk, you know? She enjoyed the scene, cut loose a bit, but once we left for uni she got very conservative. She listened to bloody country music in her twenties, then found a guy who was just like her, reclusive, unassuming, played daft love songs on an acoustic guitar. They were perfect together. They talked about having kids.” Mad took a reflective breath, tears in her eyes. “She got bowel cancer, out of nowhere, spread faster than they could catch it. She died four months after being diagnosed.”

“I’m so sorry,” Ellie said, weakly. “That’s awful.”

“Thing is,” Mad continued, wiping her nose and eyes with a forearm, “it might’ve been dumb luck. Clover, Bill, Chester, all of that might have had nothing to do with us ever picking up Betsy Burdock’s book. But the power stayed with us, like a shadow, even if we couldn’t always feel it. It seeped off Clover in the end. I had absolutely no doubt that the Deep Dark had festered into something that could kill. And you know what I thought?” Mad locked eyes with Ellie. “It got them at their happiest. Years later, this is. It wasn’t just destructive; the darkness was cruel. Bill and Clover had it all when it took them.”

“But it didn’t get you,” Ellie said.

“No.” Mad shifted back into the pillow. “Maybe because me and Kit never got happy the same way they did. Might still be waiting for us, to claim its price. Or maybe Clover was enough of a sacrifice. The most innocent of us. Hurts us more to live with it, anyway, doesn’t it? I lost her and Kit. We were constant reminders to each other of what we’d done. It’s hard even seeing her face. So, I moved across town to start a totally different life and she redeems herself by trying to save the world. One corrupt councilman at a time.”

Ellie looked between her knees and realised she didn’t have her notepad out and hadn’t written a thing down. It didn’t matter; this wasn’t a story she could share. It was at once devastating, damning and purely circumstantial.

“Kit always had some injustice to fight,” Mad went on. “Ever since she was a kid. The problem is, she gets easily distracted, and even more easily riled up. Now you say she went after that witch last night, could’ve got herself killed. What happened to her smoothing things over with the gangs?”

“That was before we got shot at,” Ellie said.

“Not by Firline,” Mad said. “Kit aims big, goes for the drama, breezing right over the low-key solutions that might make life easier, rather than harder.”

“Like trying to negotiate with the Seventh Street Regulars?” Ellie suggested. “I suppose Kit decided they weren’t involved.”

“Well, I don’t know them from Adam. Just as likely there’s an even easier way around this, like, I don’t know, calling Border Control on Firline, assuming she’s an illegal immigrant?”

Ellie hummed over that, because she did know the Seventh Street Regulars, and all the research she’d done suggested Kit’s initial instinct was right. Their leader, Harry Hardcourt, was a businessman who kept things quiet compared to his predecessors. If Firline had anything to do with them, he might be able to help. It brought another idea to mind, though, which Ellie voiced out loud, “Why wouldn’t she talk to the New Saxons themselves? I can understand the past animosity, but surely we could convince Terry Goddom that Kit and Incite have nothing to do with the Fullers. Why would they shoot at us without even trying to talk?”

Mad gave a light laugh, but caught herself, seeing how serious Ellie was. She said, “Because this is Terry Goddom. They call him One-Eyed God Damn, you know that?”

Ellie shook her head, the man having no stake in the recent gang histories that she knew. It gave Mad a grim, not-especially-happy smile to be able to divulge this latest bombshell.

“It was Kit who knocked his eye out. With a bloody baseball bat.”
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Madison Fisher’s Garage, 1996

The Dyre Girls funnelled their dark energy into their favourite song, Hate Screech, playing louder, faster, angrier. The music came so raw and true that it could change the world. Play this in Parliament, Kit told them, and see a revolution. She attacked her guitar as Clover threw her hair about and Mad lost herself in the drums, and when it peaked, when they hit that final chorus, Kit was ready to jump through the ceiling, kick down a building.

A door opened and Mad abruptly stopped drumming.

Kit turned, cringing at the thought of Mad’s parents interrupting again, even when they were supposed to be on holiday a thousand miles away, but Drew Fuller stood in the doorway. Clover strummed a few chords more, voice coming out in a haunting melody, “Put them in the drains, put them in the drains!” Kit waved at her and she stopped with a little stumble to keep her balance.

Drew said, “Sounds like an actual riot in here.”

“Gotta start somewhere.” Kit said. “How the hell did you get in?”

“You weren’t answering the bell,” he said. “So, I found the key under the plant pot.” Mad swore at her parents’ lax security. “I’ve been trying to call you, Kit. Why’ve you been avoiding me?”

“Busy.” Kit started tuning her guitar to avoid looking at him. “Your dad said he’s got a gig lined up for us in London, we need to practise.”

“Sure but . . .” Drew hesitated. They had barely spoken since the warehouse, where she’d seen the look on his face when she swung that bat around. A few of Bill’s men had joined in, Tallice included, but Drew had held back. Unnoticed by most, but she’d seen. Scared, ashamed? He’d never been wholly on board with the plan.

Hoping to move him along, Kit said, “If you’re here about the charms to keep your dad’s truck hidden, I told him they’d be done by Friday.”

“No, it’s not that,” Drew replied. “I wanted to ask if you’re okay. All of you.”

“Don’t we look okay?” Kit said. Mad and Clover stayed quiet, letting it stay between them. “You think we can’t handle ourselves?”

“I think things are getting uglier instead of better,” Drew said. “Chester’s madder than ever and I swear Oscar’s working overdrive to prove he can keep up with you. He drew a knife on a kid yesterday.”

“And what?” Kit spun on him and he went quiet. “We’re juggling bloody school and trying to get our band out there while also fighting your dad’s battles. What else do you want from us? Or did you just come here to make us feel bad?”

Drew had never really known how to answer back to her and looked more uncertain than ever now. “I thought maybe, if it’s weighing on your shoulders, you shouldn’t have to do all this. Why not pass the torch?”

Kit’s eyes told him to stop. He’d dropped hints before, but now he’d come to directly propose it, hadn’t he? Fold him into the magic. Let him have a go, take over even, so they could give it up.

“It’s not for you,” Kit said, words hard as ice.

“Well, I was talking to my mum,” Drew tried another angle. “We went to church the other day and –”

She cut off whatever stupid point he was about to make with a loud strum of the guitar, and shouted, “One, two, three, let’s go!”



Sitting in Ellie’s immaculate living room, decked with peach-upholstered and wood-veneer furniture approximately sixty-five years out of style, Aaron watched Kit flick through Betsy Burdock’s hefty manuscript with tuts of disapproval, headshakes of disbelief, and occasional smirks of nostalgia. She muttered comments that he could barely hear, reflecting on spells being too powerful, too weak, or too pointless. Yet she set occasional pages aside in a separate pile, with scant disregard for the manuscript’s order that made Aaron cringe every time.

Finally, Kit lost patience about halfway through and sat back to announce, “These are the ones we can work on.” She pushed the approved pile towards Aaron, about ten pages in total. “The basic protective barrier is probably the most important. Whisper walls are easy to pick up and could help distract her. Finger lights too, maybe, but considering she’s not a novice herself I doubt she’d be tricked easily. Otherwise, the offensive stuff would take too long to teach you and isn’t safe anyway. A trick that will definitely help, though, is power pooling. We used to do it a lot. I went out fighting while Mad and Clover sat in back.”

Aaron looked from her down to the papers and said, “Okay?”

“All of those are inner-energy based,” Kit went on. “Integrual stuff you can cast on your own. There’s also two potions and a chant – that’s for lowering the temperature, don’t know if that’ll be useful but might as well have it available.”

“Useful in a fight?” Aaron ventured warily.

“What else did you think we were doing?”

“I didn’t – well –” Aaron stopped because it was awkward to admit they hadn’t discussed in any way what Kit was planning. She’d just woken him up and started digging through the book for things to teach him. He had silently hoped she had thought up an alternative to confronting Firline. She narrowed her eyes unhappily, and he spoke before she could tell him off. “Obviously, I know we’re preparing for trouble, but also, I thought maybe . . . you had other ideas?”

“I went to talk to her,” Kit said with a huff. “It just didn’t work out that way.”

Her phone buzzed. She grunted at the name on the screen and put it aside. Aaron suspected she should take the call, unsure why she wouldn’t, considering Drew Fuller hadn’t answered the night before. Aaron had a dozen other suggestions besides but wasn’t comfortable voicing any. He wished Ellie was there and found it troubling that Kit wasn’t concerned about where she had gone, especially as they were in her house. He’d already had an uncomfortable moment when he had come out of the toilet to find a scowling young lady in an extra-large nightshirt tapping her foot waiting to go in, presumably Ellie’s housemate. His smile hadn’t helped.

“You’ll start with the barrier, I think,” Kit said, returning her focus to the book. She held a sheet of paper up for Aaron, dense with text, and he gingerly took it. Phrases stood out like don’t be scared and if your elbow burns, you’re doing it wrong.

“Exactly how dangerous is this?” Aaron asked.

“That spell in particular or a magic duel in general?” Kit said.

“Um.”

“Look, you’re going to be in support, nothing more. It’s on me, all of it, and none of this stuff is going to get you in much trouble. We’re not going near the rest.” To cement the point, she shoved the bulk of the manuscript aside, but she paused with a moment of inspiration. “Maybe when we’re through I can find something to wipe your memory clean.”

“What?” Aaron exclaimed. “No, I want to know about this. You can’t –”

“Alright, alright.” Kit rolled her eyes. “But you understand you’re not going any further than absolutely necessary.” Her phone buzzed again and she bared her teeth as though ready to smash it.

“Is that the gang?” Aaron asked quickly. “Don’t you think it might be a good idea to talk to them?”

“I already did,” Kit said, giving him a look that wasn’t much friendlier than the one she’d given the phone. “Drew said they were biding their time, so this is a better use of our time.” Aaron shrugged to dismiss it, but his face apparently betrayed his concerns, as she relented with a growl and finally answered the phone. She demanded, “What?”

Aaron couldn’t make out what the caller said, but it was fast and urgent and it made Kit’s face distort with concern.

“Slow down, stop. No,” she said. “Why would you do that?” After an upset interruption, she said, “Right, you bloody idiots. I’m coming. Don’t do anything.”

Kit hung up and stood. Aaron rose after her but she swatted at him and said, “No, stay here. You’re definitely staying clear of this.”

“What’s going on?” Aaron gaped.

“Simple, you’re going to read through those pages – only those pages – and start preparing. I’ll be back soon and want to see results. That’s all you need to know.”

She left quickly and Aaron stared at the crumpled pages of Betsy Burdock’s book, the topmost dotted with blood at the bottom left edge. Well, this was a promising start to the day. He sighed, trying to assure himself that things could hardly get much worse. His eyes fell, fortuitously, on Betsy’s words: I keep saying it but please, please don’t try this stuff alone or unsupervised, or maybe at all, I’m not sure any of it is safe!



Kit was fuming. Drew had said they had captured a shooter, after she expressly told them not to do anything rash, and here she was being drawn back to the Sling, a place she’d avoided for decades. It was a two-storey squat brick structure with tall ceilings and arched, white-framed windows, with a history Bill Fuller had been proud of. Once a centre for researching foreign illnesses, it had been converted into an emergency hospital during World War I, at a time when St Alphege’s had been halfway respectable, before the estates came and the hospital was left to rot. It stood derelict for twenty years before Bill Fuller realised its potential as a nightclub.

Kit had some good nights there in the ’90s. The big, bright venue had a sense of fun entirely different to her typical gloomy haunts at We’re Wolves or Velvet’s Parlour. The Sling’s open-plan floor had four bars and a booming sound system, and a VIP area stocked with fine sparkling wines and sofas comfortable enough to sleep on. She had enjoyed the spoils without having to feel like a class traitor, because despite the Sling’s chandeliers and finely dressed clientele, it was still northwest Ordshaw; a place where poor people pretended to have class.

That was then, though, and whatever prestige Bill had poured into the place was long gone. It was a glorified strip bar these days. Most likely the same regulars came in from all those years ago, older and more content to sit ogling than get up and dance.

Kit was thankful she wouldn’t have to see that, visiting early in the morning, but it was a small blessing. She marched to the blue double doors and rattled them, locked. She knocked loudly and consistently until a burly guy in a dark green tracksuit opened one door and snapped, “Trying to wake the neighbourhood?”

“Just let me in,” Kit shot back. As if there even was a neighbourhood, with the nearby tenements cracked and empty. The man stared, a bit slow; they must’ve been expecting her, surely.

“I’ma get Oscar,” he grumbled. “Wait here.”

He pushed the door to and Kit gritted her teeth, ready to kick her way in. They were playing games, deliberately delaying her. Her phone chimed. She took it out with an irritated snarl. Ellie. Kit hadn’t called her that morning for a reason: if Ellie couldn’t be bothered to tell them where she was going, why give her the satisfaction of her worry? Kit had a mind to drill into her now, though, with her nerves wrought. She answered. “Where did you piss off to, princess?”

“Out,” Ellie replied, a little curtly. Her footsteps echoed as she walked through a tiled hallway. “I want to ask you something. Last night, you were talking about meeting with the Seventh Street Regulars.”

“Can it wait, Ellie? I’m in the middle of something with the Fullers.”

“I had a chat with Madison. Given your history, don’t you think it’d be better to avoid being seen with the Fullers entirely?”

Kit tried to keep her voice even. “You went behind my back? What’d Mad give you that I didn’t?”

“Enough to make me think you’re in all this too deep to think straight,” Ellie replied, sharper over the phone than she’d dare be in person. “And yes, I went behind your back because you had two years to tell me these things already and didn’t!”

“Why would I want to?” Kit replied. “Get your –”

“So I could help!” Ellie said. “I’ve always tried to help. If I’d been clued in I could’ve given you some perspective before we got distracted with spells and witches and before people started shooting at us! I could’ve told you that talking to the Fullers would make Terry come after you.”

“Right.” Kit scanned the club ahead of her. Bit late for that advice. “Except he already was, wasn’t he?”

“Was he?” Ellie demanded. “Last night, before the shooting started, you –”

The club door opened, revealing the purple-carpeted entrance. Kit interrupted, “Alright, give me a minute, Ellie. I’ve got to deal with something pressing, first.”

“Kit, I really think we should make a plan.”

“I’ll call you back,” Kit said, shortly and hung up. No doubt the girl would have some choice judgements to share about her and Terry’s past, amounting to making amends or not retreading old mistakes or whatever. It’d be ill-informed and sanctimonious, but ostensibly useful, once Kit calmed enough to take it in. For now, Ellie could stew, running off talking to Mad and getting shirty like that. There was a bigger, more immediate problem to take care of. The tracksuit doorman had Tallice behind him, the latter’s grin bright in the dingy hallway.

“Knew you’d come around eventually,” he said, leering with self-satisfaction.

“Me being here is not a good thing,” Kit said. “You’re up to some daft shit, don’t look so bloody happy about it. Where’s Drew? This kid you’ve kidnapped?”

“Out back. Come through.” Tallice led the way inside and Kit gave the doorman the eye as she passed him. They entered the main club floor, which looked the same as it had twenty years ago, with tall stages, neon-lined bars and scummy purple upholstery. Kit could still picture the stages packed with teenagers in short skirts and collared shirts, but the club was sad and empty now, dirty floors laid bare and bars unmanned. Like seeing a clown nursing a hangover while his makeup ran.

“Get you a drink? We’ve got coffee machines,” Tallice offered, walking past one of the bars. The doorman lingered by a wall and another goon sat at a table on the far side of the room, cleaning something. A shotgun. Seeing Kat stare, Tallice said, “Do you know Finnegan? He’s been with us a while.”

“Can’t say I do,” Kit said, as the shotgun thug, Finnegan, followed her with his eyes. Big, bald, and scarred, he looked like the sort of man that went out fighting on the weekends. Typical Fuller stock.

“You remember the way?” Tallice continued through the rear door. Kit didn’t answer, taking a breath as they entered the bare-concrete back passage of the club. Stairs led down to the cellars, a maze of dressing rooms, storage facilities and the main office. It brought back memories of pre-performance jitters, drug stashes, and men spilling blood. Kit shuddered, looking at the closed office door, the entrance to Bill’s sanctum. It gave her a chill just being near it. If any location carried dark, powerful energy, that office had it in spades.

Tallice opened a different door, leading Kit into a small, featureless room where a black man in a baggy hoodie sat bound to a metal chair with leather straps. His face was swollen, his clothes wet, and he had a frightened look in his left eye. The right one was bruised shut. The fear made him look very young, recalling for Kit those youths in Trusk Avenue. The room stank of blood, sweat and urine.

“Jesus Christ,” Kit said, and snapped her gaze to a corner where Drew was leaning, pensively. He was in his usual smart coat, wearing a partway apologetic expression. “What the fuck’s wrong with you? What’d I say last night? Back off, not rough someone up.”

“They come after one of ours, we hit back,” Tallice said, approaching the captive. “And now this little shit’s about ready to spill all. Starting with where his mates got to.” He raised a fist and the captive flinched, inhaling fast, fearful breaths. Tallice laughed and turned back to Kit. “Though maybe you wanna exact your own kind of justice?”

Kit looked wide-eyed from him to Drew, who kept his gaze low. “Nothing to say, Drew? You’ve been pounding on a fucking child, look at him.”

“Old enough to pull a trigger,” Tallice said, humour shifting to irritation. “They put Mad in hospital, didn’t they?”

“Someone did,” Kit shot back. “Who says it was him? I saw the shooters and I didn’t see black skin.”

“No?” Tallice said. “Well, he was boasting down The Rose and Thorns. Moron, ain’t ya?” He lurched at the captive and made him flinch again. The boy mumbled, hardly able to speak for fear and injury, and Tallice laughed again.

Kit shook her head. Again, it sounded just like the boys on Trusk Avenue, a youth fronting to appear tough. She moved past Tallice and reached for the boy’s restraints. Tallice reached out to grab her and she pounced towards him. He tensed, staring fiercely into her eyes.

“Don’t be soft, Kit,” he warned. “They came for you, remember? It’d help if you were part of the solution instead of the problem.”

“Are you having a laugh?” Kit growled. “Back off. I’m letting him go.”

“Try it.”

Drew cleared his throat, and Kit saw the open doorway was filled with the imposing presence of Finnegan, watching in silence. If she wanted to take the boy out, she’d have a fight on her hands. Drew said, “None of us wanted this, Kit. But it’s where we are. The kid’s not talking. Maybe the best way to avoid more trouble would be if you could . . . you know?”

Kit narrowed her eyes. The coward could barely look at her. “What? Put him under a spell? Seeing as beating on him hasn’t worked. Because maybe he doesn’t know anything? Get a grip. I came to make sure you saw sense. You need to let him go. Now.”

“Damn, what’s your problem?” Tallice asked. His reptilian smile was back, making Kit’s skin crawl. “After they shot up your place of worship, I figured we’d have a hard time stopping you going after them yourself.”

Kit sneered at his lack of shame. If he’d changed at all over the years, it was only in the same way as their club: to become more openly underhand. Kit said, “Why does your gang war have anything to do with me, you utter prick?”

The smile left Tallice’s face. “Watch it, Kit. You’re in our house, show some respect.”

“Respect? I’m doing you a favour stepping foot in here.”

“You think I want you here?” Tallice shouted. “I could’ve died happy never hearing your name again, but you just keep cropping up, don’t you? Still got your claws in.” He threw his arms theatrically towards Drew, who shied away. “Making people hop about, like you hold their strings, all for you! Then fucking bitching when things turn sour?” Here was the Tallice Kit remembered, a man capable of exploding over the smallest slight, crazy enough to shift all the blame onto whoever was closest.

Kit spoke slower and lower to counter his agitation, taking all her effort not to bite back. “I didn’t start any of this. You let everyone think I was involved. Expect me to thank you for that?”

“No, we expect you to fight! Remember where you came from.” Tallice stalked closer again, irises vibrating. Kit’s muscles twitched as she strained not to shout back. He pointed towards the door. “I want you out on the street, hurting the bastards that hurt us. Prove you’re worth a damn, make their guns explode or drain their blood or whatever the hell you’re supposed to do. You’re out there talking and talking these days, forgetting where you came from, forgetting what action looks like! Fucking well take this town back for us!”

“Because you can’t do it yourself?” Kit said. “You clueless, spineless bastard.”

Both his hands caught her hard on the chest, shoving her back. Kit tripped and landed on her arse, with Tallice advancing fast, fists at his sides. He shrieked, “Say that again!” and pulled his coat back, drawing a blade in a flash.

Drew stiffened. “Oscar, don’t.”

“Fuck you!” Tallice spat. “Call me stupid, spineless, you washed-up whore! You don’t want to help, I’ll carve your bloody nose off! I don’t need a witch to do it for me!” He came in suddenly, actually going to do it, and Kit raised a hand to let her power surge.

Tallice was thrown back by a blast that struck Kit at the same time, sending pain to the pit of her stomach. He yelped like a stricken dog as he hit the captive and collapsed to the floor, the knife flying from his hand. Kit hurried up as Finnegan thumped into the room and she dragged her fingers towards him, pulling shadows around his feet. He stumbled around the dark tendrils, waving his arms with a high panicked noise. He tripped into the wall. Kit steadied herself, turning back to Tallice, trying to look ready even as she knew her energy was drained. 

He was up in a crouch, knife back in hand. He waved it at Kit, warding her off but not approaching. He hissed, “Nice tricks, but that’s all they are.” He adjusted his grip, readying to lunge.

“That’s enough!” Drew boomed. Tallice tripped over his own feet in surprise and jumped clear of Kit. “Both of you stop! We’re on the same side, for God’s sake!”

“Tell her that,” Tallice spat.

“Yeah, don’t bother,” Kit replied, holding up a palm towards each of them as she edged towards the captive boy. “I’m letting him out. Taking him to get help.”

Tallice gave Drew an angry look, ready to strike again, and Drew looked unsettled himself. Torn between duty to his psycho friend and sympathy for Kit. He said, “We haven’t got any answers from him yet.”

“No?” Kit said. “What the hell’s that tell you? You know he’s not going to talk. Time to drop it. He’ll tell anyone that asks that he got jumped, mugged. Won’t you?”

The boy quickly nodded.

“He shot your damn friend,” Tallice snarled.

Kit read the boy’s battered face. There was little hope in his eyes, terrified he might die here, doing everything he could simply not to cry. No. If he knew anything, if he was guilty, he would’ve cracked. Kit said, “Either way, he’s been punished enough.”

“Fine,” Tallice said, the capitulation so nasty it made Kit look up with surprise. He was gesturing to Finnegan. “We’re done.”

Kit shouted and raised her hands but Finnegan had the drop on her this time, having pulled out a pistol while she wasn’t looking. He pulled the trigger without hesitation and the crack of the gunshot shook through the room. Everyone froze, breath held as Kit cringed in place, shoulders up tight near her ears. There was a clink as the bent bullet hit the floor by the captive boy’s feet, next to Kit. She looked from it up to Finnegan, whose eyes were open as wide as hers.

She’d done it. She’d created a barrier to stop the bullet. But she was utterly spent, no way she could do it again. Kit straightened up, trying to put on a brave face, and said, “Don’t try that again.”

Finnegan turned speechless to Tallice, who looked equally stunned.

“What next then, Kit?” Drew came in softly. “You don’t want us picking up Terry’s foot soldiers, but we can’t go after the man himself without you, can we? Not with the protection he’s got. Shit just like that.”

Kit’s anger resurfaced, mostly at herself for putting her power back on show. Better Drew had never known what she could do. She said, “I’ll deal with their witch. My way. But I’m walking out of here with this boy, and you’re not hurting anyone else in the meantime. Got it?”

“That’s all we wanted,” Tallice said.

“You’ll deal with her how?” Drew cut in, eyeing Kit carefully, to take charge over Tallice’s emotion. “Harry won’t agree to a meeting, you know? I tried to tell you last night. It’s not happening.”

“Then it’ll be just me and her,” Kit said. “Now untie this damn kid.”













23



Your You’re Your Magic

It’s my belief, but I should say not necessarily a universal belief, that everyone has magic in them. We’re all connected to this great thing we call life, and what is the power we wield if not a manipulation of the energy that binds us? (Genuine question, I don’t know!)

But in my experience, which I guess you could call either very limited or pretty solid depending on your point of view, there’s three types of people when it comes to the lessons in this guide. There are eagles, who soar naturally, with formidable power; ducks, who can fly if they need to, but also happily float about at ground level; and the penguins, who really aren’t built for flight but if you really push them can get some lift. I mean penguins aren’t supposed to fly at all and technically they can’t, can they? But you do see them sometimes, in exactly the right circumstances, somehow airborne.

Anyway! This book is for the eagles. The ducks might dabble but are likely to be more comfortable floating. The penguins, for sure, aren’t supposed to be here. You, blessed reader, I trust are an eagle. You’re reading this now, you must’ve been inspired to get here! We’re a minority, those of us who soar. Treasure your magic, nurture it for the rare gift that it is, and recognise that you are not like everyone else. It’s how it should be, because if the sky was full of eagles, it’d be carnage.

Betsy Burdock’s Book of Spells, p. 26



Aaron answered his phone cautiously, not recognising the number, “Hello?”

“Aaron,” Ellie said. “Are you with Kit?”

“No,” he said, “she left me at yours. Where are you?”

“I’ve just been to the hospital.” Ellie took a breath, hesitating, then said, “I need to tell you some things.” And then she did, explaining first that she’d seen Mad, then how Mad’s version of what happened to Chester Pacey and his son differed from Kit’s, and finally the revelation that Terry Goddom had a very personal reason for wanting Kit hurt. She concluded, “But the bottom line here is that all this must have clouded Kit’s thinking. Just hearing Terry was around must’ve triggered her in ways we couldn’t have guessed, going after the magic book, trying to take on Firline. It’s brought out the old her. She didn’t consider dealing with things the way she normally would now – talking to the men in charge.”

“If it was a personal vendetta all along,” Aaron thought out loud, “I guess that’s understandable. What could she say to this Terry guy, really, to make him back off?”

“That’s exactly my point,” Ellie said. “He’s got some motive for it, but do we really know what he wants? Terry hasn’t gone after her until now. Until, I imagine, it became clear she’d been in touch with Drew and Oscar.”

“So, what now?” Aaron asked. “We let Terry know it’s a misunderstanding?”

“It might be too late for that,” Ellie said. “I wouldn’t like to try and talk things through with Firline, either. But Kit had a plan last night that I think still has merit. We go for the people backing Terry, who don’t have this personal connection. I’m thinking of heading out to find Harry Hardcourt, if we’re still assuming he put Firline on Kit. Hopefully he can be persuaded that they’re fighting for the wrong reasons.”

“Persuaded?” Aaron sat up with alarm. “You’re not seriously –”

“Ideally I’d set up a meeting for Kit,” Ellie went on, “but she blew me off and is no doubt making things worse with the Fullers right now anyway. I can handle this, it just requires a little diplomacy.”

“Where are you?” Aaron swallowed. He hated what he had to say next: “I need to come with you.”

“No, you don’t,” Ellie said. “I can get into the West Quay estates fairly unnoticed but you or Kit would stand out a mile off. I need you to keep Kit cool when she resurfaces. Distract her until I’m done, maybe?”

“Ellie this seems like a bad idea,” Aaron said. “Maybe you should come back and we can all discuss a plan together.”

“Definitely,” Ellie said, “just as soon as I’ve got the full picture of what we’re dealing with. I can handle myself, Aaron; I just need you to handle Kit for a minute.”

With that, she signed off and Aaron was left staring worriedly at his phone. He heard echoes of Kit in Ellie’s determination and realised quite how infectious Kit’s brash energy was. He had gone out doing foolish things after only one day, and Ellie had had two years to absorb that troublesome confidence. Part of him felt he really should go after her, insist on them going to West Quay together, but she was right, he would be a liability in the black estates. And apparently someone needed to handle Kit.

Kit. In the silence of the living room with Ellie’s new information settling into his mind, it slowly dawned on Aaron that if it was all true, and he believed it, then Kit was technically a murderer. At the very least she had knocked out a man’s eye. He wasn’t sure what to do with that information.



Ellie drove into West Quay with growing confidence that she could pull this off. She had been studying the Ordshaw gangs on her own for years and studying Kit’s ability to ingratiate herself with the most difficult of people. Life gives you what you’re willing to take, Kit regularly enjoyed telling the Incite staff, usually in response to journalists being nervous about hounding a public figure or marketers failing to close an advertising deal. Ellie was now taking control of a situation where everyone else was too distracted by the minutiae to move things along logically.

Before setting out, she had delved into social media posts to find people alluding to spooky or twisted goings on in West Quay, to give her some grounding in local attitudes to the alleged gang witches. She wasn’t disappointed. A young guy in thick plastic-rimmed glasses had posted, Purple lights over Barrow Street, who believes them stories about the wicked lady’s spells? Another wrote, Out of Snickers down the Spar, yo – that’s that Meer Street curse, lol! Ellie found over a dozen references, a community concerned, and a good suggestion that Seventh Street were as wrapped up in the rumours as the gangs of St Alphege’s.

Ellie parked in a quiet, safe-seeming cul-de-sac to walk the final few blocks to Christmas Court, an estate of low-rises conceived by someone with a cruel sense of humour. The colourful name did not match the bare brick walls and windows barred like a prison, roads pocked with holes and pavements dotted with weeds. Even the sky’s blanket grey conspired to give the estate a miserable appearance.

Ellie knew that Christmas Court was a crime hot spot which the police turned a blind eye to. Raids here would be more trouble than they were worth, especially as the crime tended to be internal, with the drugs and violence taking a toll on West Quay but seldom seeping out into greater Ordshaw. It made it an ideal base of operations for the Seventh Street Regulars, where a carpet shop formed a known front for the infamous Harry Hardcourt.

Trying to appear natural, Ellie walked into a boxed-in courtyard with tall cages surrounding a set of basketball courts. People loitered on balconies, smoking, or hanging up washing, while others were gathered in clusters, chatting on old bleachers, leaning against the fences. A spiced smell wafted down from one of the flats, delicious aromas softening the otherwise hard area.

Ellie spotted the small row of shops under the estate and approached it. A laundrette, a convenience store, a barber and, at the end, the wide yawn of an open-plan carpet shop, rolls of material standing on display. She entered, wary that people were watching her, including some big men on the court benches. She pretended to look at some of the carpets. The shop was badly lit and smelt musty and old, like an attic. Two men in puffy jackets and gold chains chatted with a busty counter-clerk with hoop earrings. They stared as Ellie moved further inside and spotted a window into a back office, a man at the desk behind the glass. She squinted, trying to make him out.

“Help you?” one of the men asked, suddenly at her shoulder, making her jump. 

She stuttered, “I was looking – just looking for –”

“You want a carpet?” the man asked, sceptically. He was a head taller than her, with cornrows, his jacket open on sculpted pecs under a very tight vest.

“Um, no,” Ellie said, and inwardly winced at that awkward um – who was she, Aaron? She regrouped. “I was looking to talk to Harry Hardcourt. I write for Incite Ordshaw, you may have heard of us?” The man wore a crooked smile, waiting for a punchline, so Ellie finished, “I’m investigating rumours of witches in Ordshaw.”

It should’ve produced a laugh, a look of disbelief, something, but the man went cold, now staring like Ellie herself might spell trouble. He said, “Why’s that?”

Ellie held his gaze and kept her tone officious, knowing that a righteous sense of purpose was armour in itself. “There have been rumours about unusual activity in Ordshaw. In St Alphege’s, around here. Mr Hardcourt’s name came up in connection to it.”

The man looked to the counter, where his friends were watching with concern. Ellie noticed outside, on the bleachers, one of the men was walking away, still looking her way. Going to report her to someone?

Ellie asked in a quiet voice, “Who are those men?”

“Huh?” Cornrows followed her gaze. A door hinge squeaked before he could answer, and he stood to attention like a soldier, barking, “Got a reporter here, Harry. Says she’s from Incite magazine, asking about witches.”

Ellie snapped around to see Harry Hardcourt in the office door, a short man, barely taller than her, in a purple suit with white-winged shoes. His stereotypical pimp look was offset by a messy head of curly grey hair and a lack of any jewellery bar a plain wooden cross around his neck. He had warm, kindly eyes but contrastingly hard, scarred skin around his stubbly mouth.

“Thanking you, Potts,” he said, in the silky bass of a blues singer. “Sounds like a mighty interesting conversation waiting to happen. I’ll take it from here.”

The man in cornrows backed off as Hardcourt stepped to one side, inviting Ellie in. She put on a brave smile and entered his office. It was even darker than the shop front, a grim little workspace with a metal desk and numerous wilting pot plants.

“Forgive the mess,” Hardcourt said, closing the door and moving to a threadbare swivel chair. He sat and looked up at her, with nowhere for her to sit and no offer of hospitality. “You’re Kit’s girl. I recognise you.”

“I’m the assistant editor,” Ellie clarified, not sure if she should be proud or worried that she had already caught the gang leader’s eye. “And I was hoping to talk –”

“I heard,” Hardcourt said. He had an amiable look but his eyes were glassy and the smile was crocodile false. “Shall we start with what it is you can offer me, seeing as you’re interrupting my work?”

Ellie coughed, shifting her weight. She’d prepared for this, just needed to organise her thoughts. What was in it for Seventh Street, of course, was peace – 

“I read your magazine, time to time,” Hardcourt began for her, though. “Your boss writes some fun opinion pieces, doesn’t she? Often think to myself, what a shame she doesn’t feature West Quay more. A mention of Hardcourt’s Flooring would go down a treat. We do cater to all Ordshaw.”

“Well,” Ellie said, carefully, “we offer very competitive rates for advertisers.”

“I’m not talking adverts.” Hardcourt rolled an expansive hand. “Anyone can run an advert. I’m saying she might offer personal endorsement. However much they like or fear her, Kit Fadulous’s word counts when it comes to what’s hot in Ordshaw, no?”

Ellie stalled, surprised by the angle but rapidly considering the implications. He was asking for Kit to legitimise his business. A business everyone knew belonged to a gangster.

“Respect,” Hardcourt said, tapping a finger against the desk. “That’s worth a lot. I know what you’re thinking: it’s a trick. A game. I assure you it’s not. Seventh Street deserves to be better established in this city. We’ve a solid, independent business that warrants acknowledgement. Kit ought to understand that.”

“I can bring it to her,” Ellie said. “I’m sure she’d like to discuss it with you.”

“Splendid.” Hardcourt leant forward and clasped his hands under his chin. “Then what is it you want to discuss?”

“I’d like you to call off Firline,” Ellie said, forcing it out quickly. She had already decided a direct demand was best. There had been enough confusion.

Hardcourt stared with cold eyes, then said, “Straight to the point, sounding like you’re knee-deep in that hoodoo, voodoo, what you dare do, business. Firline gave you her name?”

“We met her,” Ellie said.

“And what makes you think I have any power to call her off?”

“Don’t you? You clearly know her, maybe you helped her come here?”

Hardcourt shrugged, not denying it. “I’ve helped a lot of brothers and sisters find new lives here. I believe in the opportunities Ordshaw offers, like your boss does. I also foster new talent, without it necessarily tying them to me.”

“Talent that’s threatening innocent people? The people in your own neighbourhood are on edge.”

“No one around here’s worried about her,” Hardcourt said, showing his teeth in another smile. “Check your facts, little lady. It’s the wicked White Witch of the East that’s got people scared. You’re the reporter, you should be better informed than me.”

Ellie bit her lip, not sure if he was testing her, but decided to lay out what she did know. “Firline is active in St Alphege’s, apparently targeting the enemies of a man named Terry Goddom. I don’t know what mutual interests you have with him, but I wanted to make you aware, in good faith, that Goddom’s grudges are deep-rooted and personal and Firline’s assistance is disproportionate. Innocent people are getting hurt.”

Hardcourt gave it a second, then said, “You don’t need to tell me the colour of Terrence Goddom’s blood, my relationship with him is tenuous at best already. Was it his boys who shot up that cafe last night?”

“The Priddy?” Ellie said. “Yes. A woman’s in hospital. A mother.”

“And you’re saying Firline was involved?” Hardcourt said.

Ellie paused. “Not directly. But there have been threats and she is violent. If you could reach out to her, maybe –”

Hardcourt held up a hand. He waited longer than was necessary after Ellie went quiet, then said, “The mysteries that woman’s dealing with, you don’t want to touch. I didn’t want to, and I’m not a man easily unsettled. She has her own designs, and whether or not that’s to do with Terrence, I couldn’t say. But check yourself, because she’s not the only ill spirit out there. It’s disappointing to see you fixated on one when the other, so I hear, has a dark history.”

“There are rumours of –” Ellie started, but Hardcourt gave a severe stare.

“Rumours. You want my opinion, which is all you’re gonna get, Firline wouldn’t be here on account of rumours. Things were going on before she set foot in this town, and I don’t mean things from ten or twenty years ago. I think you and I both know the truth of it is something you can learn closer to home.” He held her gaze with a question in his eyes: would she give him some clue about the other witch’s nature?

“I honestly couldn’t comment on that,” Ellie said, because she certainly wasn’t going to discuss Kit’s role in it, and anyway he was claiming this started before Firline arrived, meaning before Drew ever talked to Kit about it.

“That’s a shame,” Harry said. “Because if you keep probing, the truth’s likely to come out.”

Ellie went quiet, in dangerous territory now. She wanted to ask more – how exactly did this start, when did Firline arrive, under what pretences – but his expression told her the information wouldn’t come easily. Instead, she said, “Thank you for your time, Mr Hardcourt. If you do run into Firline, I only ask that you please pass on my message. No one means her harm, least of all Kit.”

“Absolutely.” Hardcourt put a hand to his chest. “Sorry I can’t do more. But you’ll have Kit find a way to drop my name in your little magazine now, won’t you? Hardcourt’s of Christmas Court, for all your flooring needs.”

Ellie mumbled agreement, and he stood to escort her out. Hardcourt gave her a short lecture as they walked, bestowing the virtues of his neighbourhood and the good his company had done here, all in an unsubtle bid for publicity, then he shook her hand and left her by a path leading back to the main road.

As she walked down the road, towards her car, Ellie tried to process where she’d got to. Though Firline supposedly wasn’t involved with the gangs through Seventh Street, and her motives remained unclear, Terry could have contracted her independently. It was a question of exactly where this began: had Terry fabricated witch rumours of his own, to entice an actual witch into town to deal with the Fullers? Ellie had a feeling it was something more than that. She took out her phone to share her concerns with Aaron, and saw he’d sent texts wishing her luck, asking her to call as soon as she was clear. It made her smile. There was also a message from Blake: So, like, am I the only one coming into work today? He’d actually written the perfunctory “like”, the ass.

Ellie’s smirk at Blake’s idiocy froze on her face as she entered the cul-de-sac where her car sat. A big sedan was now parked next to it. Two men were waiting outside. One was white and monstrously large. In the depths of his scarred face, his teeth shone in a straight row, and a single eye glinted in the sun. “You look familiar.”

Ellie’s mind raced in a dozen directions. She could run back up the main road, but could she outrun them? Would anyone help, anyway? Had Hardcourt’s men tipped these people off? They were by her car, had they followed her? Ellie barely managed a step back before the big man closed the distance to stand over her, eclipsing the sky. She doubted her knee would even reach high enough to hit his crotch. She tried to buy time, squeaking, “Excuse me. I’ve got a meeting to get to.”

“You didn’t like my joke?” the man said, wearing a mock-offended expression as he tilted his head to one side. The angle let more light on his left side, where an eye was missing, and his skin was latticed with ugly scarring from a terrible wound. The mangled mess would’ve been a hideous confusion, inviting all sorts of speculation, but Ellie could immediately picture the cause – a baseball bat strike so hard that it practically exploded his face. Kit’s weight and the power of the Deep Dark behind it.

“The witch, she has a familiar, doesn’t she?” Terry Goddom explained. “That’s the right word?” He turned to check with his friend, stood leaning on the car, shark’s eyes watching, waiting for Ellie to run. “So, I said, you look familiar. Because that’s what you are? I’m breaking the ice, yeah? I’ve been looking forward to bagging Kit’s familiar.”

Fuck it – Ellie turned on her heel. She didn’t get a single step before the monster’s arm caught her from behind.
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Bill Fuller’s Sling Club Office, 1996

It wasn’t by chance they were in the Sling that night – Kit sensed that the moment the commotion started. They were sharing a drink and a laugh downstairs, with Bill and his Turkish mate from Camden, when panic flooded the hall. They’d been complacent and someone had known it – maybe saw Ayaz come into town, heard about this meeting that would tie up Bill and the Dyre Grrls. A perfect time to strike.

Kit was in a fighting pose, fists at her chest as if she could punch her way out of whatever was coming, but when the door burst open it wasn’t an attack. Bill’s men carried a body between them, two large, blood-stained thugs up front, Drew and Tallice behind. Tallice moved to the side, jaw working hard like he’d done too much coke, or maybe he was just itching to hurt someone.

“They got Frank, dammit, they got Frank!” the lead thug announced. The men parted to show the youngest Fuller on the carpet, his usual childlike, jokey face waxen and lifeless, chest soaked with blood that looked black in the low office light.

Bill made a terrible, wordless sound, sucking air, and shoved the men out of the way as Mad and Clover huddled closer to Kit. Bill fell to his knees and wailed.

“Shot him coming out of Vejay’s bar,” the lead thug said. “Drove off before we could shoot back.”

“They were aiming for all of us,” Tallice said.

“But they hit him,” Clover whispered, with a wonder Kit hoped no one else heard. She sensed her friend’s meaning. The darkness took the innocent, left the guilty.

Bill patted over Frank and pulled him up, searching for a way to help, but he only came away slick with blood. Kit wanted to scream. Why did they bring him here? Why didn’t they go straight to the hospital? But Frank was long dead and a dark realisation hit her at the same time it struck Bill. He fell back on his haunches and locked eyes on Kit.

“You!” he boomed. She started shaking her head before the idea came out. “You can help him! You can do something!”

“We can’t!” Kit cried as he blundered to his feet. He slipped on the blood, lurching towards them, and Mad shouted, “You need to get him to a doctor!”

“He’s dead!” Tallice barked. “He’s already bloody dead, can’t you see that?”

“Do something to help him!” Bill ordered, regaining composure as he settled on a solution. He came at Kit like a bull and she hit the desk trying to back away. “Use everything you’ve got. Save my son.”

“It’s not possible,” Kit complained, trembling with fear. The big man was a mentor, a father figure, only an aggressor to other people. For the first time, she found herself cowering from Bill.

“You bring back my son!” he roared, a fist closing on her top. Kit cried out, and suddenly felt her hands squeezed on either side, Mad and Clover closing in to help. Lending her their power. Together, in an unthinking moment, they shone. It was nothing, really, a spark of light, a parlour trick as far as Betsy’s magic went – but it broke Bill’s concentration long enough for him to back off. He looked from the three defiant girls down to the body of his son. Divided between trying to make mad demands and accepting the reality that stared them in the face.

“We can’t bring him back,” Kit said, taking all her nerve to keep her voice steady. “We don’t know how to heal things. Only how to break them.”

Bill’s nostrils expanded with rage, chest swelling like he might explode. Finally, he spoke calmly, assured. “Then you’ll do damage. You’ll make them pay for this. If it’s the last thing you do.”



In the space of two wrought hours, in between alternating worry about Ellie and Kit, Aaron had managed to convince himself that he could now create a defensive barrier. At least, when he strained hard enough, following Betsy Burdock’s instructions (which read like mindfulness training written by an insecure drunk), his vision blurred a little and the sound of traffic outside got muffled. But it could just as easily have been oxygen deprivation, as in his intense focus on feeling what can’t be felt and pushing the untouched energy he kept forgetting to breathe. His forays into the whisper walls and finger lights had produced similar results, but he had a sense that this was how the barrier was supposed to feel.

He really wanted something obviously real. The ability to move things with his mind or spark a fire or talk to animals. The faintest trace of what he felt last night, when he blasted Firline through a wall, driven by the simple need to save Kit. Instead, he wasn’t sure, again, if it had just been his imagination. It all seemed so certain when he was near Kit, and so abstract when he was thinking back on it. But he’d sensed from both Kit and Mad that those doubts didn’t really go away. He’d seen them do magic and they still confessed to times when they’d stopped believing it. Yet he didn’t dare touch the rest of Betsy’s book to find something more convincing, even as it leered from the other end of the coffee table. He heard whispers, maybe coming from the paper itself. Tempting him.

Was that the Deep Dark?

Unsure as he was about everything else, Aaron understood there was wickedness stirring there, and knowing what Kit had done helped him steer clear. Even if the magic wasn’t dangerous, she was. 

Finally, Kit called to tell him to meet her for lunch, and it gave him very mixed feelings. He could happily put distance between himself and the book, but was slightly afraid of seeing her again. Ellie had asked him to keep an eye on her, though, and if she could venture out to West Quay alone then he could talk to Kit.

She was in a Thai diner in Hanton, a fifteen-minute walk away, already tucking into a plate of dumplings when Aaron arrived. She kicked a stool out and asked with her mouthful, “How are you getting on?” It sounded more like a demand than a question, Kit apparently on edge from her morning meeting.

“Fine,” Aaron said, not sure if it was a lie. “What’ve you been up to?”

“Nothing,” Kit said, and that was definitely a lie. She focused on spearing another dumpling as she said, “You heard from Ellie? She’s not answering her phone.”

“She called about an hour ago, yeah,” Aaron said, not sure if she could share what Ellie had said, or where she had gone. Kit would surely be upset about one or the other.

“She told you, then?” Kit said, already ahead of him, and Aaron made a non-committal noise. “It was shit from my past. Bad shit. I told you we went to some dark places. That’s not me anymore.” Her eyes down, it sounded like she was trying to convince herself, too. “I would’ve told you both the rest of it myself, with time.”

“Okay,” Aaron said, quietly.

“And now Ellie’s ghosting me,” Kit snorted, like it was just typical of Ellie to disappear on her, despite how unlikely that seemed to Aaron. “I need a sounding board and as she’s not it, so you’re up.”

“O . . . kay.” Aaron settled uncomfortably on the stool. She didn’t go on, eating another dumpling and looking rather angry about it. He itched to suggest they get Ellie back from wherever she’d ended up, to save him this conversation as much as to make sure she was safe, but Kit’s dark expression cautioned patience.

A short, cheerful waitress bounced over and Kit immediately cut off her cheery greeting to say Aaron would have the same as her. Having never had someone randomly order for him before, Aaron was too surprised to complain and the waitress didn’t hang around long enough for it to matter. But despite the quick dismissal, Kit continued brooding rather than opening up.

“I think I’m starting to get a handle on some spells,” Aaron said, to break the silence. A peaceful, productive starting point. “At least I think I’m feeling something when I try to make the barrier.”

“That’s good,” Kit said. “Believing is nine-tenths of the battle.”

“But is it supposed to tingle or shimmer in the air or something?” Aaron asked. “I mean, I’m not sure at all, and I think –” He stopped, realising that he was focusing hard on her, probing her aura almost instinctively for some tug of energy to help bolster him. It was weak, though, not like before, only increasing his doubts.

“Show me,” Kit said. “Do it now.”

“Huh?” Aaron replied. He checked the room. There were a couple of Asian guys quietly eating at the counter by the window, the waitress was fussing near the register, and a man in a suit was eating over a newspaper. “Here?”

“If you’ve got it right, no one will notice,” Kit said.

“And if I get it wrong?”

“No one will notice,” Kit repeated. “Unless you get it really wrong. Then, you know, the weirder things get the more likely people are to pretend it didn’t happen.”

“What?” Aaron said. “How weird can it get?”

The waitress interrupted with a plate of dumplings and a smile for Aaron, then left as Kit said, “Just bloody do it. Ready?”

“No, I can’t just –” Aaron said, watching his hands, trying to recall Betsy’s instructions. Kit snatched up a salt cellar and flicked salt towards him and he flinched and raised his taut hands to block it – only for the crystals to sprinkle into a surface a foot from his face, as though hitting glass. The salt scattered onto the table as Aaron gaped.

It worked. He’d done it – he’d created a barrier! And Kit was right, no one noticed; the waitress cocked an eyebrow their way, looking more curious about why Kit was tossing salt at him than questioning if something unnatural had happened.

“Holy shit,” Aaron gasped, staring at his hands. His mouth stretched to a grin. He had done it – Kit had made him do it. He looked at her to share this elation, but she didn’t look happy. “What’s wrong? Did I make a mistake?”

“The opposite,” Kit said, returning her attention to her food. She stabbed her last dumpling on a chopstick and contemplated it like prey. “It took me two months to get anywhere near that. Hour a day, straining over Betsy’s words like I was constipated. If I’d put an ounce of the same effort into improving on the guitar, or on my schoolwork, who knows where I could’ve gone. And here you’ve done it with an hour’s notice.”

Aaron swallowed, searching for a way to temper this. “Sorry. But I couldn’t do it alone. You were doing it without knowing you could, I guess? I had you to follow.”

Kit shoved the dumpling into her mouth whole and chewed as though chewing on the idea of him and their connection. She swallowed and sighed. “You know, by the time I was your age, I’d run a magazine, founded a band, and had a t-shirt printing business. None of it took off. In some cases, things went to categorical shit. Meanwhile, I’ve met plenty of people coasting, who I gave just a little push, and saw them go on to great things.” Kit gave a disgusted scoff. “I’m a catalyst. You’re a conduit. But sometimes, I push in the wrong direction.”

Aaron moved his own dumplings about, uneasy at her shaken confidence, her energy so low. He asked, “What happened this morning?”

“Nothing.” Kit gave the same answer as before, but it built tension in her jaw, fingers tightening on the chopsticks. “Just a reminder of where I was before, and how I’m not anywhere different now.”

“You’ve got a magazine read by people across the whole city,” Aaron said, and silently added and probably haven’t broken anyone’s face in at least a decade.

“Yeah and I make a business of antagonising people,” Kit said. “I got offered a job in New York City once, you know? When I was trekking across the States as a roadie. An editor I was shacking up with wanted me writing features on bands. Interviews with billboard icons, mop-haired white guys with acoustic guitars or Barbie-doll goddesses. A great job with a lot of access, a lot of money, a chance to be taken seriously. It wasn’t my scene but I could’ve made it my scene. You know what I did?”

Aaron shook his head, obviously not.

“I laughed at her. Laughed like it was a joke, and laughed so hard she didn’t ever bring it up again. And what happened? I came back here and squandered opportunities like that once or twice a year until they stopped coming.” She counted examples on her fingers. “A hotshot investigative reporter offered to work for Incite, just wanted expenses covered, and I said not possible, not fair to the other volunteers. A magazine group from London wanted to buy me out, promised me creative control under their umbrella. I said no. A gig promoter in Manchester asked me to get the band back together, even. Ten years after everyone forgot the Dyre Grrls. I never found the time, you believe that?”

The chopstick snapped in her hand.

“I’ve been blowing opportunities all my life,” Kit said. “Partly because when I don’t, when I try and do something” – she gestured loosely at Aaron – “different, then things go to shit.” She took a deep breath, as Aaron understood exactly the scale of her real regrets. “What happened this morning took me right back to where I started. Mad, Clover and me, making inroads with the band, building a name for ourselves. I couldn’t just send off demos to suits in skyscrapers or line up bottom-banner gigs, could I? It had to be gritty and raw and something all our own, so I joined forces with fucking gangsters and we spent half our time in a club where we didn’t belong. I saw a friend die in our manager’s office because we escalated things in all the wrong ways. I did . . . unforgivable things.”

“I’m sorry,” Aaron whispered.

“I’m the one who’s sorry,” Kit said. “In every sense. Because twenty years on I’m making the same mistakes. I should’ve gone to the cops or brokered some kind of peace without the Fullers. Should’ve gone to Terry Goddom without getting distracted by that damn book. Instead, I fucking blew it, didn’t I? History repeats itself.”

“Not from what I’ve seen,” Aaron said. “You’ve done everything you could to keep things from getting out of hand. You’ve been responsible – in a good way, I mean, not like – well. Things could’ve gone a lot worse. Whatever else is going on, you’d have been mad to think about facing Firline without revisiting Betsy’s magic. We saw what she can do. We just haven’t had time to prepare properly, but I’m here and you’ve got Ellie too, and I’m sure together we can figure it out?”

Kit gave him a grim smile that said he wasn’t necessarily making things easier. She said, “We, you say. Listen to yourself. I just met you, Aaron, and could’ve got you killed three or four times already. A boy I never met could’ve been killed this morning, because of me.”

Aaron froze, not sure if he should ask more, and where that information could take him. But she said could’ve, which meant it was averted, whatever her mood now. He took a breath and said, “You could’ve been killed last night. Can I tell you something?” He gave her an earnest look and she returned an uncertain one. Very quietly, he continued, “I had a panic attack last night. I get them a lot. Ellie’s the only person I’ve ever told, and that’s just because she was there.”

Kit’s face was stone, momentarily thrown from her own concerns.

“I’ve been too scared to do anything important for months,” Aaron went on. “Years, maybe? I’ve been looking for a job since May, because I choke at interviews or just convince myself, again and again, to not even complete applications. When I met you I felt . . . inspired. To get on with things.”

“Well, you don’t get around panic attacks by throwing yourself into worse shit.” Kit’s brow knitted with concern. “Aaron, if I’d had any idea –”

“You would’ve hidden me away in the office, never asked me to go get that book?” Aaron said. “Yeah. That’s why I don’t tell people. I get by, sometimes I just need a moment.”

“You’re getting by like a functioning alcoholic,” Kit said. “Not talking about it is probably the whole problem, you idiot.”

Aaron smiled at the blunt response, partly insulting, superficially scolding, but underlined with actual care. He said, “Well, I’m talking about it right now because I want you to know you’ve already helped me. Like, I can’t imagine you being scared.”

“Bullshit,” Kit spat, “I used to throw up before every other gig I played. I still get tetchy before walking into a meeting where I know we’re gonna have an argument.”

“Alright,” Aaron said, “then you have a healthy relationship with it. My point is I’ve been scared for a long time and you make me feel less scared.”

“You literally had a panic attack last night!”

“And I never would’ve told anyone about it before!” Aaron cried back, a little exasperated. Of course, she didn’t understand. How could anyone, when he barely did? But he sighed it out and tried to keep on track. He said, “You’re inspiring, Kit. I don’t know about all your successes, or failures, but if you can inspire people, that’s more than most can do. Where it leads others isn’t on you. What if you encouraged me to go out and make a difference, and I went and got hit by a bus because I was outside seizing the day? Would that be your fault?”

Kit eyed him warily, biting back a negative response. It was a facetious example, he knew, but she seemed to get the point and slowly nodded. She said, “But at the point that I inspire a bus driver to run people down, wouldn’t you say I’ve got a problem?”

Aaron’s smile returned because she was lightening up, slightly, at last. Next, he needed to make clear how far she’d come since the days of the Fullers and Saxons.

But her phone rang. She frowned. Not again, Aaron thought, twice in a day just as they were getting somewhere. Kit answered it. “You’d better be calling to apologise, Drew.” Her face shifted from anger to worry as the man responded. “How?” She listened, then swore and said, “Where? Right. I’ll be there in ten.” She hung up, holding the phone even tighter than she’d clutched the chopstick.

“What is it?” Aaron asked.

Kit spoke heavy as thunder. “Terry has Ellie. He wants a meeting. Which is just about fucking right, isn’t it?”

“Terry has Ellie?” Aaron echoed, blanching. He shouldn’t have let her go alone, this was his fault, he knew it was a terrible idea. And they’d been just chatting, he hadn’t even warned Kit yet. Why wasn’t Ellie’s plan the first thing he mentioned?

“Go back to her place,” Kit said.

“No!” Aaron stood as she did. Kit looked ready to unleash her fresh anger on him. But damned if he was going to let Kit leave him now, with Ellie abandoned and the world of magic just short of his fingertips. “I want to help. I need to.”

“You listen to a word I’ve been saying?” Kit hissed. “Back off.”

“No,” Aaron said, struggling to hold her dark eyes without showing his nerves. But she’d said talk about it, so he did. “I know the risks. If it’s bad for me it’ll be worse for you. I can help. I’m going to help. I just stopped salt in mid-air, for Christ’s sake, and you are spent.”

Kit paused, acknowledging what he’d sensed. That slump in her power was real.

“You need me,” Aaron pushed. “You tell me what to do and I can do it. I’m not hiding away, not now. Definitely not if Ellie’s in trouble. I owe her.”

Kit didn’t look impressed. “This is a gang war, Aaron. You’ve got no idea.”

“Then I guess,” Aaron said, as his trembling body started raging at him to just shut up, “I’m going to find out.”













25



Ellie Norman’s Bedroom, 1996

“Frenzied egg,” Mad said, calling out the list to check they had everything they needed. Kit replied yes, there, as Clover added it to the bag. “Three candles of cat marrow. Stare of a forbidden goat. A twice-broken claw. The blood of young knowing. And parchment of nails.” Mad closed the drawstrings and drew a deep breath. “So. We’re really doing this?”

“Targeted, secret magic,” Kit said. “It’ll save lives.”

“By taking lives,” Clover said.

“By taking one,” Kit corrected. “Who I think we can all agree deserves it.”

“Does anyone deserve death?” Clover asked.

They all looked down at the bag, considering the power it contained. Not just over life and death, but power over the rut they were trapped in. There wasn’t really a choice, unless they wanted to make an enemy of Bill Fuller as well as Chester Pacey. With this, they could get out.

“To better things,” Kit said and placed her hand on Mad’s. Clover put her hand on top of theirs, and they bowed their heads to say it together: “To better things.”



The Noosely Hollow Recreation Ground had been chosen as strategically as any battlefield could have been, with its expansive central plain and vantage points for both sides to see the enemy coming. A wall of trees separated it from a road on the north side, while a wooden pavilion and a small car park linked it to the road on the south. There were a couple of houses scattered either side, set back by long gardens, making the field about as secluded as Ordshaw got. With two black transit vans in the car park and a Fuller guard by the entrance keeping watch, even the dog walkers were kept at bay.

The centre stage was a football pitch with no goal posts, the grass thick in patches, sloppy mud in others. It squelched around Kit’s boots as she marched out to join Drew’s men at the edge of the field, where a three-foot tall bank formed cover. She moved quickly to force Aaron to fall back, really wishing she hadn’t let him come.

Drew wore his beige coat, hands in his pockets. Tallice edged about, throwing her unhappy looks, with ten more thick-coated thugs milling around. It wasn’t like the old days: these men looked bigger, older, and more war-scarred than the young crowd Bill had commanded, and they mostly held pistols, shifting them from hand to hand as though they were unfamiliar, untested weapons scraped from old awnings. Only one or two men looked fully ready to use the guns, including Finnegan, whose shotgun was down low across his waist.

As Kit approached Drew, Aaron slipped on the mud and made a squeak before righting himself, drawing the attention of a crowd who made him look like a child.

“Jesus Christ,” Tallice snarled. “She’s brought a bloody intern.”

“As opposed to bringing guns?” Kit shot back. “I thought this was supposed to be a meet, not a pitched battle.”

“Do you keep forgetting,” Tallice said, “we are at war?”

“Fuck off.” Kit turned to Drew. “So, what’s going on? He’s made demands?” She could just make out the shadows of the opposing crowd on the far side of the field, the New Saxons dotted through the trees. She imagined the long dark shapes at their sides were guns too, but they could just as easily have been branches.

Drew pulled on his cigarette, a deep inhale, nodded, and flicked the stub away. He never wanted to just come out and say the many shitty things that troubled him. “He wants you. We hand you over and he’s willing to talk peace. Any funny business and he hurts the girl. But he told us bring as many guys as we like. No stipulations about weapons. Meaning he’s ready for a fight.”

Kit glared back at him. Sure, why wouldn’t they have been dragged into a staged fight instead of trying to talk this through. “And are you entertaining his offer?”

“Give us some bloody credit,” Tallice said. “It’s an excuse to get us together, that’s all. We give him you then he makes other demands. None of us are gonna give these pansy fucks a thing, and you’re thick in the head if you think God Damn didn’t come here knowing that.” He paced in small steps, with energy Kit recognised well. Tallice wasn’t going to hand her over only because he was itching for trouble. After their tussle this morning, he probably wanted an outlet. And he was right; Terry came from the old school, where winners were proved with raw violence. The same thinking that got Bill and Chester together in that warehouse. Only it had been bats and chains then, not guns.

“Not sure where he picked Ellie up,” Drew explained further, “but I guess Terry got an eye on you after last night and waited for a chance to get her alone. He’s been trying to provoke us all along, Kit. This is him losing patience, laying the cards on their backs.”

“So, what’s the plan?” Kit said. “Everyone shoot each other?”

“We were hoping you could help with that,” Drew said. “If ever there was a time for you to show us what you’ve got, it’s now.”

The surrounding thugs watched her with the same hopeful expression as him; they believed it, dammit. To a man, they’d been waiting for her to show up with a silver bullet of magic, to make good on the witchy rumours, as if she could turn the tide of a gunfight. As if she was their witch, with nothing changed since Bill. Even Tallice had a vaguely expectant look.

But even if she wanted to join them, Kit had used what little energy she’d recovered from facing Firline in knocking Tallice down, and there wasn’t a lot she could do against a gang of gunmen anyway. The only weapon she had was Aaron, who stood well back, plainly terrified, and shouldn’t even be there. She told Drew, “As long as they’ve got Ellie, no one’s fighting. I want to talk to Terry.”

“Why bother?” Tallice snarled. “We know what he’s gonna say: give yourself up. Then while he’s got us here, once you’re subdued, they go for the old stab in the back. He’s not gonna hurt the girl when she’s all the leverage he’s got. Just fucking set the trees on fire or something. Call a pack of wolves, I don’t know.”

“While he’s got Ellie?” Kit snapped, not bothering to question what he thought she was capable of. “And there might be a witch of their own in those trees? Piss off; it’s beyond time me and Terry had a talk.” For God’s sake, Kit mentally added, it was practically what Ellie was suggesting. If she’d listened, they might not be here now. “You can wait here and if shit goes south Aaron will protect you better than I can.” The Fullers regarded Aaron uncertainly and he looked equally surprised. She told him, “Just do as we practised. This boy can stop bullets, whatever he looks like.”

“Well, what are you gonna say to that Cyclops?” Tallice demanded. “Ask if we can all just be friends? You let them shoot Mad and now you’re gonna roll over when he takes your girl? He’s drawn a line in the sand. Someone’s gonna bleed.”

“Not if I can help it,” Kit said, holding his gaze as his eye twitched unhappily.

Drew stepped in, looking almost as uneasy, and said in his calmer manner. “Kit. This isn’t the City Council you’re dealing with now. If Terry wanted a chat, this would’ve been different from the start. Oscar’s right. If you can stop them before anything begins, you should.”

“I intend to,” Kit said. “Just not the way you think.” Kit stamped her feet and said, “Just tell him I’m coming over.”

“You’re sure?” Drew said, and she glared to cement her intentions. He shrugged in disappointment and moved around the grass bank.

Tallice went to protest but Kit snapped, “You wait here, Oscar. I mean it.”

He and Drew shared a look, Tallice angry and Drew worried – but Drew shrugged again, indicating he would take care of it. Tallice turned back with a snort. Drew raised a hand high above his head, keeping a pistol down at one side, and shouted, “She’s here, Terry! I’m bringing her out. You send one of your own.”

Kit glanced to Aaron, who plainly wanted to plead for her to stay, or otherwise wanted to insist on going with her. She shook her head to dismiss either notion and he remained motionless, pushing down his worry to present an admittedly calm front. No sign of another panic attack, at least. She went after Drew, but her arm was gripped by Tallice.

Leaning in close, stale coffee breath mingling with his pungent Old Spice, he said, “We’re right here, Kit. When you’re ready to jump off your high horse, say the word.”

Kit shook free of his grip and held his gaze, instinct to rebut him quashed by the recognition that it was a serious offer. Instead, she nodded and walked out. She kept her eyes on the tree line, footsteps heavy through the mud. A big man emerged from the trees, accompanied by another, with a smaller person partially shielded by their bodies. Ellie. Kit wanted to run to her, pull her clear of all this. But she kept calm, approaching the centre of the field as though coming to a gallows. She made out more detail in the trees, at least a dozen guys in good cover, and was that the shape of a machete? No sign of Firline’s bright red coat and she couldn’t feel any tug of energy to indicate the witch was nearby, but she wasn’t sure she would in her weakened state.

Terry Goddom pulled Ellie along himself, her upper arm in one hand and the other hung loose at his side, wrist encased in gold chains and knuckles armoured by thick rings. Though unarmed, his size made a mockery of the idea of weapons, a broad, tall monster of a figure, with a shaved head and bulky muscles. However intimidating he’d been when Kit was young, age had made him even bigger and hardened his cracked skin, as close to a troll as any human she’d seen.

“God Damn,” Drew murmured alongside Kit, stopping on the football pitch’s churned centre spot, and the name felt fully accurate. He had some of Aaron’s pale fear, and Kit wondered if it would’ve been better to have Tallice along after all. But this was on her, not either of them.

Kit stared at Goddom’s approaching face, forcing herself to take in the ragged scarring on his cheek, where her wild swing with a bat, wrapped in the power of the Deep Dark, had cost him an eye. He drank Kit in with a wild look and a troubling grin. 

Ellie looked tiny next to him, skipping to keep up, though she put on a brave face, lips tight. They stopped five metres away, Goddom’s smaller companion trailing just behind, a more pensive man with a flat cap and a serious expression. Kit tried to meet Ellie’s eye to apologise, for this and for everything else, but Ellie didn’t look angry with her. In fact, she uttered herself, “I’m sorry! I’m so sorry!”

“Don’t be,” Goddom said. “Look at you, bringing us together for a cosy reunion. Finally, the White Witch emerges.”

“If you’d –” Kit started, but Drew stepped in front of her, a finger up.

“Let her go, Terry, you damn coward,” he said, with a shaky flash of Bill’s former command. “Quit hiding behind civilians. You want to scrap, just bloody call it.”

Goddom stared down at him, grin gone and eyes vibrating with pent mania waiting to explode. What was Drew thinking? Trying to look big before the gang, protecting the women?

“Drew,” Kit started, but he flapped a hand at her, not looking back.

“No, enough with this shit,” Drew said. “Bloody graffiti and drive-bys, child’s play and cowardice, isn’t it?”

“That a joke?” Goddom said. “Who’s the one who had the balls to bring this out in the open, at last?”

“No question of balls. We already kicked your arse twenty years ago. We shouldn’t have to give it to you again, but that’s what you want, we’ll do it right now.”

“You didn’t kick my arse, Drew,” Goddom rumbled, his single eye rolling towards Kit. He leaned forward, showing off his brutalised face. “Only one person I reckon ever really earned that honour. Now I only want what’s owed, but I’m always game to fight for it, long as it’s a fair fight.” He nodded to Ellie. “This is just insurance. Bill never fought fair. Been a long time coming, someone making up for that.”

“No one even bloody remembers that far back,” Drew said. “It’s ancient history. You’ve got no stake in Alphege’s anymore, Terry. Got no right.”

“They beg to differ,” Terry pointed back to the tree line where his men were gathered. “You’ve upset more than just me over the years, you little shit. You and the great Bill Fuller. We all knew, there wasn’t nothing natural about you bastards. They mostly let it lie because no one wanted to deal with a witch.” He spat the last word Kit’s way. “I ain’t scared, though.”

“You wouldn’t believe how sorry I was for what happened to you, Terry,” Kit said quickly, but it only made him laugh, a laugh that could shake the world. She tried to speak over it, “Doubly so for what happened to Chester and his son.”

“Don’t you speak about little Benji!” Goddom roared, lips peeled back to bare big, ugly teeth. “You sick animal fucks.”

“You want to play that game?” Drew shouted, flaring half a foot taller, veins popping up his neck. “What about Frank? He was just a kid, too. You took him from me, you rat bastard!”

As the pair moved closer, about ready to bump chests – Drew suddenly more livid than Kit had ever seen him – Kit raised her hands, to get their attention, calling for them to stop, and Goddom ducked to the side as though she’d drawn a gun.

“Roger, the girl!” he snapped, and Ellie yelped. The man in the flat cap flashed a knife to her neck.

Kit froze, but Drew breathed heavily as he demanded, “Lose the guns, lose the girl and let’s bloody do it, Terry.” He flashed a glance to Kit, the slightest clue he had a plan. She understood, though, that the plan was her. He was encouraging a confrontation because he still believed she’d do something, unaware she had no energy left. At best, she might get a barrier over Ellie.

“You lose the witch,” Goddom snarled back.

“I will happily go,” Kit said, and tried to reassure Ellie with her eyes. “You two wrestle with your dicks out for all I care, just let me and Ellie walk away.” Goddom gave her an odd look, like he expected a trick, so she ploughed on, “Or you could just draw a bloody line! The city’s big enough for two gangs of arseholes, it always was. I will walk and you can negotiate, just calm the hell down and don’t go sending any more witches to my home.”

Goddom’s confusion only hardened. “What the fuck are you –”

There was a flash of movement to Kit’s side and Drew dropped, shouting, “Look out!”, just as Roger shouted too. A gun fired and Kit ducked and twisted back to Ellie. She shot her hands forward and sent the strongest pulse she could, firing a barrier before Ellie, just in time to flick the knife from the flat-cap thug’s hand. Kit fell to her hands and knees and slid through the mud. Goddom roared, hit by a bullet that spun him to the ground. Shots erupted like Chinese firecrackers exploding in both directions, as Kit crawled across the grass. Her hand found Ellie’s and she dragged her to the side, air whooshing with bullets overhead. Tallice screamed above everyone else to rally his men. Drew was already halfway back across the field while Roger helped Goddamn back in the other direction. With the Fullers sheltering behind their grass bank, the New Saxons charged out from the trees. Lots of them, screaming and brandishing weapons, coming Kit’s way.

“Quick!” Kit screamed, pulling Ellie up into a crouch and not running for the Fullers, where a wall of guns was flaring like a firing range, but to the side of the field and a low garden fence. Someone came hurtling at her from the side, a pipe swung high up above his head, but he was thrown back by a bullet before he could strike. Ellie shrieked but Kit pushed her on, charging for the fence. They weren’t followed, then, as the New Saxon army focused on the men shooting at them. Kit helped Ellie up over the fence, and saw the Saxons closing on the grass bank, the smaller number of Fullers having done a poor job of shooting them down. Evidently none of these idiots were good shots.

Kit turned to climb the fence herself and paused on the top of it, one last look to see Aaron’s frightened face bowled back amidst the bustling Fullers, caught up in their retreat to the vans. He’d be okay, she told herself, and rolled over the fence to land heavily in a flowerbed. She straightened up and stumbled out into the garden, where she found Ellie standing rigidly, escape interrupted.

Firline had a big, curved blade down at her side and a triumphant look on her face.
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What They Don’t Understand

I’m no historian but I’ve seen patterns enough in what I know of the past. Some is obvious and the rest will hardly surprise you. Witch hunts are a regular cycle of human society, where people protective of their ill-gotten power (politicians, clergymen, the wealthy) seek to present a totem that absorbs the anger of the less fortunate. Salem, 1692, is the famous one. Würzburg in the 1620s was supposedly the worst. But consider the Holocaust, the Crusades, the War on Terror. What all these have in common is a broadly perceived threat fuelled by people with ulterior motives. And how often is race, gender, disability or sexuality used as a way to demonize those who want nothing more than equality?

If there is ever dark power at work in witch hunts, it is in the hands of those who encourage them. I write this because as you take my lessons out into the world (if you’ve found them useful!) then you may be afraid of being exposed. You may be afraid they will come for you.

But know that they are always coming for someone, whether their victims have power or not. The difference is that if they come for you, or they come for me, they will find we can fight back. Do not be afraid, my sisters.

Be brilliant.

Betsy Burdock’s Book of Spells, p. 198



Aaron bounced on a seat in the back of a windowless van, squeezed between gunmen with gargoyle faces. These men, and that other gang on that field, were ready to kill people. The troop screaming across the grass swinging about big blades looked fully savage, not caring that guns were firing at them. It was scrappy and short, but a battle all the same. Aaron had seen at least two of their own people hit with bullets; one of whom had been dragged kicking and squealing into the other van. And he’d lost track of Kit and Ellie, the pair stranded in the middle of it. He hoped – prayed – that they were okay, with what little fraction of his thoughts he could spare from reliving the fearful fight and wondering where the hell he was going.

One of the men in the van was grumbling ugly insults about the New Saxons gang, a mixture of threats and racist comments that didn’t even make sense. The others were silent, some staring into space but two or three glancing uneasily at Aaron. A hunched guy in a shiny bomber jacket with a shotgun across his knees stared particularly hard, and Aaron made a special effort not to return the look.

Aaron wasn’t entirely sure what he’d done himself, except that it wasn’t natural and that it was highly noticeable. When the shooting started, he’d grabbed for Betsy Burdock’s words and threw a big arc with his hands that did something to the air, and for a few seconds of mad gunfire it was as though everyone was firing blanks. The guns were going off and bullets were flying but somehow no one was getting hit, while the New Saxons charged closer.

The leaders of the Fullers, who Aaron understood to be Oscar Tallice and Drew Fuller, had wasted no time in cajoling their team out of there, Aaron included. He’d fled in a ball of mixed feelings: thank God they were escaping and surprisingly few people had been hurt, but what about Kit and Ellie? He wanted to suggest they go back, but the man with the shotgun put him off saying anything.

The van screeched to a stop and the men moved out in a messy bundle. Aaron again found himself moving with them, towards a looming old factory. There was a brief discussion around the other van, where the injured were being prepped to drive elsewhere, while Tallice pushed everyone else inside, taking a head count. His eyes narrowed on Aaron but he shoved him through the same as everyone else. Suddenly Aaron found himself in a grimy, purple-tinted club floor, alone and uncertain as the big men panned out to toss down their tools, grab drinks and check in with each other. Drew Fuller watched from a seat on the stage at the far end of the room.

Tallice finally entered to join them, alongside the shotgun thug who was talking in his ear. They both looked Aaron’s way and Aaron regretted not asking them to drop him home on the way here. It might have been worth a try, he kidded himself.

“You.” Tallice stalked towards Aaron with his neck stretched forward. The men quietened across the room, watching. “The hell did you do back there?”

“Um.” Aaron tried to stand straight, to appear relaxed. There was no sense in lying, they’d all seen it. “I’ve been learning to do a barrier of some sort.”

“A barrier of some sort?” Tallice barked the words like personal insults. He was almost on top of Aaron, hawkish face protruding. “Don’t be bloody coy, boy. Kit’s been training you?”

“A little,” Aaron admitted. “Only since this morning.”

“You learnt that since this morning?” Tallice’s eyes bulged further, then he pulled himself away in disgust, searching for Drew. Drew was watching with quiet concern but said nothing.

“It . . . I was trying to help,” Aaron muttered and Tallice snapped back to him. Aaron looked away, worried the slightest slip might make this man stab him. That was a real possibility here, wasn’t it? They weren’t playing at all; he was in the belly of a terrible beast without anyone to protect him. But on the bright side, at least he wasn’t panicking. Though with that thought, he felt his throat start to close.

“If it was the lad that did it,” one of the thugs called out helpfully, “I reckon he stopped bullets, Oscar.”

“Yeah, you know I saw that too, Cliff!” Tallice replied loudly, pointing a finger his way. “Problem is, I reckon he stopped our bullets as well as theirs.”

“I didn’t mean to,” Aaron replied weakly, the words catching at the back of his mouth. His skin was tingling, the attention of so many eyes on him making him go more rigid. He tried to breathe deeply, slowly, without being noticed.

“Because you was just trying to help,” Tallice sneered. “When we had a whole bloody duck-shoot of pricks coming at us.”

“I saw rifles in the trees, Oscar,” Drew called out, cutting off the murmurs. “In case the rest of you didn’t notice. They had bigger guns than us. If everyone’s shots were affected, the net benefit was ours. I don’t see how we can judge the kid for helping out, either way. Thought it was only Kit that could do that.”

“Thought we only wanted Kit doing shit like that,” Tallice said. “More witches means more trouble, Drew. I’m getting sick of it.”

“I’m not a witch,” Aaron insisted. “I swear.”

“Relax,” Drew sighed loudly. “We all got back safe enough, by the looks of it, and we gave the Saxons something to think about.”

“Yeah.” Tallice perked up again and searched the room. “Anyone see if Goddom got up again?” There was general shrugging and muttering. “Well, we clipped that arsehole’s wings, for sure.” Tallice’s leer and the sniggering, supportive comments from his men gave Aaron an uneasy feeling, as if putting a few bullets in their enemies had been the entire point. Had they totally forgotten they were there for Ellie? 

Aaron looked to Drew specifically and opened his mouth but felt like his oesophagus was sealed. He breathed a little raggedly, vision blurring, but he had to ask it. He forced the words out, loud over the self-congratulatory murmurs. “Did anyone see what happened to Ellie and Kit?”

There was silence again as he exhaled relief at merely talking successfully. The men looked at each other, instead of him. Tallice answered, nastily, “Don’t worry, Kit’ll take care of herself. She always did.”



Firline watched Kit without blinking as they walked through the streets to a path that twisted up a hill. In the light of day, she looked no less intimidating than she had in her shack, with her long coat open on pouches and trinkets hanging from leather straps. Ellie was clearly itching to speak, ashamed at getting them in this situation rather than bitter towards Kit, but she kept silent with the knife hovering between them. There was no question in grabbing for it or pleading or anything else; Firline exuded the calm of someone in complete control. That and her power was unmistakable. Having felt no trace of it earlier, Kit could practically see it rolling off her now, like condensation in the winter air. She must’ve been hiding it before, or else only appeared at this most opportune moment. Either option was troubling.

She was leading them away from the rabble of the gangs, and after a few roads the murmur of street traffic died away. They walked between trees, and finally reached an overgrown clearing that looked out to the countryside. The Drumdon Hills sat empty and beautiful before them, a sight that was always surprisingly open, on the fringes of Ordshaw.

A fine place to die, Kit reflected.

Firline approached a tree and slashed the bark with the knife. Kit gave Ellie a sideways glance, considering telling her to run, but her instincts said they wouldn’t get far. Firline walked past them to another tree and teased that one with the blade, too, not looking at the pair.

“What’s she doing?” Ellie whispered.

Kit didn’t answer, watching Firline go around them to a third tree, this one on the right side, forming a triangle. She had the bare bones of the idea, which was confirmed as Firline completed her final markings. This tree was closer so Kit could just make out the symbol, a lattice of hacked lines around a roughly geometric pattern. As Firline finished, the effect throbbed through the air between the trees. Not visible but alerting Kit’s bones like the thrum of a colossal sub-woofer. Ellie winced alongside her, feeling it too – not a good sign. Either Firline’s power was immense enough for a civilian to sense, or Ellie already had a better foot in their world than Kit realised.

“We’re alone now, do you understand?” Firline said from the centre of the triangle, knife at her side. She had a heavy Caribbean accent but spoke with clear enunciation. Educated.

Kit understood perfectly well: whatever magic the woman had just spun, they would not be seen or heard. She set her feet into a fighting stance and shook out her wrists. “Alright. You and me, then. Leave Ellie out of it.”

“Kit wait,” Ellie whispered, but Firline interrupted, without hostility: “You really don’t have the power. You’re less than you should be. Why?”

“What?” Kit said, fists lowering slightly. “I’m almost bloody forty, give me a break. I’ll still take you on.”

“I don’t want to take you on,” Firline said. “I want you to explain.”

“Me, explain? You’re the one who’s been stalking us.”

“We have nothing to do with what’s been going on with the Fullers,” Ellie put in, urgently. “Anything we’ve done, it was in response to you showing up. Whatever you came for, that was going on before we heard anything about it. The rumours of witchcraft and ritualistic symbols, it wasn’t us.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” Kit frowned.

“I spoke to Harry – Mr Hardcourt,” Ellie explained, guiltily. “He said all this had been going on before Firline got here. I tried to tell Terry Goddom, too, but he wouldn’t listen. He wouldn’t let me say anything, they’re that scared of witchcraft. He just wanted to get you out of the picture.”

“You went to Terry?” Kit gaped.

“No,” Ellie shook her head, a little frantic. “He followed me, but that’s not the point.” She turned back to Firline. “I’m telling you, whatever you came to Ordshaw to find, it wasn’t us.”

Firline digested this. She addressed Kit. “You didn’t kill Chester Pacey?”

Kit stiffened. “Terry told you about that, I guess? Let me make something clear: Chester was by no means innocent.”

“You don’t deny it,” Firline cut in. “Him and a little boy. And you warped Terrence Goddam’s face.”

Warped was a generous way of putting it, so Kit didn’t deny that, but she gave Ellie a sideways look. There was more fear than judgement on the girl’s face, bless her. “It wasn’t meant to happen like it did, okay? Things went further than they should’ve, with Terry and with Chester.”

“But you did do it,” Firline said. “You made it happen. You have power.”

Kit took in a breath and gave a conceding nod, but it didn’t seem to satisfy the woman. “I showed you what I can do last night. What do you want, a written confession?”

“You showed me very little last night,” Firline said. “You barely have a foot in the other side.” Firline gestured to Ellie. “Barely more than her. The kind of power that killed Chester Pacey, you cannot lose that with age.”

“You don’t believe me? Why do you even care? Who was Chester to you?”

“No one,” Firline said. “I felt the power through the soil of his grave, after I heard the stories of what happened. The taint lies on you, but . . . you are too weak. You” – she pointed the knife at Kit, then to Ellie – “and you, and the Australian, too. The boy has potential, maybe, but is too young. Untouched.”

“What’s it got to do with anything?” Kit growled. “Why are you out there mutilating people, hounding us now? Didn’t you hear Ellie, we weren’t involved in this – I hadn’t touched magic in decades.”

“Terry made it up, didn’t he?” Ellie suggested. “He spread rumours himself, hoping to draw someone like you in, to go after Kit. He didn’t care that she was out.”

“He didn’t draw me in,” Firline said, coolly. “And I haven’t hurt anyone. Something was stirring in Ordshaw before I arrived. The explanations I received led me to uncover what happened to Chester Pacey, and to you, Katherine Darlene Hamley. You do still have it in you, and you are tainted by his death.” She paused. “But you are not powerful enough.”

“Story of my life,” Kit replied, bitterly. “But it’s not connected to this shit now. We were kids.” The same old excuse, coming out again, so she padded it with another, “I left all that behind long ago.”

“No, you didn’t,” Firline said. “This city is in danger. Doors have been reopened, old power revisited. This girl is an example; it already stirs in her, merely because you allowed it.”

Ellie gave a weak sound and Kit quickly shook her head to say it was nothing. Except it wasn’t; it would’ve been nothing, if meddlesome witches weren’t giving her ideas.

“But you’re not powerful enough,” Firline repeated, picking apart the idea as she stared at Kit. “You couldn’t have been responsible. Maybe part of the ritual, but not the core.”

Kit gave her a fierce look, trying to warn her off the conclusion as she ignored Ellie’s confused expression. “What does it matter to you? Why are you here?”

“Isn’t that obvious?” Firline said. “To stamp out the threat before it’s too late.”

“Then let me tell you,” Kit said, “one hundred per cent, this is not the same thing. Whether you want to believe me or not, the threat that killed Chester has been gone for a very long time.”

Firline read her face for a lie, and Kit stared back. She said, “It wasn’t you that killed Chester Pacey.”

Ellie made a surprised noise, one of hopeful relief. She caught herself, though, clearly trying to figure it out. Kit didn’t look at her, not blinking as she willed Firline – both of them – to merely walk away. Let the truth lie where it belonged, under the soil of the graves of those it hurt.

Firline continued, though, saying out loud the secret Kit had never voiced herself, “Everyone believed you were the powerful one. But there was another witch in control.”

“Oh,” Ellie gasped, and Kit fought with all her mind for her not to say it. Better that no one know. “Was it Clover?”
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Katherine Hamley’s Bedroom, 1996

Kit poured another glass of vodka, still trying to drown the feeling of disquiet last week’s ritual had left her with. They had unlocked a dark door, willing death on Bill’s enemies, popping light bulbs and dropping the girls into days of sickness, and she was beyond thankful it hadn’t worked. The failure felt grim enough, and the intention alone was hard to drown with alcohol.

A doorbell rang and her dad shouted that her friend was here. Nine o’clock, just about acceptable for guests, so he sent them in. Kit braced herself, still not sure how to talk to the other two after what they’d tried to do. She opened her bedroom door onto Clover and immediately saw that something was wrong. The slim girl stood hunched forlornly for a moment, then caved in, sobbing under the curtains of her long hair.

Kit drew her into the room, into a hug, and shut the door. As Clover cried, Kit whispered, “I know, I know, it’s shit. I’m so sorry I dragged you into this. I’m so sorry for all of this, Clover. But we’ll be okay, with a bit more time.”

“No,” Clover pushed free from the hug, shaking her head. “You don’t understand. I did it.”

Kit frowned. “We were all there, Clover. The ritual took all of us.”

“No,” Clover repeated. “I did it.”

“Did . . . what?”

Clover’s eyes glistened with tears again, her lower lip shaking. Kit guided her carefully to the bed to sit, offering soothing remarks that it’d be okay, they’d figure it out. Her own words sounded flat and cautious, unsure what was going on.

Kit’s phone buzzed on her desk. A text message from Drew. Clover’s face was stricken at the sound and she started shaking her head, dismayed by what she predicted Kit was about to see. Kit read the words, then read them again, compartmentalising the gravity of the news by cursing Drew for putting it into a text and not calling. But he was too afraid to talk to her these days, wasn’t he?

“I did it,” Clover whispered again, on the verge of breaking down. Kit stared at her aghast, seeing what she hadn’t noticed before. Shadows crept in around the girl, at the edges of her being. Darkness at the corners of her eyes. It was eating at her: raw, bristling power stronger than Kit had ever held. Clover’s whispers turned to a whimper. “I did it. On my own.”

“No,” Kit said. She put both hands on her shoulders and looked her firmly in the eye. “Look at me Clover. Look at me! Are you listening? You didn’t do it.” Clover shook her head again, body shuddering with emotion. “You didn’t do it. I did. Understand? I came home and I did it myself, alone. All me. You were nowhere near it. You’re never going near it again. Clover, bloody look at me!”

Clover was frightened still as Kit held her, tears in her own eyes.

“This was all me. That’s all anyone’s ever going to know.”



“When we got into witchcraft,” Kit said, the story coming out now as much for herself as for her audience of Firline and Ellie, “I saw right away how naturally it came to Clover. I don’t think she knew herself; she held back when we were practising. She told me it scared her, confided in me when she had bad dreams or saw things that shouldn’t have been there. We kept it to ourselves. I said I’d help her through it, and it was better not to upset Madison. It wasn’t all altruistic. I liked Clover, in a way she couldn’t like me, and this gave us something that we could share. And besides, I took on the power myself, made it look like my own. I was the front woman, in the band, in the coven, in the gang. We did it all together, but it was channelled through me.”

Kit looked out at the hills, the rolling countryside that stretched away from Ordshaw, to a wider world free of the past held in the concrete corridors of the city behind her. No one was ever supposed to know. But hadn’t she called Aaron an idiot for bottling shit up? There were misunderstandings going on here and it was exactly as Ellie had said before; maybe if she’d cleared the air earlier, fewer people would’ve got hurt.

“My power was a lie we wove,” Kit continued. “Clover let herself believe it, like everyone else, I guess. Me? I was good for nothing on my own. All drive and no talent, my dad used to say. Just another bloody dreamer. With Clover’s backing, though, I looked the part. We did a gig in the Wolves club where I shook the ceiling with my voice amplified through magic, thanks to Clover’s charm. Then there was the gang stuff. When it came to Chester, Clover did her own ritual because our one didn’t work. She hated letting me down, so she made it happen.

“I couldn’t let anyone else know, you understand? Clover was a mess. The Deep Dark pulled at her and I took responsibility so we could draw a line under it. If Bill knew it was her and not me, he’d have asked more from her. I could stand up for myself, say no, push them away. But they would’ve leant on her hard, even with my protection. They would’ve put her to work or pushed her to do something crazy. So, the only way it worked was if I was seen as the one with the power. Chester and his son, that was my fault, anyway. I still encouraged it, I tried it, it just wasn’t our version that worked.

“Afterwards, I made Clover take a step back. I pushed her out. She joked, once, that the only thing that scared her more than the Deep Dark was me. I made the joke real, getting angry, saying I never wanted her practising magic again. That we shouldn’t hang out. Her fear and disappointment hurt, but I couldn’t stick around her, knowing the bad influence I was. Couldn’t risk following her and Mad to uni. Better a rift form, and better Mad never know why, because just a little encouragement, just the tiniest amount and Clover might’ve slipped into things so much darker.

“I regretted it more than a few times. I had problems of my own, with cash flow and bad business decisions and all manner of bastards in my life. Every time the Dark temped me, it felt difficult and wrong without the others. But the thought of what I’d put Clover through kept me well away, without fail. Even when she got ill.

“Mad’s never forgiven me, I think, for not spending more time with them after school, and especially for not being around when Clover was at her worst. But how could I have been? Whenever I spoke with Clover, she got this black look in her eye, like she was ready to smash something, if I’d only give her permission. My presence took her back there, every time. She wouldn’t do it on her own. I was her enabler, and not having me around, that was how she coped. Right to the end, I don’t believe she tapped into the Dark again, not properly. She took the book, she must’ve known she could do something, and Mad obviously encouraged her, but . . .”

“The price would’ve been too much,” Firline offered, softly. It sounded like she had experience in the matter. “You did the right thing.”

“Doesn’t feel right now,” Kit said. “What use was any of it, when people only got hurt?”

Firline did not answer at once, giving Kit a moment to let her emotions simmer down. The witch shared a look with Ellie, who looked impossibly uncomfortable a short distance away, a hand semi-crooked as though stuck deciding whether or not to offer Kit comfort. Firline said, “It makes sense now. The force that killed Chester Pacey was untamed and insidious. Your friend did not know how to handle it. You did.”

“I didn’t know shit.” Kit glared through her tears.

“You did the only thing you could do.” Firline spoke as gently as a counsellor, now, the story having changed her entire demeanour. “You cut it off. If you hadn’t, it would’ve consumed you all.”

Kit knew that. She had imagined it a thousand times, the Deep Dark taking Clover. Herself and Madison with it, all of them taking on immense, terrible power. Senseless slaughter all around, Bill Fuller’s small ambitions expanded across the city, or the country, or the world. The shadows could’ve destroyed everything.

“The Dark did consume us, though,” Kit said, the honest, less dramatic truth. “I ruined everything. An innocent young boy died. Bill wasted away. Clover got ill so young. The thing we unlocked back then never left us, whatever I wanted to believe. We had no idea the long-term effects, only that we never should’ve unleashed it.”

“Because you didn’t understand,” Firline said. “Any weapon can be a tool in the right hands. Any tool a weapon, in the wrong ones.”

“And hands don’t get much more wrong than mine, huh?” Kit tried to laugh, but it came out half-choked, emotion having caught up to her. “I’ve tried so hard, for so long, to make up for it. But nothing, see, nothing I can do will ever be enough for what I took. All the potential Chester’s boy had. Everything Clover could’ve been without me.”

“It’s not your fault,” Ellie put in quietly, tears in her own eyes now, breaking at watching her hero falter. “And you’ve done a lot since then.”

Kit offered a grateful smile but shook her head.

“She’s right,” Firline said. “It seems Clover looked to you to use her power and she looked to you to stop using it. I feel echoes of it here even now. There’s no way she didn’t know what she was doing and what she was capable of. She could’ve done it with or without you, but you helped her step back.”

“Yeah?” Kit sniffed loudly, refocusing on the witch. “You honestly think she would’ve done anything near as bad if I hadn’t got us all friendly with street gangs? You think she would’ve got ill from the darkness we touched?”

“Yes,” Firline said. “Without a doubt, that power, unchecked, would have found a way to ruin her. You checked it, in your way.”

Kit narrowed her eyes, recalling now why they were here. Though Firline’s knife had been secreted away, she was still the stalker who’d brought them here to die, even if she wasn’t on a gang’s payroll. “You would’ve checked it another way, huh? With your tree wards. This was a hunt and if I were Clover we wouldn’t be having a conversation, would we?”

“Perhaps not,” Firline admitted.

“But you’ve got the truth now. There was a bad power here before, and it lingered after Chester died, but Clover’s gone. I didn’t bring that power back.”

Firline considered this, then said, “I believe you. But the power does linger.”

“What makes you so sure? Who are you?”

“You know my name. She knows how I got here.” Firline nodded to Ellie. “I followed stories of witchcraft. Powerful enough to convince me to cross the seas. They bore true symbols of Caligarin and the Pain Mire, and words of poison. So, I came.”

“Slow down,” Kit said. “What are you talking about? We had a dodgy online manuscript to go by, and that’s twenty years out of date now.”

“Twenty years is nothing,” Firline said. “These are ancient, unchanged traditions. Symbols and words that bridge the gap between this world and the other side – or many other sides. They bring power at a price.”

“They connect us to the Deep Dark,” Kit said, familiar with that part at least. “Makes you see bad things, warps your attitudes, that kind of thing?”

“The Deep Dark,” Firline tested the words. “Yes. What I call labou doulè, the Pain Mire. It is only one element of the other side. I’ve traced others.”

“Making you, what, a keeper of your ancestors’ secrets?” Kit said, imagining generation after generation passing on terrible truths under flickering lamplight.

But Firline smirked, betraying her humanity, and said, “I am now. But like you, I suspect, I have only a limited understanding of the whole. Unlike you, I have done this alone. The prophet Caligarin’s scrolls were abandoned in the Danakil Desert centuries ago. By some fortune of imperial conquest, they found their way to Haiti. I discovered them as an undergraduate and have been practising her teachings for twelve years, monitoring abuses of power for almost the same amount of time.”

“Fuck,” Kit said. “That’s a lot more impressive than stumbling across Betsy Burdock’s random brainstorm. You’re from Haiti?” Kit said, then glanced at Ellie. “So did Seventh Street –”

“I have nothing to do with them,” Firline said, “beyond the need to find discreet passage and lodgings here. Mr Hardcourt is well known where I am from, not just in Jamaica, and he provided me a service.”

“But you’re an academic? What the hell were you doing relying on someone like him, living in that shack?”

“Keeping a low profile. I’m not the only one chasing these power sources around the world and I have made both enemies and allies that I shouldn’t have. Your gang, for example, started looking for me almost as soon as I arrived.”

“Not my gang,” Kit corrected. “But point taken. So, your Callygrin –”

“Caligarin.”

“– right, she somehow pointed you to Ordshaw? You must have a hell of a locater spell.”

“No,” Firline said. “I frequently follow hearsay which leads nowhere. There were those in Kingstown with family here in Ordshaw who got word to me when the corruptions arose. Terrence Goddom’s people were the most worried about it, so they helped me investigate, though I worked with them only as much as you appear to be working with the Fullers.”

“But it brought you after me,” Kit said. “Even though I haven’t had a lick to do with the Fullers in years?”

“Once I was here,” Firline said, “I learnt of the unmistakable power behind Chester Pacey’s death. I believed that to be you, and as much as your friend was truly responsible, you did appear to be the strongest power source in the area.”

“But I didn’t start all this shit. And if you didn’t, then who did? You must’ve followed the chicken blood and symbols, and the guy that went missing –” She clicked her fingers at Ellie for a reminder.

“Busy Larry,” Ellie said.

“What happened to him? Someone cut off his ear.” 

“Finger,” Ellie said.

“Sure. He hasn’t turned up since.”

“Indeed,” Firline said. “I saw the symbols, as you’ve described. There were residual energies where warning signs were laid, not powerful, but real. The signs of someone who did not fully understand their work or had not fully mastered it. I assumed it was your followers, practising on your own territory. Admittedly, I remain a bit ignorant of the full politics of the streets here.”

“You just assumed I was a monstrous bitch with a whole coven of trainees?” Kit joked, but Firline frowned with a look indicating Ellie. “Okay, I can see where you might’ve got that. But Mad said there wasn’t any power in Ordshaw until recently. I didn’t feel it until you turned up. We figured Terry invited you in and you brought the dark back. Are we saying there’s a third witch at work here?”

“I’m convinced that Mr Goddom’s involvement was purely reactionary.”

“He was scared himself,” Ellie agreed. “Like I said, he wouldn’t even talk about it around me. He only got confident enough to spark this current trouble when he knew Firline was in town, didn’t he? Or he could’ve come for you ages ago, Kit.”

That sounded a little too familiar, a mirror to Drew and Tallice counting on Kit to fight Terry. Tallice had practically insisted she go to war while holding back himself.

“Who else could do what you do?” Firline asked.

“No one,” Kit said. “But . . . some of the boys saw what I could do, way back in the day. That could’ve given them ideas.” She knotted her brow, ideas falling into place. “If someone took notes all that time ago, they might’ve got fresh ideas when Terry reappeared. He might’ve actually made the first moves, in terms of the turf war, but what if that triggered the sort of bastard who might escalate things in a chaotic fashion? Someone who knew his history and was looking for something to specifically scare Terry off, not appreciating that their little show might have real power.” Kit nodded grimly, kicking herself for not having seen it straight away. “Oscar Tallice is exactly that sort of bastard. What do you say we ask him about it together?”
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The Old Lighthouse, 1996

“Do you want to come back to mine after?” Kit asked as she stood with Mad, paying respects over the sealed grate as they would over a casket. They’d come to the lighthouse separately and barely spoken as they interred Betsy Burdock’s book. It didn’t need saying that Mad didn’t even want to be near Kit.

“No, I’ve got to keep packing,” Mad said. “Only a couple weeks until we go. I’ll drop off your guitar before it gets lost in the mess of moving.”

“You should just keep it there,” Kit said, trying to keep her voice light. “We’ll jam when you come back for Christmas.”

Mad puffed her cheeks in a signal that no, they probably wouldn’t, and they both knew it. It had been two months since that dark night and they’d not played together once. She said, a little forced, “Wish you were coming, too. We’ll miss you.”

“Yeah, well.” Kit shrugged it off. “At least you’ll have each other. I know you’ll take care of Clover, out in the big wide world.”

“Mm,” Mad said. A sound that suggested Kit had no right to be worrying about Clover. Kit, who couldn’t take care of anyone.

“Haven’t heard from Bill in like, a month now,” Kit went on. “Or Drew. They finally got the message.” 

Again, it was meant to be positive, but Mad replied gravely. “Can’t imagine anyone would want anything to do with witches now.”

“Yeah,” Kit said. “You know I’m sorry for it, right? All of it.”

From Mad’s expression, sorry wasn’t enough. She took a breath and said, “Just give me some time. What happened was . . . it was a lot, Kit. You’ve got . . .” She shook her head, not wanting to finish.

Kit straightened up, knowing she’d have to fall back on old firmness to get through this. “Go on. We weren’t ever coy, Mad. What do you think I’ve got?”

“A darkness in you,” Mad said abruptly, like she couldn’t say it fast enough. “To be able to do something like that when we couldn’t do it together. I’ve been thinking that us working together held it at bay. Limited what you could do. I really do wish you were coming with us and not staying here alone.”

“I won’t be alone.” Kit grinned, skimming over the real problem. “I’ve got other mates, Mad, and I’m gonna be crazy busy, you’ll see. But I promise you I’m not practising anymore.” She reached to take Mad’s hand. “If none of us touch it then it can’t do any more harm. Right?”

Mad considered her hand for a moment, then nodded and squeezed back. For the briefest moment, the friendship felt true again. Then Mad took her hand away and sighed, and Kit knew that things were never going back to how they were.



“We ran this town, back in the glory days,” Tallice said, pummelling his nose with a forearm as he paced the room. Aaron hadn’t seen him taking any drugs, and wondered if he’d been very subtle about it or had a tick from force of habit. Either way, Aaron wanted to be just about anywhere else in the world rather than alone in the room with the erratic man.

Drew had suggested they regroup in the private comfort of the club cellar, while the rest of the gang relaxed on the club floor, but then he’d left to make some calls. Now Aaron was on a crusty sofa in a windowless room with Tallice, considering he could have at least blended into the background upstairs. Or better yet, run away. There had been no mention, so far, of Aaron going home, or of tracking down Kit, so he wasn’t entirely sure what he was doing there besides watching Tallice irately drink whisky.

“From here to Dalton,” Tallice went on, “people feared the name Fuller. Bill knew what he was about. Capitalised on every opportunity and wasted no time putting down anyone – and I mean anyone – who disrespected him. Made an example of me more than a few times, even.”

Tallice’s eyes looked into the distant past, expression curling with distaste. “I got it, though. Better than any of the others. He never appreciated what I could’ve done for him. Raised two kids with hearts of gold, he did, but gold’s soft, isn’t it? You want men of steel. Bill’s biggest flaw was trying to aspire to something more. Peaceful times, security, that old shit. Never figured that peace doesn’t last. Some prick’s always out to take advantage.” He paused to give Aaron a chance to agree, and Aaron offered a weak, partially encouraging smile. “I never liked this magic shit. Didn’t entirely believe what I saw and didn’t like the stuff I did believe. But I saw the use in it. Even more so than Bill, I reckon. He let the girls walk away. There was more we could’ve done, but he got bloody soft. So. Can you do super strength? I saw the bitches do that, back in the day. I could use a man with that skill.”

Aaron very slowly shook his head, wary that disappointing this man might get him hurt. “No. Like I said, I only learnt a tiny bit, just this morning.”

“What about something –” Tallice clicked his fingers, not appearing to have heard. “Here’s an idea. Those girls put a hex on me back in the day; made my pits smell for two weeks, no amount of soap would help. If they could make me smell, maybe you could do the opposite, make something not smell? Get things through border control much easier.”

“Wouldn’t that need to happen before it got to Ordshaw?” Aaron replied and Tallice’s sharp look made him wish he hadn’t. He kept talking, completing the idea quickly, seeing as his body was letting him speak right now. “I mean, you’d be smuggling things in, rather than sending them out, in which case . . .” He trailed off because Tallice’s stare had intensified. But the man started nodding.

“No. Right you are. We’d have to station you overseas. There’d be good money in it. Choice of destinations. I’ve got suppliers in fifteen countries. Fifteen. Bill only had three, four guys. Keep things simple, he said. He meant play it safe. But I’ve diversified, internationalised, all of that.” Tallice sloshed his whisky grandly, then snapped, “What about a new narcotic? One all of our own.”

“Um.”

“Using your skills, I mean. The girls could make people see things or hear things. We could distil that, give junkies a new high. What do you say?”

“I – I only learnt one thing, this morning. I can’t do any of this stuff.”

“I get it. Trade secrets and that. You can’t blab around that bunch of mugs upstairs, but it’s just you and me now. Between mates.”

“Seriously, I’m not holding out. I only just met Kit a few days ago,” Aaron said.

“You just met her and she brought you out to a bloody gunfight?”

“Well.” When he put it like that, Aaron had to wonder over exactly how his life had accelerated, too. Was this the inevitable conclusion of wandering through St Alphege’s at night, pretending to not be afraid? You ended up in a cellar with a psycho trying to give you impossible tasks. He said, “I guess I kind of brought it on myself.”

Tallice made a nasty sound, fist tightening on the glass. “You didn’t, mate. This is what Kit does. Always. She’s a bloody siren. Gets in people’s heads with her crazy schemes, fucks everything up then pisses off. Took me years to rebuild this club after the way she left Bill, you know? And what’s she up to now? Pestering, always bloody pestering people, darting about City Hall, making noise. She makes people listen to her, makes them do things, but none of it actually goes anywhere. Somehow that never got through to Drew. Here we are again, aren’t we? All because of her.”

The bitterness ran deep. Watching the man’s face, Aaron couldn’t help seeing the parallel to Kit herself, lamenting her uneven, messy past. He said, carefully, “I think she’s done more good than bad, at least.”

“We had an empire here,” Tallice raised his voice, bracing an arm to dash his glass against the wall. He stopped, outburst tempered by the sight of the drink. He placed it on the metal desk, exhaling wearily. “Bill and Drew got distracted by fairy tales and make-belief. Magic? Put a cock in it, I’ve seen more magic in a pot of Yorkshire Tea. You” – he pointed, crouching near Aaron – “I actually believe. You don’t know shit, do you? Can’t do shit?”

Aaron was motionless, too afraid to speak now.

“Nah.” Tallice backed off again. “Stop bullets, stop hearts, please. I wanna stop bullets I got kevlar, I wanna see a man dead I use my bare hands. The Fuller family made things complicated and daft when we could’ve owned this city, the old-fashioned way. Set us back long enough that the rest of the world caught up, and now we’ve gotta fight for scraps like everyone else.”

“I agree,” Aaron managed to croak, hating how feeble he sounded. “And I think Kit does, too, actually. Maybe I should go. I could let her know to stay away.” If she was even still alive.

Tallice raised an eyebrow. “Right. I wish. Too late for that. This is the game, now. A game that’ll be over soon. Then we can put this shit behind us.”

Suddenly, Aaron acknowledged he hadn’t been placed here just for the privacy. He was trapped and his body started to protest.



Drew Fuller was propping up the bar with a bottle of beer, tuning out the gang’s post-fight revelry. He should be downstairs keeping an eye on Tallice and the kid, but he was tired and figured it’d be easier to think up here than with that lunatic stalking about. Tallice wouldn’t hurt Aaron, he expected, but if he did, well, Drew was tired. It’d been an intense morning after a lively couple of days – weeks, even – and his emotions were spent.

Besides, he was busy trying to mentally recap the gunfight and figure out where he was at with Kit. It wasn’t how he’d wanted things to go down, but things always got messy when Tallice or Kit were involved, so it wasn’t entirely unexpected. He regretted that their boys hadn’t done a better job of cleaning up the New Saxons, though. They needed more firearms practice, or maybe just a proper talking to, to get them in the right mindset. They weren’t killers, after all. Tough and reliable, good for a scrap, but not killers. Tallice knew that as well as him. Otherwise, they could have gone about this differently.

Drew tried to tally successes for the day. They’d met Terry Goddom head-on and taken a few bullets but not lost a single man. The New Saxons had lost at least one – he could picture the guy’s glassy eyes looking up from the grass – and they had clipped One-Eyed God Damn himself. But Goddom had been scrambling back over the field, injured and struggling but definitely not dead. There’d be repercussions later. They’d had their scrap, though, and with the stakes now laid bare, they’d come to peace talks soon enough. Mutual negotiations, as Kit suggested. Much easier to enact if she didn’t resurface.

The crowd in the Sling were bouncing back from the tension with high spirits, making vows to live to the fullest. Terry’s boys would be doing the same, if they had any sense. Lots more could’ve died out there and they all knew it. It was a lesson Drew’s dad had given him a few times: the possibility of danger, and not the danger itself, produces the desired action. You didn’t have a brawl to decide a winner, but to establish the stakes. That worked for Bill Fuller most of the time. Chester Pacey just got driven mad like a dog backed into a corner. It’d work here. Terry Goddom had lost an eye and let it go before; he’d do so again.

Drew was less sure about the situation with Kit. The Seventh Street witch hadn’t shown, so that was pretty good confirmation they had a false threat there, but had Kit got out alive? He tried meditatively to sense her, tap into that power she carried around, as though that were a skill he could wield, but didn’t come up with anything. He tried to run the images of the chaos through his mind, and only saw her down and crawling, disappearing among the charging Saxon legs. None of his men had seen her get hit.

The Saxons must’ve caught her, he told himself, and took a swig of beer in respect. Goddom’s crew wouldn’t take any chances, he was sure. But at about the time he was convincing himself it was done, and over, his phone buzzed and Kit’s name came up. Hallucinating, he told himself; one last message from beyond the grave. He answered, “It’s not really you, is it?”

“Bloody right it is,” Kit said, direct enough that he straightened up. “I need a word, Drew. Is Oscar there?”

“Downstairs,” Drew said. “We’re at the Sling, with the lads. Your boy’s here, too, he’s fine and safe. You got out? How did you get out?”

“Don’t sound too disappointed.”

“I’m not, Jesus.” Drew turned away from the bar, putting his beer down. “I’m surprised. I thought you were done for sure. Did you get the girl?”

“We’re all safe and dandy,” Kit said. He heard an engine in the background; she was driving. “And I’m on my way to you. With serious concerns.”

“Oscar started firing too soon,” Drew quickly admitted. “I saw it – it shouldn’t have gone down that way. Thank fuck you’re alive. Are you hurt?”

“Listen, Drew.” Kit breezed past the question. “How tight are you and Oscar these days? Still thick as thieves?”

Drew paused. Of all questions, he couldn’t have predicted that. He said, “Why do you ask? Are you with the Saxons? Are they suggesting something?”

“Hell no,” Kit said. “Just asking. When you came to me first thing, after Terry started causing trouble, was that your idea, or his?”

Was she trying to finger Tallice for the morning’s chaos? He didn’t like this sudden line of thinking and replied cautiously, “I don’t know. I guess we discussed it together.”

“You discuss spreading rumours about your White Witch before that, too? Whose idea was it to try and scare Terry off with fake rituals before any of this got serious?”

“What are you saying?” Drew shifted uncomfortably. “No one went around spreading rumours, why would we when there was already shit going down? And you’re giving Oscar a lot of credit suggesting he could’ve been so subtle.”

“Subtle like a guy going missing and getting a finger lopped off?”

Drew moved quickly down the bar, to be sure he was away from the other men. “You’re suggesting he would’ve arranged that himself? Tell me you’re not suggesting that, Kit, because Oscar might be a lot of things but he’s loyal to his men.”

“All of them?” Kit shot back. “I dunno, maybe some have had their hand in the cookie jar, or played both sides, or said the wrong thing behind his back. Maybe Busy Larry met Terry for a pint once? Put it together with a few weird ritual gimmicks and you start playing on Terry’s old fears, until it has consequences and then you come to me to clear up the mess. We both know Oscar’s capable of it. What I don’t know is if you would’ve let him.”

“Of course I wouldn’t,” Drew hissed. “What are you basing this on, Kit? What happened out there this morning? Where are you?”

“What happened,” Kit said, “is that I figured Busy Larry, and these other ritual sightings, happened before this other witch came into town.”

“No.” Drew paused. “There were multiple sightings of this woman.”

“Were there, Drew? Were there really any sightings before Busy Larry bought it?”

“There must’ve been. I mean, yes, I’ll admit we might’ve put out our own word of a witch, but we were fighting fire with fire. Whatever you’ve heard, Terry’s behind it.”

“Terry didn’t start anything,” Kit cut in. She waited a second, then said, “Tell me I’m wrong, Drew. What had Terry done before these witch sightings began, really?”

Drew swallowed.

“He wasn’t fully sure what I was talking about this morning, was he? Before things got out of hand with a lot of premature gunfire.”

“Where are you going with this?”

“The question is where are you going to go with it?” Kit said. “You got a maniac in charge and you folded me into this thing under pretences I reckon he started.”

“Kit. If you’re thinking to come in here with that kind of –”

“That’s exactly what I’m doing, Drew. We all know Oscar’s unhinged, for crying out loud. You’d let him drag you into a war, how far were you gonna let him go?”

Drew said nothing, setting his jaw, waiting for more.

“How many of your guys are loyal to him? Truly loyal, and not thinking maybe life would be easier without a madman at the helm? Some of your boys were hurt today, weren’t they? For what?”

“What exactly do you expect to do?” Drew said.

“What’s it sound like? I’m going to do you the biggest favour of your life and give you an opportunity to take Oscar down a peg. You’re gonna make sure it goes smoothly.”

Drew nodded, even if she couldn’t see it. It was time to accept the challenge. While he wouldn’t have expected or chosen it for today, it was time. He took another look at his dormant beer, wishing he’d had more already. He said, “You’re coming in?”

“I’m coming in. I’d appreciate it if you send Aaron home before I get there.”

“On it. This’ll get messy, Kit.”

“It’s already messy, Drew,” she replied. “But it stops here. Just be ready.”

“Yeah,” Drew said, quietly. “I guess I am.”
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Bill Fuller’s Master Bedroom, 2004

“Hello stranger,” Bill rasped from the bed, with tubes connecting his nose to a wheezing machine. Kit regarded him from the doorway with horror: his skin hung in loose folds where his previously big build had shrunken underneath. He smiled at her shock, but the slight movement made him wince. “If I’d know this is what it’d take to get you to come see me, I’d have died sooner. But look at the great Kit Fadulous, scared of a withered old man.”

“You’re not old, Bill,” Kit murmured. “That’s what’s scary.” She moved closer, to take one of his bony hands, light and fragile to touch. “How’s this even possible?”

“It’s called cachexia,” Bill said. “Wasting syndrome, some say. The boffins don’t fully understand it, so damned if I do. But we both know there’s things science can’t touch, don’t we?”

Kit hesitated. When she’d got Drew’s message that his father was dying, she’d dreaded that he’d got in touch for more esoteric reasons. She said, “I can’t help you, Bill. You know that stuff was never good for anything positive.”

He was shaking his head already, chuckling. “Wouldn’t ask you to. Just saying. You know, next week’s six years to the day. Fitting. Chester got off easy. It was quick. It’s been slow for me. What I deserve.”

“You’re a good man, Bill,” Kit assured him, holding back tears.

“Am I fuck.” He laughed again and it made him cough, which set one of his machines beeping. Kit’s eyes darted around for some way to help, but he settled and continued chuckling through his splutter. “I’m paying the price, Kit, for how fucking good I was. I’ve been paying the price ever since I used you. I shouldn’t have done it.”

“We knew what we were doing,” Kit said. “We were adult enough.”

“You were bloody kids,” Bill snorted. “And I should’ve been protecting you. We crossed boundaries we never should’ve, and before I . . . I should’ve said sorry years ago.” He nodded to the side table, where a thick brown envelope sat between discarded medical equipment. “Consider this penance. Don’t sink it into the business. Enjoy it.”

Money. The only way he knew to atone. Kit put a hand on the envelope. “Thanks, Bill. But one thing we always had in common was putting business first.”

He shook his head, with effort. “Please, Kit. Get out of this town. Spread your wings. For me.”

Kit bit her lip. “How can I? Ordshaw will fall apart without me. Especially with you . . .” She couldn’t say it.

“You can,” Bill said. “You were always braver than my own sons. Daughter I never had.” He swallowed phlegm, eyes resting on her with deep, painful sorrow. She had to look away, checking the door to be sure no one else was listening. “I’m sorry, Kit. This doesn’t even start to make up for it. Just promise me you’ll . . . live well. Be better than I was.”

Kit kept her hand on the money, not yet ready to take it. She said, “Sure, Bill. You know me. I’m always trying, at least.”



“It might just be Oscar I have to deal with,” Kit said, as Firline drove them in a small white Citreon, mottled green and brown with mildew and rust. The same crap bucket that had been parked near the shack. Possibly stolen, or just found abandoned. Kit didn’t ask. “I doubt most of the boys would want to throw in with him, not with Drew as an obvious alternative.”

But even alone, Oscar was dangerous. Kit tried to recall options from her dusty magic archive. Sleep charms required a totem or a consumed liquid, so that was out. Tallice was unstable enough that casting shadows wouldn’t frighten him and getting him scared might only make him wilder. A limb binder would work nicely, pin his arms to his sides, freeze his feet to the floor. If Kit had the energy for that, and wasn’t totally out of practice. A mistake there could break bones or create an elastic effect where the body actually moved more.

“I can talk him down,” Kit decided. “I’ll confront him with Drew, get him to admit the truth. You two wait in the car, only come in if I give a signal.”

“You want to do this alone?” Firline said, neutral tone masking whether she found that impressive or foolish. Kit hesitated, knowing this witch had power she didn’t. But more power could make things worse, and anyway this was personal.

“Yeah. I think I have to,” Kit said.

“We can call the police,” Ellie suggested from the backseat.

“If you want people to get hurt,” Kit said. “Besides, there’s no telling who Tallice has on the take. No, when he’s exposed as a liability, Drew will take care of it. The gang will back him.”

“Tallice has been in charge for five years,” Ellie reminded her. “Some of them must be loyal.”

Kit pictured that hulk Finnegan and suspected she was right, but replied, “They’ll be more loyal to Drew, trust me.” She looked to Firline. “And you’ll be waiting, if not?”

“I’ll be ready,” Firline said. “I’d like to talk to the man myself, afterwards.” Like a Spanish inquisitor might suggest a friendly chat.

Kit told Firline to pull over a couple of blocks from the Sling and got out to walk. Ellie looked keen to follow but didn’t suggest it, merely wished her luck through the car window. Firline promised she’d be ready, and Kit set out at a brisk pace, hands in her pockets. She wondered what the witch’s help would look like if it came to that. It brought back memories of how she felt around Clover, that energy simmering close to the surface, but with Firline it was in control. She might be capable of worse than Kit had feared, which was only more reason to resolve this diplomatically.

Drew was waiting outside the Sling, smoking, alone.

“So, who’ve you got?” Kit asked as she approached.

“Most of the boys are here,” Drew said, tossing the cigarette butt. He had a stern look on his face. “Kit, are you sure –”

“Sure enough,” Kit said. “There’s no point us debating it, Drew. Let’s see what Oscar has to say for himself.”

Drew nodded, regretfully, and opened the door. Sounds of loud talking and thumping music came out. He said, “You still haven’t told me how you got out of there.”

“Same as you. I ran.” Kit followed Drew inside. He slowed down as they reached the club floor, giving Kit a second to take in the Fuller thugs standing around drinking, tables littered with empties. There were bloody rags, guns and tools lying brazenly on surfaces, with electronic music playing. All that was missing was women, and two dozen eyeballs suddenly jerked Kit’s way with hope that that might change. Then they recognised her and looked away quickly, disappointed. That was good, Kit guessed – except Drew clearly hadn’t told any of his men she was coming, leaving them to enjoy themselves. Only Finnegan watched her with a wary look.

“Oscar’s downstairs,” Drew said, quiet enough to keep it between them. “I persuaded him to take some time out, keeping Aaron company.”

“Aaron’s still here?” Kit frowned, a complication she could definitely do without. As Drew nodded, not even offering an excuse, she scanned the rest of the gang again. “And none of them know why I’m here?”

“They’ll do what’s right,” Drew promised. “But we can keep this quiet until it’s necessary, can’t we? Between you, me, and Oscar.”

“Drew, you wanna be fully prepared –” Kit started, but he gave her a warning look. Dark and firm, with a flash of his father’s authority.

“I am prepared, Kit,” Drew said. “It’s been a long time coming, and I’ll handle it my way. Alright?”

Kit fought the urge to argue. There was no mistaking his determination, no matter the contrast of his relaxing men. But if it came to a fight, as it often did with Tallice, she wasn’t sure Drew’s extra bulk would balance Tallice’s extra crazy. The fire in his eyes told her it had to be this way, though. He was with her and she had to give him that. She nodded, and they continued through the rear doors.

Drew led her down the stairs and towards the main office, Bill’s former throne room. Kit braced herself against the familiar chill of that place – where she’d seen Frank die, and now where another confrontation was imminent. She readied herself, gave Drew one last look and marched ahead. Two paces in, she realised the room was empty, and turned back saying, “They’re not –”

Drew turned a key, locking them in, his eyes down.

“What the fuck?” Kit said. “Drew? Oscar’s –”

“Not here,” Drew confirmed, as if that needed saying. He pocketed the key. “It’s just us.”

Kit’s fists clenched as she held off immediately diving at him, waiting for the explanation. Baulking at turning on his friend? Too much the coward, in the end? Was he going to try and persuade her to let it lie?

Drew walked to Bill’s immense oak desk, looking unsure over what should come next. There was a modern chair there now, a high-backed leather one that belonged in a city high-rise, not in the wood-trimmed inner sanctum of a criminal overlord. Bill’s legacy had been corroded in a handful of other small ways; where once the furnishing was classical, there was now a neon GIRLS sign by the wooden wardrobe, and a cheap yucca next to the vintage globe. It felt erratic, edgy, like a vandalised museum. The feeling grew in Kit. A sense that the walls were closing in. It wasn’t just the decor and Drew’s about-face. There was something wrong with the room itself.

“Drew,” Kit said. He opened a drawer in the desk. “What are we doing? Why’d you lock the door?”

“For privacy,” he said, rummaging in the drawer. “Oscar might hear, down the hall, but with the music and that upstairs, I doubt anyone else will. We can make some noise.”

“Noise,” Kit echoed. Had her willingness to turn on Tallice pushed him towards something unthinkable? She tried to keep calm, despite the dread setting into her bones. “Whatever you’re thinking, Drew, it’s a mistake. That Haitian witch is not our enemy – all this trouble started from within. You can’t ignore it.”

“Haitian?” Drew cocked an eyebrow. He sighed and took a stiletto dagger from the drawer. “Are you friends now? Figures, I guess.”

Kit watched him turn the dagger over in his hands, and in focusing on its crude blade she started to make sense of the ill feeling assaulting her body. Not regular panic, but warning signals. She should have sensed it the second she stepped in here, it was so obvious now. The office had a tinge of the Deep Dark. It had been warded, badly, exuding an ugliness like a rotten fish smell. It was the uneasiness Kit had touched on this morning but discarded in the distraction of the kidnapped boy. Not just bad memories, but genuine bad energy. She scanned the fixings, trying to spot the source. No charms or symbols.

“I used anointments,” Drew answered the unasked question. “Smoke screens and tinctures soaked into the skirting. It stank for a week and I was never sure if it really did anything, but from the look on your face I guess it worked.”

“You damned idiot,” Kit replied. “You’ve turned Bill’s office into a bomb.”

“No.” Drew met her eyes with a rising cruel look she’d never seen on him before. “It’s just secure, that’s all. You’re feeling a magical leash. That must be unsettling.”

Firing a quick tendril of energy – a psychic shout to alert Firline – Kit hit a block, invisible barriers forming in her joints. He was right. But it wasn’t just that; there was movement in the walls. Not physical, or visible, but something stirring unpleasantly, waiting to come in.

“It’s a bomb,” Kit repeated, harshly. “Whatever you think you’ve done, you did it wrong and you’ve invited something bad in here.”

“Sure.” Drew walked around the desk. “If I got it so wrong, let’s see you knock the knife from my hand.” He held up the blade, dark even in the light at the centre of the room. Wicked energy poured off its chipped surface, reaching for the foulness in the walls.

“You want to protect Oscar,” Kit said, clinging to the slightest hope there was a reasonable explanation. “But he’s not your responsibility, Drew. He’s dragged you down.”

“You think I’d do this for him?” Drew snapped, and Kit took a step back, seeing it then. There was something dark in him, too, feeding the room. Anger. Deep and burning. He was connected to the room’s power; he was responsible not just for this. He had invited the power back into Ordshaw himself, not Oscar.

“This isn’t you,” Kit said. “Whatever you did, it’s making you feel –”

“Stop, just stop,” Drew said, his voice shaking with pent-up emotion. “You don’t know what’s me. You never did. You used me like you use everyone else. I don’t expect you to understand. I just want you to know it’s over.”

“Over?” Kit studied the point of the blade, then Drew’s face. He had a detached look but he wasn’t lost in the room’s energy. The Deep Dark hadn’t made him do this. He’d been hiding a grudge, scheming something all of his own, and Kit struggled not to simply scream at him to get a grip. She said, very carefully, “I never used you, Drew. We were friends, weren’t we? You came to me. Back then and now. Something’s gone unsaid here, but let’s put the knife down and talk.”

He shook his head. “Things always go unsaid around you, Kit. Look at where we are now. You give me one phone call and expect me to pitch a coup against my best friend? When he has always been there for me and you couldn’t get clear quick enough.”

“I get it,” Kit said, “and I’m sorry, but Oscar is –”

“Fucking innocent!” Drew cut in hotly. He shook himself to refocus, to keep his cool. “He’s never stopped following me, Kit. He wouldn’t do anything without my say-so. You never understood that, did you? Thought I couldn’t handle my own friend.”

Kit paused, quickly trying to reassess everything. What did it mean if it wasn’t Tallice or Goddom behind everything, but him? The calm boy who never showed a great stomach for gang rivalry. The boy she never quite got with. The boy whose dad maybe loved her more than him. The boy who’d lost his brother, then his father, because of her. Was this all about her? She said, quietly, “I guess I should’ve known better than to believe there was one person who didn’t blame me for what happened.”

Drew made a small, affirming noise. Nothing more to justify years of deception. A lie that they were ever friends?

“Why now?” Kit asked. “Why not twenty years ago? Why not a knife in my sleep or a fire in the office?”

He hesitated before answering. “I wanted to be sure. It’s taken me a long time to figure out. To gain a little piece of what you once had. But you can feel it now, can’t you? It worked.”

“You started a gang war,” Kit reminded him. “The rituals, sightings, people going missing, that was what, you practising?”

Drew shrugged. “Terry really had been itching for a fight, so it felt like the right time. I’d been testing things out for a while, finally getting closer to something that worked, and then he came along, gave me the last push I needed. Serendipity. I saw no harm in letting him believe you were up to your old tricks. Then things got stranger, and this other witch appeared, and, well, it seemed like an ideal opportunity for us to reconnect.”

“An opportunity to put a proper target on my back for someone else,” Kit said. “Because you didn’t have the guts to confront me yourself for twenty years, why should you start now?”

Drew gave a sneering smile, like she couldn’t possibly understand. He said, “You’ve got more than nine lives, don’t you? Terry finally came after you and it still ended with us getting hurt and you without a scratch. And how the hell did you throw off that other witch?”

“How do you think, dipshit?” Kit said. “We talked. How far did you take this? Did you tip off Terry’s people that I was at the Priddy? Mad got fucking shot.” She stepped forward, arms out, but Drew lifted the knife to stop her, a small smile teasing his lips at her anger.

“Ah, ah. It would’ve been a mercy if they’d got to you. I didn’t want to have to resort to this. But remember, your powers are no good here, and this . . . this will send you somewhere where you’ll truly suffer.”

“It’ll do something, alright,” Kit said, certain he’d happened upon real power, but unconvinced it would work the way he intended. “What did you find, a mystic blade to lock me in eternal damnation?”

“Something like that,” Drew said.

“What it’s actually going to do, though, is make you ill like the Deep Dark made your dad ill. The same way it made Clover ill.” He shook his head so she picked up steam. “These things don’t ever work the way you expect. You can hurt me, but I won’t pay the price, Drew, you will. And that’s just the start. You’ve tainted the club, you might’ve poisoned everyone in it. You’ve revived the same darkness that killed Bill.”

“You’d say anything,” Drew grunted, and his dismissal stoked Kit’s anger.

“I lost people as well! I cared about Bill and Frank. My best friends abandoned me. I missed you, for whatever that was worth. Your war made a pariah out of me!”

“Yet you still had it all.” Drew laughed, calm cracking. “Founded your own company, your own magazine, brushing shoulders with stars, always having bloody fun. You think I didn’t see you? Haven’t followed you? You always were too good for us.”

“Fuck, you sound like Oscar, this isn’t –”

“Oscar sounds like me!” Drew raised his voice, punching his free fist into his chest. Floodgates opening, he brimmed with emotion held in for years. “He only ever said what I was thinking. Except half the time he didn’t believe it. He fucking admired you, like everyone else. Whatever you think, even that psycho was happy to see you come back to us! Thought you’d give us the world!”

Kit edged back under his rant, realising exactly how wrong she’d been. The witchcraft was Drew alone, and the gang war was his doing, too, even if Tallice revelled in it. He truly hated her, and it was fuelling dark shadows in the lines of his face, growing uglier as his wickedness seeped out.

“You even won over a witch hunter, for fuck’s sake,” Drew said, bitterly. “Why didn’t she take you down?”

“Because she’s not a total idiot,” Kit said. “She did her homework and realised I wasn’t a threat. Something that apparently eluded you when we were friends.”

“Friends.” Drew steeled himself, readying to say something that had been weighing on him. “I hate you, Kit. I’ve hated you forever.”

“Great,” Kit responded quickly. “Join the club. It’s a real fun way to live, obsessing over all the shit I did wrong, isn’t it? But you go right ahead and invite dark magic into your basement, get your mates fighting a fake war, stick your knife in and see if that makes anything better. You can’t feel it, can you? The sickness in that blade, alive in these walls?”

Drew gave an involuntary glance to the side, betraying doubt. He had to know it was a bad idea; everything they’d been through was his way of avoiding this very confrontation. But he said, “I don’t need to feel it. I can see you’re bound here, Kit. This is where your evil finally rests.”

Evil. A word she would never have expected to hear from him. Appealing to his sense of honour or their personal connection was meaningless; he wasn’t the man she had thought him to be. Not Bill Fuller’s calm and collected son, but a product of his God-fearing mother. Kit said, “That’s what you’ve always thought? I’m evil?”

“Do you honestly tell yourself otherwise?” Drew said. “Pretending to help the city, championing others. You can’t hide what’s underneath, Kit. What else would you call the poison in you that killed my father? But it ends here. You’ve forced my hand and it’s time for the balance to be restored.”

Kit laughed and Drew frowned. She laughed harder at his stupid face, and raised one hand to cover her mouth, the other to stall him as his fingers tensed angrily on the stiletto. “Sorry. It’s not funny. It’s just – well, I don’t blame you for blaming me. I blame me. But that balance you think can be restored? The poison you’re so scared of? That was never me.”

Drew’s grimace tightened as he searched for the trick. He was ready to strike, Kit saw; all that remained was to give him one final curve ball, which might distract him long enough for her to gain an edge.

“Clover was the one with the power,” Kit said. “We all pretended I was in charge, but she had it all, and she’s gone. You wasted your life looking for a way to nullify my power when I hardly had any to begin with. You are never getting your revenge, and the fact is, whatever reason you had to be scared of me” – Kit raised her arms – “this magic-pit of yours hasn’t taken that away from me. I’m here, same Kit as ever. Not evil, just pissed off.”

She saw fury burn slowly through his features, in his jawline up through his reddening cheeks and twitching eyes. He didn’t call her a liar, just curled a lip back to show off angry teeth. She wasn’t ever going to persuade him. Darkness had claimed him long ago, and it demanded a sacrifice.

“Come on then,” Kit told him, softly. She took in a deep breath, channelling all she once was, all they’d been through before, his betrayal, the mess their bloody gang had made of her life. She’d do it for Clover, who Drew’s malice was really for. She’d do it for the Dyre Grrls and all they could’ve been, and for the interns, and all that Ellie and Aaron might yet be. Even for Bill, who’d believed in her, in his way. Hell, she’d do it for herself, and every shot she’d missed. She bounced onto her heels and repeated it, louder, the shout of the vile louts this club churned out: “Fucking come on then!”
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Farling Cross Cemetery, 2004

Kit had never been much good at funerals. She couldn’t stand the contrite, empty interactions and pointless platitudes, and ended up getting angry. Lives should be celebrated and remembered fondly, not interred in some maudlin, formal fashion. So, she kept her distance, watching between the trees, a crowd of some thirty or so polite-looking people lowering a polished casket into the ground. Everyone wearing black and only her, out here alone, in jeans.

She searched the air, feeling for a thread of something, anything, that’d indicate where Clover’s spirit had gone. Had the darkness found her in the end or had she kept it at bay? She looked happy in the photos online, with her boyfriend, and he looked beyond normal, a round-headed sweater-vest-wearing dork with thin glasses. Kit imagined they were the sort of couple that played board games late at night, exchanging meaningful smiles. People who simply got each other, where no one else seemed to. The way she and Clover once had, but better, hopefully. In the years since their parting, Kit tried to believe Clover had been free and finally happy.

Then this. This shit of a thing had to happen, and she was returning to the earth, her flesh to the soil and her spirit simply . . . gone.

Kit’s hand went to her inside jacket pocket, searching for her hip flask. She’d bring bad energy if she stayed, obviously. She walked back towards the path and paused as she saw a heavyset mourner looking her way. Big Mad, dressed in the kind of draping black dress and gloves that would’ve fit the witch cliche to a tee, if not for the luscious blond hair that cascaded from her bonnet.

They met eyes, briefly, and Kit gave a chest-high wave. Mad nodded and Kit continued on her way.



Aaron jerked his head up, followed a second later by Tallice bolting from his chair, eyes wide with surprise. It was unclear through the walls, with the music and chatter coming from upstairs, but it sounded like a bad shout. Aggressive, dangerous. Tallice obviously shared the thought, because he thrust open a locker and came out of it with a matte-black pistol. Aaron jumped up onto the sofa as he skidded out the room.

Tallice paused in the doorway, pricking his ears, then came a scream, distinctly feminine, so piercing it made Tallice share a grimace with Aaron. Tallice ran towards it and Aaron followed cautiously. He watched as Tallice reached the end of the hall and tried to open the door there, locked. He banged on it and shouted, “What the fuck’s going on in there? Open up!”

Aaron got a strange sensation focusing on the door, queasiness rolling into his gut. He moved down the hallway, gasping, not a panic attack – not now. Tallice’s shouting and banging faded from his consciousness as a throbbing, horrible dread took over, the edge of Aaron’s vision darkening, the room behind that door drawing his whole attention. He dropped to his knees and cried out, grabbing his temples. He only vaguely heard Tallice demand, “What the hell’s your problem?”

Aaron tried to shake it off and climb back to his feet as another shout and a crash came beyond the door. Something broke. Tallice glowered at Aaron, then at the door, and snarled, “Open it.”

It took a second of fuzzy blinking for Aaron to realise he was talking to him, then Aaron shook his head. Tallice’s hands were suddenly clutching his shirt, and he was hauled up and slammed into the wall, punching the air out his lungs. The barrel of the gun appeared under his nose and Aaron rose on his toes with a surge of adrenaline that pushed back the dark and let some light back in. He had control of his body again, his thoughts – damn it, he wasn’t going to shut down again, not now.

Gasping for breath, Aaron said, “You can feel it too, can’t you?” He gave a sidelong look to the door. It wasn’t moving, but its aura pulsated.

Tallice growled an animal sound to confirm he sensed it, then said, “Open. It.”

Aaron squeezed his eyes closed and desperately pushed his senses out, far away, searching for more light, some clue what to do. He touched an energy nearby, both familiar and utterly foreign. It formed a quick picture in his head, an immediate awareness of exactly where she was. The witch, Firline, in a car. With Ellie?

No sooner had he touched them, he knew the witch was moving, drawn to his beacon. A signal came back, an assurance that he would be okay. Then the connection snapped off as Aaron was pulled roughly back into the moment. Tallice shoved him down the corridor, yelling, “You’ve got three fucking seconds!”

Aaron tripped to his hands and knees, scraping his palms, and found himself right before the door. As he looked up, another shout came from inside, a man venting huge frustration. Aaron’s head was shoved from behind by the gun, and he raised his hands and cried out, pushing his intent out with the same instinct he’d used to form a shield. It projected energy in a blast that burst right through the door, scattering the two halves. The surge pulsed into the room and interrupted a flurry of activity inside, separating two people. Aaron was knocked down as Tallice shoved past. When Aaron steadied himself, he saw Tallice in the centre of the office, gun raised.

“No!” Aaron shouted and threw another blast, jolting Tallice’s hand as the gun went off. The crack of a shot echoed down the corridor, amplified by the bare walls. Aaron pushed to his feet and ran into the room, trying to move fast enough to stop a second gunshot. He cleared the distance just in time. Tallice fired as Aaron bowled into him, getting one hand on his wrist and jamming the opposite elbow into his chest. Momentum rather than technique saved Aaron, the bullet hitting the floor as the two men smacked into the wall and fell.

Aaron tried to pin Tallice down as the lithe man struggled, but he was struck hard in the temple. He fell to the side. Dazed, he saw Tallice shaking out the hand he’d hit him with. As the man stood, looking down to check the gun was still in hand, something big flew into him, so hard he smashed into the wall. Aaron kicked back across the floor to get clear as Tallice dropped the pistol and groaned, limbs weak and limp. He couldn’t stand again, twitching and spent, if not entirely unconscious.

Kit panted over him, hunched to one side. She held her left arm in tight to her body, jacket ripped, face red and pained and slick with sweat. Blood seeped down her thigh from under her jacket, soaking the denim black.

Aaron scrambled to his feet, dizzied by the blow to his head and the giddy spinning of the room that seemed to blur and throb around him. Was this a concussion? Kit spoke hoarsely, but it sounded like it was coming through water. There was darkness at the office’s edges, clawing towards the centre where they stood. And movement on the other side of the desk as another person got up. Drew Fuller, setting his shoulders, big arms down at his side as he grimaced bullishly at Kit. Blood streaked over his right cheek from a profusely bleeding head wound. The man fixed Kit with a murderous look, which by extension included Aaron.

Kit steadied herself, preparing to receive him, barely able to stand. Aaron reached out to push her back. She tried to resist but her touch was weak, and it made her wince with pain. He stood in front of her, a frightened, unfocused human shield as Drew readied himself to charge. Aaron said, weakly, “If you want her, you’ve got to go through me.”

Drew spat to one side, a big glob of blood, and took a step towards them, gnashing angry teeth. He was too angry to speak and as he moved the shadows lanced towards him, drawn by that fury. He staggered, eyes widening and right leg buckling. He got it under control, rising to his full fearful height, but his skin was growing paler by the second, and worry crept into his eyes. Shaking his head, Drew reached a hand under his thick coat and flinched, touching something painful.

“Drew,” Kit croaked, a call for caution, a plea for peace.

He wrenched his hand out fast, to spite her, and Aaron caught his breath at the sight of the knife, flicking an arc of thick blood across the floor and unplugging a stream that oozed from Drew’s chest. He tried to reposition the weapon, to aim their way, but swayed again, and his eyes rolled. Drew made a guttural sound, trying to say something as he leaned forward, knife pointed at Kit, then his fingers slackened and his legs gave way. His face cracked into the concrete floor the same time the knife clattered across it.

Aaron and Kit stayed frozen for a second, staring as blood spread around Drew’s motionless torso, no sign he was breathing. Then the darkness crept in, the walls bowing and reaching, floor rippling, as shadowy tendrils reached towards him.

“No,” Kit said, squeezing Aaron’s bicep hard, dragging him with her to stand over Drew. “Can’t let it –” The simple action sapped her energy and she slumped against Aaron, who almost tripped under her weight. He mutely stared as the floor was bathed in black. He didn’t know what he was looking at, but an instinct told him what it meant: the Deep Dark had gained an opening here, and Drew’s blood was luring it in.

Tallice started screaming, rolling out from where he’d fallen, smacking at himself as though trying to brush off insects. He writhed on the floor. The shadows shimmered around him, delighting in the suffering.

“Push it,” Kit hissed into Aaron’s ear, spitting blood across his cheek. “Push it back.”

He shook his head, don’t know how. Kit leaned harder on him, pulling herself closer, and aimed a palm down at the ground. He felt her trying to stop it, pouring her own meagre energy into driving back the darkness, and understood. He tightened one arm around her waist and aimed his other hand down, the same as her. It was the intention, she’d told him. The belief it was possible, that’s what mattered.

Kit cried out, the attempt to fight the darkness agonising her, and Aaron joined in with a shout, straining with all his might to do something to help, if only to lend her his energy. The shadows came in closer, snapping at them, and both their voices rose higher. Power flooded through them in a great surge.

The light came back, and with a final, gasping exhalation, the darkness was cast out through the walls.

Aaron breathed heavily, unable to believe his eyes. His senses. The darkness was gone, and he could hear clearly again. See clearly. Kit slumped heavily against him and sniffed a laugh.

“We did it,” Aaron whispered, amazed.

“Don’t flatter yourself too much,” Kit murmured and nudged him to look up. Aaron saw Firline standing in the doorway in a ready pose, hands spread as she took in the room. He tensed as she entered, then spotted Ellie just behind her. The rest of the corridor was filled with Fuller men looking in with concern but keeping well back.

“Step away, over here,” Firline instructed, easing Kit off Aaron to lean her against the desk. He gave them space and Ellie came to his side, her hand finding his and squeezing it. They took in the room together.

Drew was dead, face down in a puddle of blood, eyes still open. Tallice was gibbering quietly, bunched up against the wall. The desk was askew and cracked, a cupboard door was broken in the middle and two chairs overturned. Paper and broken glass littered the floor and blood painted the walls. The door lay in two halves that Aaron himself had cleaved.

“What happened?” Ellie whispered.

Aaron shook his head, not sure where to begin. He checked the hallway again, where a wall of men blocked the exit. They looked more frightened than threatening, even the big one with a shotgun.

Kit swore loudly, jolting against Firline as the other witch put her hands on her, but Firline did not back off, whispering like a lover. The words didn’t sound like any language Aaron had heard before. It made Kit alternately grin and wince, fighting the pain.

“Is he dead?” the man with the shotgun called out, not daring to come closer. “Oscar? You okay mate?”

“You want” – Kit flinched, struggling to speak – “to see for yourself, Finnegan?”

The words made the men collectively shuffle back, scared of her voice alone. The depths of darkness Aaron had felt had bled out through the building, he knew, chilling everyone in that hallway. They were safe now, Aaron told himself. Kit had fought and won. These men were too scared to keep them from leaving, and Drew’s death and the wreck of their leader were their own problems to deal with. However he had got caught up in it, Aaron was confident that, for today at least, they could walk away.













In A Dream...



“Do you ever dream of me?” Clover once asked.

Kit was sitting on a throne of ice in a chamber of dark shadows with an attendance of diminutive figures ready to do her every whim. A position of power she was vaguely aware she had never earned and did not know how to safely command.

The small people, she was sure, could not be trusted.

“Always,” she told Clover honestly. “I try to keep things real.”













Epilogue



The Incite office was alive with raucous sound as the sun set on another day and Kit tried to shout orders above the hubbub before everyone disappeared into the night. “I want that article by ten tomorrow, Jon! And where are we with Barry, Zadie? You’re leaving before closing that deal? Blake – stop, Blake, I know you’re not going without sending those two spreads you owe me.”

The answers came back equally fast as the trio of staff members bundled into coats and aimed for the door: “It’s done, I just need to proof it!”, “Barry’s on board, I told you I sorted it!” and “I’ll send them from the pub!”

Kit lashed out to grab Blake before he could escape, spotting the difference between his and the other two’s guarantees, but the slim Canadian dodged her grip with a grin and she was hit by a short stab of pain in her side, where the knife wound still hurt.

“Too slow, old lady!” Blake laughed loudly, scurrying down the stairs. “Next time don’t get stabbed!” He was met with disbelieving laughter from the others as they jumped ship. They were all cut off by a sharp scolding as their descent was interrupted by a woman coming up. Quick apologies and a quieter exit followed.

Kit waited by the door with a satisfied smirk as Madison hobbled up the last steps to the apartment, dressed in joggers and a daringly low-cut top. She huffed, “Where’s the discipline in this place? You let them get away with that bloody cheek?”

“It’s how he shows he cares,” Kit said, roughly believing it. Though the designer had been absent for the larger part of the drama that had caught the rest of them, the little of it he had understood had made him work harder, despite the cheek. Now he wanted to prove himself worthy and had extended his contract for another two months. He’d also drawn in Zadie and Jon from the parties he frequented, apparently having finally decided this was a cool place to work. Their hard work made up for his lack of it.

It helped, though Kit was pained to admit it, that the knife wound had forced her to cede power to Ellie, and she was discovering how much more efficiently the magazine could run when the person in charge was willing to delegate. Articles were getting in well ahead of time and, shock of all shocks, Zadie was proving much better at securing advertisers than Ellie or Kit had ever been. Meanwhile, Kit took comfort in what Ellie had said to justify her stepping back: she was a leader. She didn’t have to be good at everything else, as long as she was good at that.

“Oh my God, let me get you a seat,” Ellie cried at Madison, scuttling away from her desk. “I still can’t believe Kit made you come up here. We could’ve met at ground level. At the pub?”

Aaron followed her to the table with a sheepish smile but did that thing where he avoided everyone’s eye because he couldn’t naturally say hello and ignore Mad’s excessive cleavage at the same time.

“I didn’t make her come up here,” Kit told Ellie. “She insisted. Besides, I don’t see you carrying me down the stairs and I got bloody stabbed.”

“I haven’t seen the place in years,” Mad said, limping into the room and lingering by the old posters. Her eyes were drawn to the flier for the gig they did at We’re Wolves. Dyer Grrls was written big and proud at the centre. “Wow. The apartment literally hasn’t changed in fifteen years.”

“Don’t mess with perfection,” Kit said, as Mad sat down.

“Not even with six staff members crammed into a one-bed apartment,” Ellie said. “It’s killing Jon’s back, sitting on the sofa at his laptop all day.” She put on a sweet smile for Mad, turning away from the tea mugs she was preparing. “But I found us a lovely office space near the library. For when we get the cash to expand.”

“An office?” Mad laughed. “Oh Kit, you really did sell your soul, huh?”

Kit gave that a crooked smile, not sure if it was a little close to the bone. But Mad was so unapologetic, daring her to take it seriously, that she laughed. “Yeah. Ellie’s an actual devil. You should see how hard she makes them work.”

“Not hard, smart,” Ellie corrected. “It just looks like hard work to you because it runs smoothly. Milk and sugar, Madison?”

“I’d rather have a beer,” Mad said, having waited until the last moment to put in her preference. She grinned to Kit as Ellie apologised and fumbled about around the fridge, then she turned the smile to Aaron to draw him in. She patted the chair next to her. “Stop lurking and have a seat. I already told you I don’t bite. Much.”

“Bollocks,” Kit said, sitting down opposite. “You’re right to keep your distance, Aaron. She’d chew you up.”

They got another good laugh seeing Aaron squirm, trying to smile but not quite comfortable. Mad gave him a playful shove as he settled in beside her.

“Relax,” she said. “Fill me in. Kit says you’ve been making great progress.”

“It’s coming along,” Aaron said, self-consciously, accepting a mug of steaming tea from Ellie. She laid out the other drinks and finally sat herself, the other side of him, closer than was necessary. Kit was quite sure nothing had happened between the pair, yet, but she was also quite sure his passive ability to get into trouble and her restless need to improve things were somehow going to produce sparks. It was hard to say if that was going to be good or bad for the magazine. Or for the coven.

“He is a natural,” Kit said. “We’re working on creating ether beer and it almost doesn’t taste like vomit stored in socks.”

“Changing the world one disgusting and unnecessary alcoholic product at a time. Nice,” Mad replied approvingly, looking at her own bottle. “Much easier to pop to the shop, though. Or get someone else to pick it up for you.”

“It’s not about that, though,” Aaron said. “It’s being able to do it that’s important. Because if we can make beer, we can make other things. Medicine, for example. And it’s all practice that helps us keep control, exploring boundaries –”

“Alright, alright,” Mad said, raising a hand. “I was joking. You think I’d be here if I didn’t understand? We were experimenting with sparklers before you were even a twinkle in your dad’s balls, Aaron.”

They all laughed at Aaron’s awkward smile again, his discomfort funnier than the joke, and Mad took a big swig. She gave an appreciative belch that made Aaron and Ellie stiffen. It made Kit grin to see Mad relaxing again, normal, a window back into when they were young.

Mad caught her staring and gave her an odd look. “What? Too uncouth for the big shot magazine office?”

“Nah,” Kit said. “Just thinking about how some things don’t change. It’s good to have you back.”

Mad tipped the beer bottle to show she understood, then placed it down. They hadn’t spoken about it yet, not directly, and they might not ever, but Mad knew, now. Ellie had told her, while Kit was in hospital, and Mad had sent a card that partially apologised, between calling her rude names. The full specifics were contained in one ambiguous sentence: You should have told me. Since then, it’d been small talk and catching up on what had been happening recently, culminating in this meeting.

“So, what are we doing here,” Mad asked. “A demonstration? Or are we just kicking back, shooting the breeze?”

“We’re waiting on one more,” Kit said, “then we’ll begin.”

Mad raised an eyebrow. “I did read the signals right, didn’t I? We’re here for a witch club? Five seems like a lot.”

“It’s whatever we say works,” Kit said. “And I believe it’s called a coven.”

“A coven of five witches, one of whom is a bloody bloke,” Mad sighed.

“And three women who can hardly do a thing,” Kit agreed, not defending the situation. Ellie had shown the faintest gift for magic, and she herself had struggled to focus while recovering and putting the events of three weeks ago behind her.

There had been brief visits from the police, but no follow-up from the Fullers or the New Saxons. Ellie and Aaron investigated what had happened themselves. Tallice had gone and no one seemed to know where. He’d taken a mistress, a kid, and a hefty stash of cash, suggesting he might not be coming back. Knowing him, Kit suspected he was heading to sunnier climates, to retire in a community of Brits abroad where he’d get drunk and start fights with locals and tourists while reminiscing about the good old days. He would struggle to forget whatever the darkness in the Sling had shown him. The Sling itself was under new management, being renovated under Finnegan’s supervision, in collaboration with a labour force that included some New Saxons.

That gang, in turn, had calmed down since the gunfight. Terry Goddom was alive and well, apparently, and had taken fresh stock after learning that Drew was responsible for the fabled witchcraft. He hadn’t been in touch with Kit at all, but there had been a plate of sausages and charcuterie left outside the office one day which she had the inexplicable understanding was his peace offering. Whether because he genuinely accepted he made a mistake targeting her or because he didn’t want to unnecessarily risk a witch’s ire, who knew. Either way, it seemed the feud was closed, and she donated the meats to a food bank in good faith.

The time of the Fullers was over, after all, and Terry must’ve secured himself a piece of that crumbling pie. Their legacy would fade as the surviving members took the gang in directions that had nothing to do with the family’s machinations. Drew did, however, leave behind a stack of research papers which Kit had secured. Most of it was nonsense, but the dog-eared pages of one old book revealed the wicked powers he’d drawn into Bill’s office. The tome was a sixteenth-century manual, only twenty-three pages long, containing spells nothing like Betsy Burdock’s, nor the things Firline had researched. It hinted at actual monsters and the forbidden history of an alleged Antler King. Despite the differences, Kit had a feeling it was all connected.

That brought them to the collective Kit was putting together now, drawing on the best (only) minds she knew to compile all the information they had, in order to start mastering it in a responsible way. With encouragement from Firline, she had decided to accept that they were still and would always be witches, and to see where that took them. Ellie was back on the case of trying to track down Betsy Burdock, while Aaron meditated hard on new spells, leading by example as it came easiest to him. Madison was mostly busy arranging babysitters and time off work to get to meetings. It was a good distraction for Kit, at the very least, making it easier for her to relinquish control of the magazine. With their combined efforts, she was finally starting to see there was more to witchcraft than the Deep Dark.

Firline had insisted on that. She was a beacon herself, someone who had mastered the magic and not been corrupted by it. And she was willing to share. In fact, Kit got the impression she wasn’t likely to let them go about their business without supervision, anyway. They’d not spoken much since that day in the Sling, with Firline more or less disappearing once the fight was over, but the understanding was there, and Kit intended to formally realise that this evening.

There was a soft knock on the door to interrupt their chatter and Kit got up to open it. She shushed Ellie as she tried to get there first, as if Kit were an invalid. The room went quiet as Firline entered, their former enemy right there among them.

“Everyone, I think you know Firline,” Kit said, standing proudly alongside her. “It’s safe to say she knows more than all of us combined, and honours us with her presence here in Ordshaw, for however long that lasts.”

Firline offered a light wave, for all her otherworldly power clearly not used to having a group of people look at her. Ellie’s face softened first as she forced a welcoming, if slightly worried smile, then Aaron gave a stiff wave. Madison stared hardest, sifting through mixed emotions over the woman that had psychically invaded her home.

“Just tell me,” Mad said, slowly, “if you drink. Because with these pricks on the teas, this is some pretty puritanical bullshit right now.”

“Ah,” Firline said, seriously. “I wouldn’t say no to a beer.”

Shoulders slumped and more smiles spread at the invitation to relax, with Mad nodding and calling her a good woman.

Kit put an arm around Firline’s shoulders, leading her to the table, and called out loudly, importantly, “Alright, everyone! Now we’re all here, I’d like to call to order the very first meeting of the Dyer Street Witches! First point of business, can we communicate with the dead?”

That got everyone’s attention, worried looks all around, and Kit let them hang on it, well aware what they must be thinking. Then she cracked a smile to let them know she was joking, and they laughed with relief. She settled down into the warmth of their company, figuring that anyway if she ever could contact Clover, that’d be a private matter.
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