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To the daughters who fix it all for everyone.

You deserve the same magic that you give to others.





AUTHOR’S NOTE

The events of Uncharmed take place prior to Belle’s adventures in Rewitched, but both are standalone stories set in the Selcouth world.
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Chapter One

SUGAR AND SORCERY

The promise and power of a little treat is perhaps the most magical concept that a mind can manifest. The potency that it holds, hovering just beyond arm’s reach, is a gift that can lead to wonderful things. It is well-intentioned trickery and silent prayer. It is a mug of warm, silken coffee clutched between chilled hands, in exchange for waking up before the morning sun. The bright splashed palette of supermarket flowers for completing a tick list, the wrapper crinkling against a net of oranges, a squashed loaf of bread. Or the promise to one’s self that a precious half-hour will be reserved amidst the madness, for peace and rest, reading and escape, everything else forbidden to interrupt while feet are tucked underneath legs and a blanket keeps the world away. A little treat can change it all.

Each small, bargaining vow holds equally compelling magic, but most folk would probably agree that their favourite treat is a sweet one – and the best of those could always be found at Celestial Bakehouse. Everyone who knew the bakery would bribe themselves with a trip. If only they could get through their pile of work, their demanding day-to-day, then the reward would be to follow the scent of toasted cinnamon sugar that trailed down the street until they reached the candy-striped canopy. An otherworldly charm seemed to float on the air at Celeste, as regulars had taken to calling it. The irresistible pull of the place, powder pink and pretty on the corner of London’s Maple Row, might well have been explained by the treats inside. Then again, it might also have had something to do with the owner.

When Annie Wildwood first moved in and turned the place pink, the bakery had seemed to spring up overnight, appearing one morning as if from nowhere in a cloud of rosy spring light and foggy icing sugar. Word had spread in a matter of days, that Celeste and its charming proprietor were something special. Bewitching, even. The small fact that Annie was indeed a witch was almost by the by. Everything was crafted with love above all, but over her thirty-two years, Annie had come to discover that sugar and sorcery was a particularly compelling, delicious combination.

‘I’m afraid Joe just got the last choux bun,’ Annie said, gesturing to the older gentleman who was winking and waving on his way out of the shop, delighted at his luck. ‘But there’s one caramel éclair left with your name on it, Olive.’

‘That’ll do me, duck,’ Olive said, tired eyes crinkling. The lady, her sandy hair tumbling out of a hasty bun, turned to the line of customers waiting behind her, beaming smugly for beating them to it. Not that they had much to worry about; Celeste had a habit of presenting its visitors with the very last one of their favourites at just the right time.

Spotting her moment while Olive was fumbling in her purse, Annie fluttered her fingers in the direction of the last éclair, the white chocolate topping shining like marble. A glint of pale-pink Proprius Minutia sparks sprinkled the air and the letters of ‘Olive’ began to ice themselves in a delicate loop across the glaze. From the moment she’d begun her days at the bakery five years ago, Annie had quickly noticed that customers were far too preoccupied with the reason for their sweet reward to realize that anything as insignificant as magic was afoot. Witchery in the non-wicche realm wasn’t as tricky to conceal as one might think.

Strictly speaking, personalized goodies were not something Annie had time for these days. Since word had spread far and wide about Celeste, she had barely a spare second for the flourishes that she’d treasured at the start, but the little details were what made all the difference. She was not one to cut corners. Annie wanted every Celeste visit to be a special one.

‘Had a good day?’ Annie called back over her shoulder as she lifted the glass dome and took up the éclair with her tongs, a pop of fluffy gingerbread cream bursting through one side of the pastry. The early evening light was pouring through the shop’s bay window, turning the whole place peach. September’s young autumn had delivered a crackle of orange-peel leaves across the pavement outside and, as the door swung open and stirred them in a gust, they rustled in the background against the chatter of the packed cafe.

‘Quiet chaos,’ Olive shrugged. ‘They’re all quiet chaos these days.’ Her smile faded to something more self-conscious at the confession, the glint in her eye dimming.

Annie faltered, sensing deep in her bones, as she always could, that she was needed. It was a feeling that pulled at her, like a vine of ivy that wound its way around her ribs. She added in a slice of cinnamon apple crumble for good measure and wrapped it all up in its own little box with a ribbon tied around it. Olive took it carefully by the handle, as though the sweetness inside was a remedy. There was still a line of patient customers almost reaching the door, despite closing time hanging in the air. But Annie would find the time to spare, once they had all been served.

‘Have you got time for a tea, Ol? I’m just closing up,’ Annie said softly, leaning over the counter. ‘You can help me finish this leftover banana bread.’

Olive looked delighted, then hesitated. ‘I know you’re a busy lady. You don’t want to be wasting your exciting evening plans on me.’

‘Where did you get these so-called “exciting evening plans” from? I think I’m good to take a rain check,’ Annie replied, cheerfully batting away the suggestion. She ignored the twinge in her chest that longed for home after being on her feet since the early hours.

When Celeste eventually cleared out, she seized her chance to flip the pink sign from Open to Closed before anyone else could press their nose against the door with a pleading look. Annie had sent her co-workers Faye and Pari home hours ago (despite their protests), not wishing them to spend their precious evenings at the bakery. Annie knew how cherished that time should be and would never want to take it from them – not when she could get through things easily enough by herself.

Finally, armed with two forks and a doorstop slice of spiced, nutty loaf that tasted like Sunday afternoons in October, Annie joined Olive at the bay window, just as the first stars began to scatter outside.

‘Tell me all about it.’

The marbled banana loaf was no accidental choice; Annie had selected it especially. The brew of comfort concoction (chamomile, feather light, a gasp of butterfly breath, stir clockwise . . .) that she had melted into the salty-sweet caramel drizzle would bring a little bit of solace for the next few nights. Annie listened to how Olive’s life had changed, busier and emptier all at once since she lost her husband, her childhood sweetheart. Annie poured out tea and comfort entwined and told her that she could only dream of finding a love like that. By the time Olive was done, a rare hour just for her, away from the children, her shoulders were higher for sharing the weight of her troubles. The shop’s pearly sconces flared across the black and white tiles and a throw of crumbs dotted the scalloped tablecloth.

Encounters like this were not rare for Annie. Indeed, she seemed to unconsciously attract them. More importantly, she was never one to turn them away. Celeste was always supposed to be more than service with a smile; it was service with genuine friendship. She made sure to remember every detail of people’s days – everything from appointments to kids, from redecorating to exam results. Annie always knew what to say to make it all a little brighter. No detail was too small to recall and no favour was too big to request. Her heart was soft and full for all.

Days at Celeste began very early and ended even later. The results of her hard work, because she had had no choice but to make it work when she had first opened that bakery door, lay behind the glass to admire. A patchwork of pastel-coloured macarons each morning, summoned in the kitchen from mixing bowl to oven to plate before sunrise. Cinnamon swirls curled like Catherine wheels. Immaculate fruit tarts glazed like stained glass. Chocolate so creamy that it conjured spun silk. Delicate croissants shaped like seashells and pillowy pains au chocolat infused with the feeling and the taste of golden hour. Her flair for all things sugary or spellbound and her affinity for baking were something to behold. Ever since she was a girl, Annie had held an intimate understanding of the importance of a sweet treat; the way it could alter the worst of moods, brighten the darkest of days, bring a little bit of hope to a heavy heart.

‘Who’s the lucky gent tonight, then?’ Olive asked, a knowing expression on her face as she gathered her tartan coat and stuffed a rogue children’s toy back into her permanently overflowing handbag.

‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’ Annie feigned innocence as she cleared away their empty plates and untied her frilly, flour-smeared pink pinny. Most things in her life were a shade of pink and she rarely strayed from it.

‘It’s like clockwork. Thursday, isn’t it? And Thursday is always date night.’ Olive waggled a knowing finger. ‘Fridays are with your girls. Mondays are late-night Cake Club here, to brighten up everybody’s start to the week. Tuesdays for your studies, Wednesday nights are left for spontaneous plans. I’m not sure what’s spontaneous about planning your spontaneous plans in advance but . . .’ Olive shook her head with a laugh. ‘You’re a marvel, Annie. When you find the time to sleep remains to be seen.’

‘You know me,’ Annie said, shrugging in good humour. ‘I just like things to be organized.’

Olive clucked. ‘There’s organized and then there’s the way you like to do things, lady. Whatever happened to going with the flow?’

Annie tried not to take this as a slight. It felt like one, whenever people pointed out her need to consider things first. ‘Everything’s just better when it’s wrapped up in a neat little bow, don’t you think?’ Hands on hips, she nodded pointedly towards the small box in Olive’s grasp containing her éclair and crumble. The shine on its dusky pink ribbon winked back at just the right moment, as though it should have been accompanied by a high-pitched ping. Annie made a mental note to research adding magical pings to her powers when she had a spare moment. It could be a very cute detail.

Olive tutted. ‘Go easy on this one, will you? They’re all hapless victims as soon as they see you. I’ve witnessed it in here first hand more times than I can count. Have to feel sorry for them, really. Poor chaps.’

Annie rolled her eyes affectionately. ‘I’m only giving as good as I get.’

‘It’s that shampoo you’re using, I think. Must get the brand from you next time,’ Olive muttered as she turned to leave. Splendor Coma was a spell that Annie had mastered at her dressing table on day dot – the very same afternoon that she had come into her powers at fifteen years old, before her mother moved her on to more important things. Just the right amount of volume, a calculated projection of shine. A never-sickly fragrance that lingered when she turned, sweet coconut and fresh vanilla. Even in drizzly London weather, her hair never dropped.

Annie held the door as Olive left clutching the little box. A damp fog yawned out across the early night, coating the cobbled street with a misty rain that fizzed on contact with the cold air. ‘Any time you need to talk, Ol, I’m always here.’

Olive paused for a second to wrap a hand around Annie’s. ‘You’re a real diamond, Annie. What would we all do without you?’ She shook her hand tightly and sincerely. ‘I’ll see you in the week, duck.’

Annie snicked the brass bolt shut and, with a deep breath, leaned her forehead against the front door. The conversation with Olive had been heavy; heartbreak and loss and sadness clung to the tips of her fingers, tingling against her magic like opposing forces. But Annie only allowed herself a second of quiet to swallow it down.

She glanced at the grandfather clock in the corner of the cafe and wiped a rogue smear of chocolate from the back of her hand onto the hem of her apron that still hung untied around her. She was a little short for time considering she still needed to close down for the night, freshen up, then make her way to the restaurant . . . Annie’s mouth twitched into the slightest grimace as she ran through her nightly to-do list, but in the blink of an eye, the smile returned. Luckily, her specialism in Incantation had always lent itself well to transformative magic.

She picked up speed on her way to the back room, gliding the cafe’s billowy curtains along the brass rails as she passed. A cascade of pink magic fell as they closed. A couple of remaining cups, saucers and plates left by satisfied customers soared through the air as Annie passed by with a flick of her hand, soaking themselves in a sink of warm water, before shaking off like a wet dog and sliding back onto the wooden shelves. A mop wrung itself around a soapy bucket, before twirling its way across the floor like a ballroom dancer, leaving frothy bubbles in its wake. The chairs shuffled neatly under the tables as the tablecloths shimmied to shake themselves down. This was another reason it was often easier to close up without Faye and Pari: Annie’s magic could lend a keen, quick hand when she was alone.

The small room to the rear of the bakery functioned as a storeroom, staff room and dressing room all at once for their team of three. The space was, at any given time, covered in Faye’s endless stacks of music magazines and DIY mixtapes recorded from the radio. Or Pari’s impressive and extensive graveyard of craft projects, each of which she would grow an obsession with and entirely lose interest in three weeks later. September had been spent making tiny clay animals, which were now perched on every possible surface like little pastel-coloured gobstoppers. It was cosy, mismatched and chaotic, much like their combination of personalities as a trio. But Annie couldn’t resist sending a nudge of magic across the room to at least tidy up as she passed the armchairs, alphabetizing mixtapes and colour-coding miniature clay bunnies.

Her own little corner was separate. Behind the pretty antique dressing screen, Annie tapped her chin thoughtfully. She gazed at the rail of clothes before her and scrolled her magic through the row of dresses, each fresh and fluffed for this exact purpose. Faye and Pari always laughed affectionately at her makeshift dressing room. ‘I wouldn’t trust anyone other than Annie Wildwood to keep pink silk and vintage organza next to tubs of dark chocolate spread,’ Pari had recently pointed out.

The pink dress tonight. Well, the slightly paler shade of pink dress. There were four of them, all lined up on velvet coat hangers from light to dark on the dress rail, with high heels placed underneath each one. Each pair had been gently enchanted with Calceus Commodus to be extra comfortable – the higher the heel, the more the spell kicked in to pleasantly numb her toes. She was proud of that handiwork; gradual magic was a tricky talent to keep fixed in place. Important, though. Who had time for aching feet to ruin an outfit?

With a quick flick of a wrist to summon her magic, smudges of whipped cream, buttercream, miscellaneous-but-equally-delicious cream all vanished, leaving Annie somehow even more immaculate than before. The pale dress with a ruffle around the skirt glided from its hanger to the dressing mannequin, to be styled with the appropriate accessories. Satisfied with her choices, another subtle gesture of magic traded her hot-pink Celeste overalls for the mannequin’s night-time ensemble. Her apron swooped by the strings to hang itself on the door and the wooden spoon that she’d wedged in her back pocket at some point flew back to the kitchen like a paper aeroplane.

Annie glanced at the mirror, a beautiful gilded piece that had been her mother’s. She could immediately see Cressida Wildwood preening in front of it, memories from childhood rippling in the glass. Her mother would always be adding more hairspray or admiring some form of luxurious accessory while Annie was wrapped around the doorframe, unnoticed. She would watch and yearn in secret, supposed to be asleep while her mother and father got ready for their evening out. She wondered where they were going each night, so mysterious and glamorous, her father slipping a proud arm around her mother when she finally declared that she was ready. The mirror was a reminder, now that she was in on the secret, of how far she’d come and everything that had been left behind.

An entirely unnecessary smooth of her hair, a cautious check of her clinking bracelets, a quick practice of her smile. It looked genuine. Whispers of faint magic clung to her skin with a glitter. Andromeda Wildwood simply adored being a witch. Not only did it come in handy multiple times a day, woven through each element of her life like a golden thread, but it was such a cute look for her. Being a witch was bright and fun – and Annie loved to be both of those things for everybody.

She took a second to steel herself, a final glance in the mirror to check that everything was just as it should be. It was. It always was. Her heart thumped a little louder, as though it wanted to be noticed, to remind her it was still beating.

She whispered under her breath: ‘Perfect.’
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Chapter Two

ROSES ARE RED

The restaurant was all overhead lighting and not nearly enough crusty bread with butter for Annie’s liking. Anywhere that didn’t take their bread seriously was not the place for her. Her mind wandered with longing to her Celeste rosemary loaf, the crystals of special salt scattered across the golden crust. She made the topping herself, the salt shards chipped away from charged citrine, the sunshine stone and clear quartz for a sprinkle of good fortune. Eating bread was always a good idea, but an even better one when it was lucky.

Her own luck for the evening seemed to have expired rapidly. Annie had found herself sitting opposite Cedric Reuben and his very enthusiastically lacquered hair. She had spent half the evening unable to take her eyes off it, so pale blond and shiny that it looked as if it was made of plastic, like a doll. It literally reflected the candlelight. Annie wondered whether it would make a hollow noise if she knocked on the top and did her absolute level best to resist finding out. She had listened patiently as he spoke at length about his influential father, the supermodel ex-girlfriends. He paused a fraction too long to hear her laugh at his jokes and he’d talked a lot about hedge funds, but Annie knew nothing about gardening. Even her stubborn optimism was struggling. He hadn’t asked her a single question, other than an empty ‘yeah, you?’ every once in a while. She’d nodded and smiled for most of the conversation.

Not that it really mattered. She’d never have offered up anything like the truth to Cedric anyway, but it would have been nice to have the opportunity to use her favourite versions on him. 

Her girlfriends were determined to play matchmaker and had been excited about this one, so Annie had dared to let herself be the tiniest bit optimistic. They had turned it into some kind of game over the years, hunting down (allegedly) eligible bachelors for her – although their definition of the term was one that she didn’t fully understand. If she could have sped up time to escape the company she’d found herself sitting across from, she would have. But she certainly wasn’t one to meddle with the rules against bending time, rewinding the past or speeding through the future. Time manipulation was strictly against coven rules and she had a stellar reputation among London’s wicchefolk to uphold. It definitely wasn’t worth the risk of messing with the non-wicche realm’s time structure to escape a bad date. Was it . . .?

But sending one man’s personal timepiece temporarily haywire, like a simple battery malfunction? That felt okay.

‘You’re so mysterious,’ Cedric crooned at her, with a smug smile that edged to one side.

Dire dates called for desperate measures and she had to act if she wanted to get home with enough time for The Spell. Her spell. 

Resting her chin on her right hand, Annie barely batted an eyelash (or no more than usual, anyway) as she swilled her glass of rosé to cover the movement towards Cedric’s watch. A delicate cord of pale sparks flew from her fingers, scattering themselves across the table like rolled dice. Fortunately, magic required a reasonable amount of imagination to be visibly seen by a non-wicche, and men such as Cedric had less than none of that to put to use. The hands of his watch suddenly picked up speed, winding forwards three hours on the platinum face, and Annie continued her routine. She lifted her glass to politely cover a yawn. Right on cue, Cedric was encouraged to glance at his watch and she saw his eyebrows shoot up in surprise.

‘What on earth . . .’ He blinked, dumbstruck. ‘I can’t believe it . . .’

‘Time flies, doesn’t it? I’d better get going.’ She beamed at him, her best side directly in his eyeline. She didn’t even have to consider these movements any more, they just happened of their own accord after so many years – a combination of magic and muscle memory.

‘I swear we just got here. We’re only two glasses down. We’ll miss the oysters,’ Cedric said, baffled. He gave her a frustrated bottom-lip pout, which made her feel slightly queasy. ‘Do you really have to go?’

The man could barely hide his desperation, stumbling as he shot to his feet. As she daintily slid out of the booth, Annie almost felt bad for him. Then she recalled the last hour of her life, which could have been spent doing something infinitely more helpful or productive or successful, instead of blankly smiling at this insufferable man. She willed the last remaining dregs of her patience to the surface and felt the spell – her deepest, longest-running, innermost enchantment – bubble brightly beneath her skin. She plucked determinedly at the positive, patient thoughts that strung themselves together like a paper chain.

He meant well. Surely. People usually did.

‘Sorry,’ she giggled, to a tune that was apologetic and light. She picked up her clutch from the table, along with the single red rose that Cedric had arrived with. ‘I can’t tell you what a wonderful time I’ve had. Really. We’ll do it again some time.’

‘Tomorrow?’ He swallowed, voice breaking like a teenager.

‘Not tomorrow. But soon,’ she replied kindly.

Gentle and comforting, Annie’s rehearsed departure speech slid off her tongue like warm honey. She balanced the compliments to flatter against the gentle excuse that he could pretend wasn’t even there. The noncommittal second-date plans were hopeful enough to cushion the blow and the reality of her rejection wouldn’t land until he arrived home without her. She always made sure to say the right thing, the spell igniting on cue, the words adding themselves together in a formula for the correct answer.

‘Let me walk you home. Or . . .’ Cedric interrupted his own train of thought, then tripped over a chair leg as he skipped to follow her through the restaurant, leaving his belongings behind. ‘I’ll join you in a cab. We can share a night cap.’ He gave Annie what she assumed was supposed to be a look of seduction as his hand reached for her upper arm. But his voice betrayed him again, more strained with every last-ditch attempt to persuade her. She offered another patient, sympathetic smile.

‘Not tonight. Big day at work tomorrow.’ Annie sighed, as though it was breaking her heart to hold herself back. ‘I’ll call you.’

Cedric had turned a little green around the gills. She tapped him generously on the satin lapel of his heinous velvet blazer and left him powerless to do anything except watch her leave. Normally she’d allow him to call her a taxi, one last gentlemanly gesture to let him think he’d been everything a woman could ask for. But the date had worn her patience to the bone, her energy had been sapped after a long day at Celeste and tiredness was starting to blunt her pinpoint decisions.

Plus she’d left it a little late. She was cutting it fine to get home in time.

She tinkled a wave as she left Cedric looking entirely lost and forlorn, then seized her chance to disappear from view and slip into the bathroom. Finally, she could breathe again. She turned to the wall-sized mirror above the sinks for a perfunctory check that her curls had remained where they were supposed to. They had, of course. She checked whether her lipstick had smudged. It hadn’t. If her mascara was running, if she’d lost an earring, if her nail polish had chipped . . . Glancing down, she noticed her knuckles had turned white from gripping onto the edge of the basin.

Her smile burst through again as she spoke to the reflection of the girl who had just wandered in and was now re-sliding a pair of plastic butterfly clips into her hair. ‘Oh, wow! I love your dress. You look gorgeous.’ 

The girl beamed, the ego boost visible and vivid even in low lighting. ‘Oh, thank you! Just high street, can you believe it? Such a steal.’

‘You’re kidding! It was made for you. Fits you like a glove,’ Annie replied to the girl’s reflection. Being the friendly girl in the bathroom was a role that she loved to play. She liked the idea of this woman going home and telling her friends that she’d met the sweetest girl. How she’d absolutely made her day. Every time she wore that dress, the girl would remember Annie and she’d feel good about it.

When the girl was gone and the coast was clear for magic, Annie blotted her lips on a paper towel and threw one last glance back towards the door. She twitched her fore and middle finger together. A gentle plume of blushing sparks blossomed from her hand, cascading in a pink swirl around her for transference.

In a fraction of a moment, the soles of her heeled pumps made a smooth landing on the wooden floor of her own hallway. Her curls bounced on impact and Annie shook her head to clear away the sickly, tugging feeling of instant travel by magic.

Through the hustle and bustle of the day, Annie yearned for precious quiet at home. She thought longingly of her sofa, her books, her pyjamas . . . And, for a moment, the arrival did bring relief – a quiet sense of calm and joy. But quiet meant that there could be no more distractions.

The smile switched off, the upturned curve became a straight line. A sigh. Her shoulders dropped, as though a button had been pressed, and she reached for the base of her neck to stretch it out. She kicked off her heels and padded barefoot to the living room, dropping her coat to the floor in a heap and discarding her jewelled earrings, shedding layers like a snake as she moved. She stood in the darkness, to measure how it felt. Alone again.

With a flick followed by a bright flash of pink, the TV turned on to fill the room with the drone of an antiques show and immediately the white noise fuzzed everything a little at the edges, made it all feel less consuming. Annie fired her magic at the frosted table lamps to bring a stroke of light to the living room and sent a handful of tiny flames across the scattering of fresh cotton-scented candles, purposefully selected to smell like a home full of care and cosiness.

The answering machine flashed red on the telephone table. Her heart whirled up into her throat, wondering who needed her now, and she nervously fiddled with the star-shaped charm on her choker necklace.

‘Annie, it’s Viv. Are you there? Do you ever answer this damned thing? What’s even the point if you’re never home to pick it up? Well, excuse me for taking the time to check in, darling. I shan’t bother next time. Look, I’m having a total wardrobe crisis and I need you to . . .’

Annie lurched forwards to press the large delete button immediately. Shutting off Vivienne’s voice was like catching a spider in a cup. She would call her friend back, she really would – but she needed to be more prepared for that conversation. Perhaps don a suit of armour first.

A cloud of fluffiness wrapped itself silkily around her bare ankles and Annie sighed gratefully, scooping the bright white bundle into her arms. The little cloud let out a disapproving mew that sounded a lot like, ‘What time do you call this?’ Annie buried her face into the impossibly soft fur, inhaling that powdery-clean scent of safety and love and connection that never failed to greet her when she arrived back home. It carried an important reminder that loneliness at least came with a set of small pink paws on the side.

‘I’m so sorry, lady. I’m a little late, aren’t I? We can’t have that, can we, Karma?’

The bundle of creamy fur nuzzled back with a high-pitched chirp, contentedly perched in Annie’s arms as she was carried to the kitchen. Karma was largely above such menial tasks as walking to her own food bowl, preferring to be formally escorted whenever possible. The bell on the pink ribbon around her neck jangled as Annie conjured the food. Karma curled her downy tail around her body before eating with excellent manners – for a cat. Annie gave her beloved, beautiful familiar a gentle fuss behind the ears, the silky softness instantly grounding her.

The connection between a witch and her familiar was a precious thing and incomparable. Not that Karma would ever admit such an attachment to a human. But the snow-white cat, with ice-blue eyes and velvety rose ears, was never far away and always seemed to know when Annie needed her. If it weren’t for her familiar, Annie sometimes wondered whether she would just freeze and maybe even disappear altogether.

Annie returned to perch on the arm of the sofa, then slid down into the cushions. She let her mind go deliciously blank in front of the television, the sound and light blaring out while everything else blurred around her. The cascading linen drapes, the pale pink couch, the glass surfaces charmed to remain free of fingerprints (and pawprints). Exquisite. Although very small and understated compared to her friends’ palatial homes, Annie’s place always looked immaculate. Like a show home or a catalogue photograph. She made sure of it – never a coaster, cushion or crystal ball out of place. Even her witchery equipment matched the carefully selected aesthetic that she had put together so attentively, a pale gold cauldron sat plump in the hearth, filled with white pillar candles and a bouquet of fluffy baby’s breath. Her home looked the part, beautiful to anyone who caught a glance.

Now that she was sitting still, words from her day at the bakery came back to cloud her mind. As soon as she started to worry about others, it was as though Annie had knocked over a bottle of ink across a handwritten page. The plume of storm cloud spread itself over everything and there was nothing she could do to stop it or make it feel less imperious. It was all she could see.

Karma, sensing the spiral as Annie’s thoughts grew roots, leapt onto her lap. A feathery tail was wafted directly into her face and across her lipgloss, a gesture Annie knew was intended as comfort. Finally, a headbutt to the chin and a purring soundtrack pulled her back to the present and Karma settled.

Annie reluctantly switched herself back on and looked at the clock. Half an hour until midnight. She debated if she had time to complete anything else before the spell, otherwise it would be a very late night, even for her. There were mountains of studies to be completed for the coven as part of her second-year apprenticeship – the scrolls of parchment were threatening to burst from the cupboard that she stowed them in. And she still needed an appropriate outfit for tomorrow night. That would mean pulling out her sewing machine to create something exciting enough for the girls not to notice a re-wear. They’d never let her live it down if they knew that she’d dared reach for a favourite again or restyled something old to keep up with their fatally fashionable ways. The girls were always quick to call her out on such silly decisions.

Your friends keep your standards high. They stop you from making a fool of yourself. They always know what’s best for you.

A long day, even in enchanted shoes, had brought Annie’s energy levels to a crashing low. She’d need an extra boost of some special ingredients to combat tomorrow’s tiredness, to regain the equilibrium required. Cedric’s rose caught her eye, deep red against the light table top where she’d discarded it.

Reaching for the flower, Annie lay back against the arm of the couch, without disturbing a softly snoring Karma, and began to snap each petal from the crimson head. The fracture of each leaf from the stem felt like a small, sharp shock, as though she could hear each tiny break. Red rose petals would be a useful addition tonight. A little extra passion or achievement or desire in any form never went amiss in the spell – as long as she balanced it correctly to counteract the negatives. Maybe a touch of valerian or powdered moonstone for added calmness, humility, patience . . . No one liked a woman who shone too brightly.

Carefully shifting Karma onto the sofa and earning a disgruntled scowl in return, Annie dragged herself up to begin again. Time for her nightly tasks – the next round of requirements that she placed upon herself.

She winced. A sharp thorn from the stem caught on her fingertip and brought a bright drop of blood to the surface. Annie pressed a rose petal firmly against it to stem the flow, red blending into red. Such careless mistakes meant that it was definitely time to turn to the spell.
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Chapter Three

CURTAIN UP

‘Which jam for the scone stacks today, Annie?’ Faye called over her shoulder as she rattled around the pantry on their very precarious ladder, moving aside stacks of Halloween decorations to get to the tiered cake stands. ‘These bloody awful pumpkin buckets should not be in here. In fact, we should probably burn them. I think they might be cursed.’

Annie gasped, mildly offended. She took great pleasure in hunting through flea markets and car-boot sales to add to the array of Halloween décor for the bakery. ‘They are not awful and they are certainly not cursed. Trust me, I’d know.’ She muttered the last part under her breath. ‘I think you’ll find that they are vintage, kitsch and adorable.’

Faye remained unconvinced, brandishing one of the buckets with a scowl. ‘This creep is winking at me. Kind of sleazy.’

Annie huffed as she took the pumpkin buckets from Faye and placed them on the table. ‘Well, there’s no point putting them in the basement now, is there? We’re approaching Code Orange. Time to turn this place into a Halloween dream.’ She gasped again, slightly higher-pitched this time, her brain working at a million miles an hour as always. ‘That reminds me. We need to decide our costumes as a matter of urgency.’ Annie tapped her whisk against the side of the mixing bowl then used it as a pointer at Faye, raining Chantilly cream across the kitchen. ‘We’ll be staying open late for No Tricks, Just Treats, so excellent outfits are a must.’

‘I have never known anyone in their right mind to take Halloween costumes as seriously as you,’ Faye said, looking at the boss with complete bewilderment.

‘Fancy dress is not a laughing matter. If you’re not going to do it properly then you shouldn’t do it at all,’ Annie said, deathly serious.

‘Can’t we just do something easy?’ Faye said with a groan. ‘How about Dracula? I can chuck on a bin bag and gel my hair back. It could be a very hot look for me. Or three witches? Double, double, toil and trouble. Thunder, lightning, rain and all that.’

Annie couldn’t help but twitch. The three famous words happened to be her coven’s calling card. And she could not, in good faith, wear a witch costume. She was far too cautious and overthinking to ever risk committing magical exposure; such silliness would certainly be flying far too close to the sun. ‘Don’t you think witches are a little overdone?’ she said, laughing. ‘Our usual cafe theme makes so much more sense.’

‘Well, I’m not going as streaky bacon again. That wasn’t a good choice. I looked like a flesh wound.’ Faye’s cropped, bright crimson hair was supposed to have been the ketchup.

‘No breakfast platter trio this year?’ Annie lamented. ‘But I made such a cute pancake with my little butter hat.’

Faye rolled her eyes, but then conceded somewhat reluctantly, as she nearly always did. ‘Pari did really enjoy being a fried egg and I don’t want to break your fragile heart either. Fine,’ she grumbled. ‘We can do breakfast again. Don’t leave me stuck with something ugly though. I’m not being baked beans and definitely not a mushroom. You’ll have a field day with the “fun-guy” jokes and it’ll make me want to commit a crime.’ She scowled again, turning back to the cake stands, forever lovingly exasperated by Annie and Pari’s relentless joy. ‘Maybe a blueberry?’

Annie clapped her hands, jumping up and down on the spot and showering the worktop in yet more Chantilly cream. ‘Yes! You’ll look sensational in indigo. We’ll go for exotic, international waters this time with American breakfast instead. I have a little beret you can borrow that would be perfect for a blueberry.’

‘And other normal sentences that are only said in this bakery,’ Pari said as she stumbled into the back room, her vision blocked by a swaying stack of cupcake trays to put away, having filled up the counter with fresh goodies. ‘Why are we talking about blueberry berets?’

‘Isn’t that a song?’ Annie asked, pausing mid-whisk.

‘Unbelievable,’ Faye muttered under her breath.

‘You mean raspberry,’ Pari said. After years of working together so closely, their unlikely trio of strange brains understood the workings of each other in mysteriously interconnected ways.

‘Inspired! In that case, we’ll have raspberry jam today,’ Annie said decidedly to Faye, puffing as she returned to ferociously beating the bowl of cream. In the morning’s chaotic coffee rush, she’d forgotten to revive the crucial self-whipping Dulce Lac Turben charm on her whisk before Faye arrived and was now paying the price with aching arms. ‘I do not have the upper-body strength for this job,’ she whined with a foot stomp.

‘You are pathetic. What would you do in a zombie apocalypse?’ Faye replied.

‘Die and be glad of it,’ Annie said.

‘Probably for the best. You wouldn’t enjoy zombies and their flagrant disregard for personal hygiene and seasonal colour palettes,’ Pari said, turning her attention to untangling some black cat bunting in the overflowing Halloween box.

Faye continued rummaging through the homemade jams that were her personal speciality, hunting out the checkered-lid jars. For a slightly grumpy, extremely svelte music-head, she was an unexpectedly keen jam maker. Undoubtedly the more serious member of the Celeste trio, Faye generally brought the other two back down to earth when they got carried away with excitable ideas that were either impossible to pull off (without being aware of the existence of magic, anyway) or insanely expensive to execute. The crops of blackberries, elderberries and gooseberries on her and Pari’s patio, along with scientific theories for their cultivation, were among the only topics of conversation that ever brought out Faye’s giddy side. Making jams to perfectly curated mixtapes was her ultimate stress reliever.

‘We were just discussing Halloween,’ Faye said to Pari, stacking up the jars in her arms. ‘Annie is keen for us to reprise the iconic breakfast costumes. But, I hasten to add, we are going meat-free this year.’

‘Ooh, please can I be the egg again?’ Pari asked with elated clasped hands.

‘What did I tell you?’ Faye said. ‘Making dreams come true one day at a time here at Celeste.’

Faye and Pari had come knocking at Celeste two weeks after opening, spotting the pink striped awning with a queue around the corner each morning and the blonde girl somehow juggling everything alone. They’d strolled in, hand in hand, having been made redundant from a local Italian deli that had recently closed down. They were both amateur but decent bakers and had their upcoming wedding to pay for. Annie had practically bitten their arms off for the help, asking right there and then if they wouldn’t mind checking on the triple chocolate chip muffins that she suspected may be burning while she wrestled with the coffee machine. As though they had always been on her side, Faye had stepped straight in to create the perfect ultra-frothy cappuccino and Pari had skipped into the kitchen to rescue the muffins. Annie’s intuition told her that they were something special, the ingredients to add a final sprinkle of sugar to her place.

It had been one of the best decisions she’d ever made. Faye managed the caffeine and logistics and was only thriving more and more with ambition as demand grew. Meanwhile, Pari’s endlessly warm personality and chatterbox nature made her a firm customer favourite. A whirlwind of a human, maximum energy compacted into her tiny height, Pari would often be at the counter while Annie busied herself with final flourishes to bakes in the background. Faye and Pari, of course, knew nothing of the sorcery involved in Celeste’s secrets, but Pari had shown a few signs over the years that she had become rather tuned into the presence of magic. Her nose would twitch, as though she could smell something more intriguing than just fresh bread and caramelized fruit in the air. Sometimes, her big brown eyes would hone in on a rogue spark of magic if it was left lying around for too long, as though she were watching a butterfly take first, fascinating flight. Annie had learned to be particularly careful with her powers when she and Pari were working in close quarters.

‘How are the cinnamon bun supplies looking?’ Annie asked Pari.

‘A bit sad. There’s a couple left, but the mums and babies group at the church will be letting out any moment, so we can wave goodbye to any and all pastries then. I swear some would choose the croissants over their own babies.’

‘Who wouldn’t,’ Faye grumbled.

Annie flicked a splat of cream at her for that. ‘But we did extra! I thought they’d last until at least lunch time.’ She sighed and thumbed her forehead, recalibrating at speed as her to-do list multiplied. ‘Let me finish up on these scones and then I’ll see if I have enough time to throw in some more dough for proving.’ She mopped her brow on her sleeve after all the whipping, then reached for the punnets of strawberries to begin slicing. Once the girls were out of the kitchen, she could knit some spellwork to lighten the load.

‘Reminder that you have to take your lunch break today, Annie,’ Pari added, before she headed back out into the cafe, gathering up the bundles of fairy lights to string across the ceiling as imitation cobwebs. ‘And coffee does not count as a food group. I’ll make you a toastie.’

‘Seconded. You were in early again, so make sure you leave early, too,’ Faye added, patting Annie on the back as she followed Pari out, chucking a tea towel over her shoulder in an enviably cool way. ‘I know that technically you’re the boss and, hey, I don’t make the rules, but I’m in charge on this one, okay?’

‘I’m fine,’ Annie smiled weakly. ‘All under control.’

It soon would be, at least – once she’d completed the fiddly bits and bobs for the scones and finished folding in the Memoria Laetificus blend of nostalgia dust into the icing sugar. Each of the scones, layered up with comfort cream and Faye’s heartfelt, homemade jams, were perfectly finished with a final dusting of treasured memories to talk about while they were eaten. Each bite sparked a darling memory – favourite toys, treasured grandparents, happiest reunions – that kept conversation flowing, warm and precious.

‘All under your control,’ Faye said with her usual scepticism. She was constantly reminding, sometimes ordering, Annie to share the workload. ‘Let us help you. It’s literally what we’re here for.’

It wasn’t that she didn’t want to. She was desperate to and she knew that their talents would thrive with fuller roles at Celeste. But, through her whole life, Annie had felt unable to share anything that felt tricky. Or burdensome. As though she wasn’t allowed to take her foot off the pedal. Only she could solve her problems in just the right way and asking for help or delegating meant admitting defeat. She was not the girl who admitted defeat and she certainly never let go. She had never let go of anything. She was the one who continued to impress, to hold on and handle it all.

She returned her concentration to spooning cream into individual ceramic bowls.

‘Having said that,’ Faye called back into the kitchen, ‘don’t leave me to do any of the actual cooking. As long as you prefer our customers being of an alive disposition, anyway.’
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After a mild threat involving a spatula and an undisclosed location where the sun don’t shine from Faye, Annie reluctantly left her and Pari to close up the shop – but not before putting together a box of apple pie for them to take home as a thank you, braided with a caramel crust and tiny, bronze-tinted autumn leaves pressed into the pastry.

Friday nights were always reserved in her diary with doodles in pink pen and organizational stickers, but the occasion also brought a strange, slightly shadowed dread to the pit of Annie’s stomach. It was certainly not the time for relaxing or letting her guard down. But that wasn’t necessarily a reflection on the girls.

It was her own fault – just the way she was in social situations. Tightly wound and second-guessing her responses, reflecting on all the ways that she’d embarrassed herself as soon as she got home.

Leaving Celeste under the musical tinkle of her brass doorbell, Annie hurried across the street, puddles beneath her feet reflecting orange orbs from the early evening street lights. Magical transference would have been the easier option at any other time of day, but schools were still emptying and the busy row of shops was bustling. With so many children around, highly attuned to all kinds of witchery, it wasn’t wise to whip out magic on a whim. Instead, she attempted to hail a black cab. It was a process that took some time; three cabs were taken by others who arrived after her and she gladly waved them away, insisting they take them. A surprisingly chilly wind bit sharply at her nose while she waited. Autumn had shifted across London, the last of summer hurried along with the leaves. She was relieved when she could eventually close a cab door behind her, blowing warmth into her hands against the numbness that the cold had gloved them in.

‘Tempest Theatre, please,’ Annie called to the driver. He turned back to give her a look as though she had entirely lost the plot.

‘What d’you want that dump for? It’s falling to bloody bits, you know,’ he asked in a strong Cockney accent. ‘Got an ’ard ’at and a bulldozer in that ’andbag of yours?’

‘Of course, girl power!’ Annie chimed, with added peace sign. ‘And a safety vest, so don’t you worry about me, sir. Luckily, neon yellow is one to watch this season.’

The drive across London gave Annie a rare chance to pause, unable to distract herself with much other than clicking buttons on her pager once or twice. The sight of the city wearing its coat had a calming effect on her mind. Shades of brown and burnt orange streaked past like a smeared paintbox behind the rain droplets on the cab window, splashes of mustard and buttercup yellow to fill in the tops of the burnished trees with thick, rich colour. The whole city smelt like cinnamon and fireworks, bonfire and black pepper, witchery and wonder. Perhaps the rain was unwelcome for most, but for Annie it brought a translucent cloak to the city, blurred it all a little and softened the sharp edges of every day. Autumn was a feeling she longed for all year. She drew a tiny heart in the condensation in the corner of the window and watched a single, determined raindrop slide through it.

A flush of chestnut brown and tangerine-coloured trees appeared across the horizon, the shapes bold against the sunset as they entered through the gate of Richmond Park, the pathways stippled by muddy wellies and even muddier dogs. The taxi veered towards a left-hand path, partially obscured by thick, overgrown knots of bracken and woodland. The uneven ground rattled the endless number of lip products at the bottom of Annie’s bag.

‘Shame they let this place go to rubble and dust,’ the cab driver said as they pulled up, peering his head out of the window for a better look. ‘My grandad had some old photos of his grandfather arriving outside, would you believe? Proud as punch to have a ticket. It meant you’d made something of yourself, if you could say you’d been to the Tempest Theatre. Don’t make ’em like that any more, do we?’ He tutted and wound his window back up.

‘Oh, isn’t it just dreadful. I’d give anything to see it in all of its glory,’ Annie said as she counted out a tip from her purse.

‘Noise complaints all the time, o’course, but the police never find anything. Bloody kids. Or squatters, I imagine. You be careful in there, miss,’ he said and gave a friendly beep on his horn as he drove away.

Hidden within the dense, tangled outskirts of the park, the Tempest Theatre reclined in the shadows of the sycamores, overlooking a grand, algae-laced pond that often went unnoticed on the park maps. Once a grand and favoured music hall, a polished jewel in London’s history, the place had been beloved by anyone lucky enough to experience its centuries of performance and pleasure. But, as times changed and the concert experience fell from favour, the building had eventually been abandoned, left to tumble quietly into disrepair. Now, the ivy cascaded down its facade like one final leafy curtain drop; its pretty face bore scars of relentless British weather. The billboard across the front had once proudly listed talented acts and top shows in block letters that lit up the park each evening in Hollywood lighting. Now, in faded letters, it simply read ‘NOTHING TO SEE’.

Annie knew that this wasn’t strictly true, however.

She checked over her shoulder, but the handful of people nearby were all far too distracted by the miserable weather. Hoods were pulled in front of faces, soggy dogs with ears scooted back tugging them home. A flock of geese came in to land, splashing across the lake in a flurry of feathers, and, just beyond, a pair of deer butted their antlers together in a clash, putting on their own show before the theatre. The perfect distraction.

Cringing at the strained squeak of metal construction sheets and old hinges, Annie carefully pushed open the door.

Inside, dust and debris scattered the old foyer like a sprinkling of flour. The windows were boarded up and blocked any daylight from making its way in, as though the theatre herself were shy and couldn’t possibly permit anyone to see her in such a state. Teetering in her heels with every careful step across splintered wood and chipped tiles, Annie made her way further in. Past the abandoned ticket booth, the gilded detail flaked away like worn make-up. Past the old cigarette machine, past the long-empty ice-cream stand and the peeling posters, all advertising upcoming concerts that were a hundred years ago. The click of her shoes pierced the quiet and, somewhere far above in the high rafters, a bird flapped its wings in a gust.

She held on tightly to the brass stair rail, its shine long dulled, and carefully made her way down into the main auditorium. Annie couldn’t help but smile to herself every time she descended the crescent staircase. She found magic in it, a moment that made her want to gather her skirt like some kind of dramatic princess. In books and films, she’d be dressed in a ballgown that looked like an ornate cream cake, gliding her way towards a handsome prince with a hand outstretched. She had to stop a self-conscious, snorted giggle every time and settled for singing a nostalgic fairy-tale tune to herself as she headed down.

The concert hall was an eerie, cavernous space that seemed to breathe in and out all by itself, a curled-up dragon guarding hidden treasure, the place alive with the power of memories. It made Annie feel impossibly small, like a tiny spinning dancer set inside a music box. The silence made her want to shout into it, as loud as she could, almost to reassure herself that she was really there. She never did, of course. Rows and rows of crimson seating lined the stalls, each one balding and threadbare, coated in a layer of dust so thick Annie could have written her name in it. And above, remnants of a starry night sky painted in every shade of royal blue, navy and sapphire. Water damage sprawled and stained its way across the ceiling and an enormous, cobweb-coated mirrorball loomed at the centre.

Right on cue, there were the goosebumps. They chased one another across her skin, her heartbeat quickening as each of her senses began to ignite at what was to come. The taste of a coppery sweetness spread between her teeth from the stale, shadowy air. The earthy, musty scent mixed with burnt embers – probably from damage by vandals – but a sweetness of toffee apple also still lingered from the past. The Tempest Theatre always gave her the shivers.

Although, of course, that could just be the witches.

She reached the main concert stage. The piano sat plump and sprawling at the centre, the stage bowing under its vast weight. She lay her right hand across the keys, pink nails stark against the yellowing ivory, and tinkled them in the correct order. It was a melancholy sequence that she’d been taught years ago by her mother and father and would never forget, the combination always sounding so powerful. Magical.

With the final note, a sprinkling of magic sprayed from Annie’s fingertips as though her powers were called forth from her body to the piano. The pink stars tumbled into the spaces between the keys, slipping through the cracks. For one exquisite moment following the music, it felt as though time stopped still, slowing even the dust that danced across her vision on the stagnant air, moths pirouetting in tiny movements.

Then, like clockwork, the painted stars in the ceiling fresco caught a glint of light that hadn’t been there before. Each one twinkled in the blue darkness, one after the other, and carried the musical notes that Annie had just played through the room. Starry shapes cascaded across the seats below as the mirrorball began to spin. It sent new light across the theatre, illuminating every part of the music hall from the galleries to the foggy panes of glass in each door. The contrast from dark to light was almost blinding as it built. Squinting, a hand up against the glare, Annie saw the golds become gold again, extra dazzling. The crimson velvet returned to rich red. The stage was restored, piano polished to its former glory.

Then the seats across the stalls began to rearrange themselves, the neat rows spinning into separate, seated groups. Elegant tables shot up from the floor and were topped with emerald green glass lamps, ornate crystal drinkware, tiny bowls of plump olives, sparkling sugared nuts.

And in the final flashes of mirrorball light, the seats began to fill. Ghostly figures, each one changing from translucent, iridescent outlines that caught in the light, to fully formed people . . . Witches, warlocks and wicchefolk revealed.

Annie smiled, relieved as she was each time the magic of the theatre generously accepted her back into its arms. There it was, just as she left it. The Sorciety.
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Chapter Four

GIRL TALK

The Sorciety was absolutely never to be confused with anything as common as a coven.

Selcouth, the coven of the United Kingdom to which Annie had been welcomed, was accepting and open to any and all witches, warlocks or wicchefolk. It was true that Selcouth had its own contentious methods of acceptance that it went to great pains to uphold for the purposes of tradition, namely a fifteen-year-long process of endarkenment that came to an end either successfully or unsuccessfully on a witch’s thirtieth birthday. But the Sorciety was altogether a more underground, secretive affair. In fact, the average witch (riff-raff, as Sorciety members kindly referred to them) would look back with a blank expression if she were to ever be asked about its existence. Only a select few would know the signal; to simply call it ‘fairy stories’ and hum the opening notes of the Tempest Theatre under their breath.

Strictly reserved for those deemed worthy, wicchefolk within the Sorciety’s closed club circle had long ago declared themselves the ‘spellborn’. It was a title that, as far as Annie could tell, seemed to be dictated mostly by inherited magical influence, which, more often than not, came alongside inherited magical wealth. Prospective members were nominated and vetted only by existing members, before facing the long and magically taxing process of initiation – elaborate ceremonies, demanding interviews and considerable donations.

With its supernatural accumulation of magic and money, the club had centuries ago become a source of influence over the innermost fabric of the magic system. The fully fledged spellborn held knowledge and insight that was not to be shared openly among a standard coven and its undignified general-entry policy. Decisions were made at each full moon symposium that would eventually filter down to the lives of average wicchefolk. Wealth begets wealth, even within magical realms, and among the Sorciety’s most prized secrets was the ability to invest their powers and create private, snowballing funds of magic to be distributed among their select few – and never shared elsewhere. From an accumulation of power only comes a need for more, so the snake had continued to consume its own tail for centuries.

‘Annie, darling! How did it go with Cedric?’

Romily peered over her coupe glass as Annie finished making her way through the busy auditorium. Romily Whitlock was not a witch to waste time on small talk or pleasantries when there was fresh gossip to be harvested.

‘Who?’ Annie called, taking the spare seat in their ring of plush chairs. The five girls exchanged neat air kisses, one on each cheek, without actually touching. Never one to turn up empty-handed, Annie placed a box of immaculately iced biscuits, all decorated like autumn flowers, on the table and encouraged them to dive in.

‘Last night? Constance’s friend’s cousin’s associate? I know he’s a non-wicche,’ Romily continued, wrinkling her nose up at the last part. ‘But, despite that blot against his record, she was confident that you two would make a gorgeous pair. He’s in hedge funds – loaded apparently.’

‘Annie, I knew things were dire for you, but do not tell me you dated a hedge witch,’ Vivienne scoffed to Harmony, who shrieked a laugh at the idea. ‘Frightful practice. Can you imagine choosing plants and actual dirt as the means to express your magic? Constant soil underneath your nails? So unchic.’

‘No, it’s magical investment and trading strategies, but, like, for non-wicche,’ Romily explained, giving them a deeply judgemental side-eye as she swirled the dregs of her drink.

‘Of course, Cedric.’ Annie felt a guilty, jarring flashback from last night. She’d forgotten her time at the restaurant with him, what with everything else that was constantly fighting for her headspace. ‘Right, right . . . He was lovely.’

Harmony prompted her, eyebrows high. ‘But?’

Annie sighed. ‘But . . .’

‘There it is,’ Romily huffed, chastising but at least entertained as she accepted one of the fresh cocktails promptly delivered by a waiter. Annie leapt to her feet to hand them out from the silver tray, making sure they each received their signature choice.

Annie had spent her childhood years with Romily as her very best, most precious friend, the pair of them growing up inside each other’s velvet-lined pockets. They had made muddy pondwater potions at the bottom of their gardens together. Dressed up dolls in tiny witch hats, begged their fathers to enchant brooms on Sunday afternoons for them to fly about the attic. They had worn matching pyjamas and identical dressing gowns, waited on the landing and gawped together in secret at their beautiful parents gliding through life with matching cigarette holders and amber glassware. Their years of shared girlhood had been powerful enough to entwine them for a very long time. Annie still held the memories fondly, precious and delicate.

But something had altered in Romily’s deepest chemistry when her teenage years reared their head and, with them, the arrival of real magic – and secondary school – to complicate things further. The hallways of Aconite Academy led her towards Vivienne Cinder and Harmony Morningstar, who had been altogether rather indifferent about Annie, but fawned over Romily’s calm confidence, golden aura and familial reputation of wealth and importance. Her mother’s supreme position at the Sorciety spoke for itself and earned untouchable status for her daughter. It had given Romily a new kind of poise and unwavering assurance, her youth and fragility vanishing in a moment. Next to Romily, Annie was simply someone ready to be moulded, happy to provide useful hair-related spell secrets that they could call upon. Even then, she was already eager to please. In return, the girls had tucked away their talons and swept her up under their silken wings. Through equal parts bitterness and reverence, their classmates had coined them the ‘Fortune Four’ and Romily in particular had revelled in the idea. The tag had stuck ever since.

They were her closest friends in the wicche realm and, after Annie’s home life fell apart so unexpectedly a few years later, she remained endlessly grateful that they had not turned their backs on her.

Fortune Four nights had recently expanded to include a fresh member of the Sorciety: Ruby Wrathshade, whose family had moved from America and had been accepted thanks to their newly accumulated wealth in the modernized broomstick trade. They had deftly spotted a broom-shaped sales space in the freshly emerging so-called ‘internet’. Ruby eyed her slushy, bright-blue, floral creation suspiciously, then promptly stuck her fingers in to fish out the floating thistle garnish and flick it from her fingertips. ‘Do you guys have any coffee?’ Ruby asked the waiter, but he simply twitched his skinny moustache and left with a haughty spin. Harmony, lifting a bubbling champagne flute, seemed repulsed by Ruby’s every move and was doing a terrible job at hiding it. Her own drink was a loud neon yellow and fizzed with an over-enthusiastic ferocity as though it had got a little carried away with itself.

‘I’m sorry. I know . . . I can’t help it,’ Annie said, batting her hand apologetically.

‘Annie, we line up bachelor after bachelor for you, each more handsome than the last, and they’re never good enough,’ Romily continued.

‘It’s never that they’re not good enough,’ Annie replied, quick to justify her actions. ‘They’re all perfectly nice chaps, in their own ways. And I’m so grateful that you take such an interest in trying to set me up with someone special. I know you’re all trying to help. It’s just that . . .’

‘It’s just that they’re not bloody perfect,’ Vivienne groaned, never one to enjoy the softer, romantic angle of anything. Gossip was considerably less interesting to Vivienne Cinder when any genuine feelings were involved. ‘I’d get a move on if I were you, Annie.’ She sighed dramatically. ‘No offence, it’s not like you’ve reached hag status just yet. But there’s always a younger witch just waiting to step out of the shadows and take your place – and your warlock. It was us once, right? Harmony’s favourite hobby, in fact.’

‘They’re fun to play with,’ Harmony giggled.

‘You’re dating, huh?’ Ruby asked Annie as she began to rummage through the box of biscuits. Harmony continued to look entirely horrified by Ruby’s existence, particularly as she took two biscuits before deciding to add a third for luck. ‘What?’ Ruby paused to ask Harmony indignantly. ‘You said we were going for dinner. Cocktails do not equate to dinner, you know.’ She turned back to Annie. ‘The way these ladies talk, I was beginning to think that anyone single and over the age of twenty-five around here was resigned to the Old Crone shelf.’

‘I shouldn’t think you could call Annie’s escapades dating,’ Vivienne snorted.

‘She tries her best,’ Romily said with a pitying headshake.

‘The folks around here aren’t particularly appealing to me either.
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