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  The Starling Family Tree


  This book is for Benedict Whitehouse,

  who shared the author’s early adventures

  as a pirate, bandit, deity and witch.


  PROLOGUE


  The walls of the Burning Court were high and white-tiled, its ceiling one giant chimney. If the young witch at the stake had been able to look up the funnel, she might have glimpsed a distant pane of sky.


  Instead, she stared ahead. There was a glass panel in front of her, and the shadowy shapes of the inquisitors behind. One of them would have his hand on the switch, ready to light the fuse.


  She couldn’t speak or move. Her body had been frozen rigid by the drug they’d given her so that she would be numb and immobile throughout her execution. Her reflection in the glass was calm. Everything was quiet and orderly, exactly as it should be.


  In which case … should she be aware of the coarse material of her prison shift, or sense the chill coming off the shining tiles? Propped up in the centre of the pyre, she was newly conscious of the weight of its wood.


  The witch’s heart began to stammer. This wasn’t right. Something must have gone wrong. The drug wasn’t working properly. She had to let them know before it started. She had to tell them, she had to explain –


  But her tongue didn’t move. Her eyes were locked open, her mouth was locked shut. The fear was suffocating, but she couldn’t gasp for breath. Her face in the glass gazed peacefully back, while every nerve, every muscle, every pulse of her heart and brain screamed STOP.


  The wood sparked.


  No, wait, please wait –


  A thin yellow flame wriggled into life, then danced upwards. Smoke rose with it. Heat blossomed, intensified.


  Behind the blurred glass, the unseen audience was waiting.


  Somebodyhelpmeohgodpleasestopstopstop


  Tendrils and coils of fire. Her eyes stung from its smoke. Her pale hair was already rippling into flames. At any second they would be eating into her flesh. She was screaming and screaming now, soundlessly –


  CHAPTER 1


  In bed, Glory was screaming too, her body thrashing into wakefulness in the moonlit room.


  A tall shape blundered through the door. Light flooded in after him.


  ‘It’s over,’ her father said, coming to the bed, wrapping her in his arms. ‘Hush now. You’re safe; it was just a dream.’ He pushed a sweaty strand of hair off her face as she shuddered and gasped.


  ‘Was it the Burning Court again?’


  Glory nodded. She was eight years old and had been having the same nightmare for as long as she could remember. ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered. Thumps and grumbles could be heard through the walls as the building’s other residents resettled themselves.


  ‘There’s nothing to be sorry for, baby-girl. Nothing to be frightened of either. I’ll chase the bad dream away.’


  But in the end it always came back. As Glory got older, she learned to control her waking outbursts and no longer disturbed the house with her cries. The terror didn’t diminish though. The dream was so vivid; immediately afterwards, she could swear the scent of smoke clung to her hair.


  Her father believed she’d grown out of it. In the early years, he tried to get her to describe it properly, and talk about what might bring it on. But even as a little girl, she was embarrassed by her weakness, refusing to revisit the panic of the night. And the Burning Court dream was bound up with two secrets that her father mustn’t know.


  The first was the image in the glass panel. In the dream, Glory was the witch at the stake, yet the face she saw reflected was her mother’s. She recognised her from photographs, not memory, for Glory’s mother, Edie, had disappeared when she was three.


  Edie Starling’s farewell to her husband and child had been a single line on a postcard, dropped on the doormat the morning she walked out of their lives – and perhaps her own – for ever. I love you, but it’s better if I go. Forgive me. That was the last they or anyone else heard of her. ‘She’ll have run off with some fancy-man,’ the neighbours speculated. ‘Done herself an injury,’ said others. ‘Too flaky for family life,’ declared the rest. Any of this could be true, but whatever else Glory’s mother was, she was also a witch. The illegal kind: unregistered, unlicensed and hunted by the Inquisition.


  For this was Glory’s second secret fear: that the dream of her mother’s burning felt so real because her mother had been caught by the Inquisition, because it was true.


  Yet despite this, once the nightmare was over, after she’d been soothed and petted and her tears had dried, she’d wait until the house was quiet again. Then she would climb out of bed and go to her attic window. She would look over London’s jumbled rooftops, the ghostly glow of the street lights, the darkness above. And Gloriana Starling Wilde would lift her chin, take a deep, defiant breath, and say the same prayer she had said ever since she could remember.


  Please, God … when I’m grown-up, make me a witch.


  CHAPTER 2


  The first time Lucas saw a witch burn, he was ten years old. Britain hadn’t held a public burning for over three years, and the case dominated headlines for weeks on end. ‘Disgusting rabble-rousing muck,’ his father had muttered, sweeping yet another lurid newspaper supplement off the breakfast table.


  As Chief Prosecutor for the Inquisitorial Court, Ashton Stearne had been instrumental in bringing the guilty witch to justice. Lucas had looked forward to saying at school, ‘You won’t see it in the news, but my dad says …’ However, his father remained tight-lipped about the details. The case had taken its toll on everyone involved. Death by balefire was reserved for the worst witchcrimes (first-degree murder, treason, terrorism), and this was a particularly horrific one. Bernard Tynan had used witchwork to lure a young schoolgirl into his house, where he’d murdered her.


  Ashton Stearne was one of the officials who would oversee the burning at a secret Inquisition prison. It would be filmed so the public could watch it live on open-air screens. Even though his father hadn’t forbidden Lucas from watching it, Lucas knew he wasn’t supposed to. This wasn’t because Ashton thought his son was too young or too delicate, but because he disapproved of public executions on principle. They pandered to the worst of the mob, he said.


  It was true people queued for hours to get a viewing space. Balefires weren’t televised and were only shown in the cities, on a limited number of screens. Their audiences were heavily policed. Of course, almost as soon as filming started, somebody would manage to upload an illegal video of it on to the web. But watching some fuzzy pirated version would be cheating, Lucas felt. If he was going to witness a balefire, he wanted it to be as part of the official event, with all the sense of occasion attached.


  And when his friend Michael invited him to watch it in Trafalgar Square, in a prime spot on the roof of his father’s office, the opportunity was too good to resist.


  A car picked the two boys up from school on Friday afternoon. Both were excited and nervous, and trying to hide it.


  Michael hadn’t invited anyone else from their class. He and Lucas weren’t especially close but when a secretary led them up to the insurance firm’s rooftop terrace Mr Allen welcomed him like an old family friend.


  ‘Aha! Master Lucas!’ he boomed. ‘Here you are!’ He turned round to his assembled colleagues and guests. ‘It’s his father we have to thank for today’s burning, y’know. This is Ashton Stearne’s boy.’


  The other men looked admiring. ‘Your old man deserves a knighthood for this,’ one said. ‘You must be very proud,’ said another.


  Mr Allen clapped Lucas heartily on the back. ‘He’ll soon be following in the family footsteps, I’ll be bound. Eh?’


  Lucas nodded. He was going to be an inquisitor one day, just like his father and his grandfather before him, and every man in his family before that – all the way back to the seventeenth century and John Stearne the First, Cromwell’s own Witchfinder General.


  It was flattering how attentive they all were, these grown men with their expensive suits and important, well-fed faces. They asked Lucas questions about the case and his father’s job, and although he didn’t have anything new to tell them, they still seemed interested in what he had to say.


  ‘Well, I’m sure you’ll make a grand witch-burner,’ said one of the few women present.


  ‘Bloody hags,’ said somebody. ‘Burning’s too good for them.’


  ‘Here, here,’ said somebody else, raising a glass.


  This made Lucas uncomfortable. ‘Hag’ was a word you weren’t supposed to use – like ‘harpy’ or ‘hex’. His father got very cross if he ever heard him saying it. Lucas thought how strained and irritable his father had been the last couple of days, almost as if he wasn’t looking forward to the balefire.


  He left the grown-ups to it and found Michael with his twin sister, Bea, looking over the edge of the balustrade. In the late July afternoon a dull film of heat lay over the city. Lucas felt all the privilege of being up here, away from the dusty crowds and the traffic fumes. In front of them, Nelson’s Column reared upwards, dizzyingly high. Nelson had used witches to fight the French; they’d learned about it in Witchkind Studies at school, and one of the square’s plinths had a statue commemorating witches in war. The abstract sculpture had only been unveiled last year, but now Lucas saw someone had daubed it with red paint, a bloody spatter across the bronze.


  Every inch of steps and paving was covered with people. They were perched on the great lions beneath Nelson’s monument and packed tightly along the edges of the switched-off fountains. The National Gallery, with its ranks of columns and creamy grey dome, made a stately backdrop for the screen in front of its portico. At the northwest corner of the square, close to the vandalised memorial, a little group of Witchkind Rights protesters had assembled. They were within a police cordon and carrying banners and placards: One Law for All, Burning for None, and Ban the Balefires. Nobody paid them much attention.


  For a while, Lucas, Michael and Bea amused themselves by dropping bits of canapé on to the heads of the crowd. Bea tired of this before the boys did. She was a thin, serious-looking girl, and her eyes kept flicking restlessly towards the screen. ‘I’ve got butterflies,’ she said.


  Lucas kicked at the wall. ‘I wish they’d get it over with. The wait, I mean.’


  At quarter to five, the countdown began. A digital clock appeared on screen to mark the fifteen minutes till burn-time. Several groups broke into the National Anthem and began waving Union Jack flags. Mr Allen’s guests moved to the edge of the terrace, drinks in hand, their faces bright with anticipation. One of the secretaries was clutching a newspaper poster with a picture of the dead schoolgirl.


  The singing and talk faded as the seconds blinked away. When the clock reached the final minute, the crowd sent a collective bellow echoing round the square. ‘Ten – Nine – Eight –’ The party on the terrace joined in too, cheering and whistling. But when the countdown stopped, and the screen flashed up with the particulars of the condemned man and the sentence passed, the silence was absolute. Then the name of his victim appeared.


  ‘Poor wee angel,’ sighed the secretary with the poster. She wasn’t the only person with tears in her eyes. Several people crossed themselves.


  It was a solemn moment. But just as the waiting began to be oppressive, the screen returned to black. There was a fizz of static, and the interior of the Burning Court appeared.


  The condemned witch was already in place, strapped upright on to the board that rose from the centre of the pyre. By now, Bernard Tynan’s features were intimately familiar: the thinning hair, the fleshy nose, the soft pouches under his eyes. The Face of Evil, the tabloid headlines had screamed, but he looked wholly unremarkable really. That was what was so frightening.


  Little could be seen of his surroundings. The Burning Court was just a plain white space. Behind a glass panel in the wall facing the balefire, Ashton Stearne would be sitting with his fellow High Inquisitors, the Home Secretary, a medic and a priest. But the camera didn’t show any of this. Its lens was fixed on the witch.


  Bernard Tynan stared back impassively, frozen stiff by the anaesthetic they’d given him. Britain was a civilised country after all. In plenty of other nations witches were burned alive in just the same way they’d been for the last thousand years or more.


  Fat bundles of wood were neatly stacked around the man’s feet and up to his calves. An electric fuse led from under the pyre back to the room where three prison guards were preparing to press three separate ignition buttons. Only one switch would light the fire, but nobody would know which of the three was responsible.


  Michael pointed and giggled. There was a damp patch on the crotch of the witch’s white shift; as they’d slid the needle in for his injection, or perhaps before, when they came for him in his cell, he must have wet himself. Lucas smirked dutifully. But he felt anxious somehow, breathless, and his palms were sweaty; he was worried people might know. The next moment, the unseen switch was flicked, and a spark leapt out from the wood.


  The witch waited, inanimate as the poppet he’d made to bind the dead girl to his will. His eyes were wide and unblinking as the fire licked upwards. The burning wood made a muttering, scratching sound. Flames began to writhe through the man’s flesh.


  Beside him, Lucas could hear Bea crying softly. He didn’t turn to her, he didn’t look away. He stared at the screen as stiffly as Bernard Tynan stared out. The witch’s anaesthetised death would be more merciful than that of his victim, he told himself. Yet though the man might feel no pain, his living mind knew his body was cracking and blistering; he would be able to smell the stench of charred meat and oily black smoke. He would hear the fatty hiss and spit of fire as his flesh melted from his bones.


  In the old days of burning, it could take two or more hours for a condemned witch to die. In these enlightened times, a prisoner’s clothes were treated with flammable chemicals so that they would be overwhelmed by fire in minutes. Already, billows of smoke obscured the blazing body. At six minutes past five, the show was almost over.


  People began to clear their throats and fidget. For the moment, there was an embarrassed sense of relief; celebration would come later. As the screen went blank for the final time, the bells of the church of St Martin-in-the-Fields began to ring, along with all the other church bells in London.


  Lucas was not the squeamish sort. He put the images of the burning man away, and if he chose to remember them, he did so slowly and carefully, like somebody examining broken glass. Afterwards, he and Michael never directly talked about the balefire. At school, they were as they’d always been: casually friendly, no more. Sometimes, at sports matches or speech days, or while waiting to be picked up from a party, Lucas would see Mr Allen. He always greeted Lucas as if they were long-lost friends. ‘Aha! It’s my young witch-burner!’


  And Lucas would smile obediently. He couldn’t account for why his stomach always clenched at the greeting. Or why the world should seem to slip, just for a second, out of joint.


  CHAPTER 3


  Clearmont’s school colours were green with a gold trim. When they saw Lucas and Tom get off the bus, the girls at the stop across the road hooted and catcalled. ‘Ooh,’ one of them shouted, ‘it’s the Frog Princes!’


  Lucas and Tom ignored them loftily. Now they were in Year Ten, they were supposed to be above responding to this sort of thing. They set off at a brisk pace; the Senior School was having a careers talk from one of the Inquisition’s Recruitment Officers that morning, and their bus had been late.


  ‘Hop along now!’ cried the loudest of the girls, the one with big hooped earrings and bare legs mottled with cold. The others made croaking sounds.


  ‘Chavvy little hags,’ muttered Tom.


  Lucas glanced back and accidentally caught the earring-girl’s eye. She blew him a kiss, to more screeches of laughter. ‘Hideous,’ he agreed, as they went through the school gates.


  It was gone nine and most people were already inside the building. On their way to the hall, however, they passed Ollie Wilks standing outside the senior common room. He was enjoying a leisurely smoke.


  ‘Aren’t you coming to the presentation?’ Tom asked.


  ‘Not eligible, am I? My first cousin’s a witch.’


  Tom and Lucas exchanged looks. Ollie had said it quite naturally, but it was still embarrassing.


  ‘I didn’t know that,’ Lucas said at last.


  ‘Yeah. Sarah used to do fae-healing for the NHS. She’s non-practising now; she got herself bridled once she was married.’


  Fae was the common term for a witch’s abilities, the so-called Seventh Sense. It was reckoned that one in a thousand people would develop it, and since the fae was practically always hereditary, anyone who’d had a witch-relative within the last three generations of their immediate family was barred from working in the Inquisition. ‘Fae runs thicker than blood, quicker than water’, the saying went. And the strict background checks worked: in the last twenty years, only two inquisitors had turned witchkind after joining the service.


  Ollie, however, didn’t seem bothered by his exclusion. ‘You should bunk off and join me,’ he told Lucas. ‘It’s not like you’re going to hear anything you don’t already know.’


  ‘Ah, he just wants to chat up the lovely lady inquisitress,’ said Tom.


  Lucas grinned, and swung ahead to the hall. ‘Try and stop me. You know how those uniforms turn me on.’


  An air of ritualised boredom hung over the assembly hall whose stained glass and odour of wilting flowers gave everyone who entered it the feeling of being at church. A projector screen had been set up in front of the stage curtains, and a woman in the scarlet and grey inquisitorial dress was waiting to one side. The school’s career advisor and Year Heads were seated on the other, together with a slim fair-haired boy. He was the real focus of interest in the room. Gideon Hale had left Clearmont last summer, and was taking a year out before university to join the Inquisition’s Accelerated Development Programme.


  Tom and Lucas slipped into their seats just as the Recruitment Officer got up from hers. Her face was sunny and dimpled, her smile determined, as she began her introduction. The screen next to her displayed the image of an eye, drawn in black, with the iris quartered by a red cross. It was the emblem of the British Inquisition.


  ‘Now then,’ she said, ‘I’m sure you’re all familiar with the work we inquisitors do. However, it’s still important to challenge the mythical image of our organisation being full of mean old men in black robes, getting their kicks out of persecuting innocent witches.’


  The inquisitor gave a cheery laugh. Her audience stared back with blank politeness. Clearmont always had a strong showing at the Inquisition; the school had a proud tradition of preparing its students for public service.


  ‘Over the years,’ the inquisitor continued cosily, ‘the Inquisition has made great progress in developing good relations between ourselves and the witchkind community. We have a duty of care to the witches under our surveillance and we take a lot of pride in finding fulfilling work for them within the State. Public safety is our priority, but the personal welfare of law-abiding, registered witches is an important aspect of our service.’


  ‘Yeah, right,’ whispered Tom. ‘Next she’ll say, “Some of my best friends are witches.”’


  ‘… In fact, I myself am proud to have made several good friends within the witchkind community …’


  The boys’ shoulders shook with silent laughter.


  ‘However, as I’m sure you know, national security is our principal responsibility.’ The inquisitor’s face grew grave. ‘The main challenges faced by the Inquisition are the use of witchwork in organised crime – the gangster societies known as covens – and witch-terrorism practised by extremist groups such as Endor. Thankfully, Endor hasn’t been active in Britain since the late 1990s, but this does not give reason for complacency. Witchcrime prevention, detection and punishment is what the Inquisition was created for.’


  There was a solemn pause. Then the dimples and twinkles returned.


  ‘That doesn’t mean we only recruit people interested in law enforcement, of course! We also offer exciting opportunities in sectors as diverse as technology and research, education and PR. And it’s my job to tell you all about them …’


  The rest of the presentation lasted about forty minutes. By the end, her listeners were shifting restlessly. It was Gideon Hale they had come for, and the Accelerated Development Programme.


  This involved recruiting students into the Inquisition while they were in their final year at school. They would spend a year before university on an intensive training scheme, which they would continue part-time while studying for their degrees. In return, trainees got their tuition fees paid, and would join the inquisitorial officer class once they graduated. The programme had only been running a few years and was somewhat controversial. It had been established partly because witches usually developed the fae in their early twenties, and it was therefore thought useful to have inquisitors within the student body. It was a deterrent too, to the Witchkind Rights campaigners and protesters who targeted university campuses. However, since the student inquisitors were not undercover – in accordance with the agency’s new policy of ‘outreach and transparency’ – there were grumblings that the surveillance benefits were limited.


  Gideon Hale would be putting this to the test once he took up his place to read Law at Oxford next year. As he came forward to talk about his experience of the programme so far – the parts that weren’t classified, that is – the audience visibly revived. Gideon was tall and tanned with dusty fair hair and an easy smile; his speech was focused yet relaxed, calculated to charm.


  Lucas watched Clara and Daisy, two girls in his class, smirk and flick their hair about in an effort to catch Gideon’s eye. They weren’t the only ones. As Head Boy, Gideon had always had girls sigh over him and younger boys hold themselves straighter in his presence. Now he’d left, even the crabbiest teachers spoke of him with pride. Lucas’s own feelings were mixed. In time, he would be following in the older boy’s footsteps, and although the Inquisition was a vast organisation, once inside, it was a surprisingly small world. No doubt they’d run into each other on a fairly regular basis. In light of their previous encounters, however, Lucas wasn’t entirely sure this was a good thing.


  His first encounter with Gideon was in his second year at Clearmont, when he was twelve and Gideon fifteen. Because of a dental appointment Lucas was late for games, and when he went to the locker room to change, he found Gideon there with two other older boys, huddled over a laptop.


  The way they looked up when he entered, both shifty and excited, made him wonder if they were watching porn. The sound coming from the laptop was muffled, but then he thought he heard a scream.


  ‘Come and have a look at this, Stearne.’ Gideon beckoned him forward. He smiled conspiratorially. ‘You’ll find it quite an education.’


  Lucas understood he was being granted a favour.


  He approached the computer screen. It was showing a film of a balefire. The location was somewhere in rural Africa, he thought, from the hot dusty square, and colourful robes of the assembled crowd. The picture was grainy, shot by a shaky hand-held camera, but you could see what was going on right enough. Three women in white shifts were being dragged to the stake.


  ‘Look at them,’ said Gideon with slow, soft relish. ‘Look at the dirty harpies.’


  One of the witches was very young, maybe even in her teens. She was dumb with terror, but the others were crying and pleading. There were no drugs administered here. The wobbly camera swung round to the crowd, who were singing and dancing. Lucas, who had seen no burnings since Bernard Tynan’s, remembered the gathering on the roof terrace above Trafalgar Square. The clink of glass and fizz of tonic, the party chatter.


  The other two boys sniggered furtively. The women were naked under their thin shifts, which clung to their bodies, slick with heat and fear. A man danced forward with a burning brand.


  Lucas leaned over and pulled the top of the laptop down.


  ‘We shouldn’t be watching it,’ he said.


  Lucas had already got used, without quite noticing it, to leading other people’s opinions. But that was among his peers. It was only in the ensuing pause – seeing the two older boys tense up, ready for Gideon’s cue – that the enormity of his presumption hit home.


  ‘A delicate little flower, aren’t you,’ Gideon remarked pleasantly. ‘What would Daddy say?’ From underneath the lid of the laptop, they could hear the crackle of flames, and screaming.


  ‘At a guess, that foreign balefire films are classified,’ Lucas replied, as lightly as he was able. ‘And that distributing and viewing them is illegal.’


  Gideon regarded him coolly. His grey eyes were very pale. Lucas kept his own face neutral.


  ‘Then we’d better listen to Daddy,’ Gideon said at last. He opened up his computer again and pressed a button to send the screen blank. ‘Out in the bush, they do things the old-fashioned way. No red tape.’


  ‘… And what’s so nerve-racking as well as exciting about this scheme,’ Gideon was saying on the stage, ‘is that right from the start, you’re dealing with highly sensitive, classified material. There’s a lot of regulatory stuff to get through, but most of it’s interesting and all of it’s important …’


  Throughout the rest of his time at school, Gideon was always perfectly agreeable to Lucas, though both maintained a certain watchfulness in the other’s presence. And although the second thing about Gideon that stuck in Lucas’s mind was also to do with witches, it was so trivial he didn’t even know why it had left an impression on him.


  It happened last summer, one sun-drowsy evening near the end of term, when Lucas and a couple of friends were on their way back from the park. Along the High Street, they became aware of people stopping to stare, exclaiming and pointing upwards. Two sky-leapers were moving along the roofs, skimming over the gaps between buildings and swooping over chimneys with dizzying ease. They were dressed in the blue uniform that WICA, the witchkind division of the security services, wore when engaged on public witchwork. It seemed to be a training exercise, for their progress was leisurely. Gliding between the shadowed bricks and gilded sky, they were remote as angels.


  Lucas had seen footage of sky-leaping on the news and as part of Witchkind Studies but never in real life. Even among witches, the ability was rare. Flying dreams were, of course, a common childhood nightmare, and though Lucas hadn’t had one for ages, seeing the real-life equivalent gave him a shiver of dread. The fluid, graceful movements were so wrong. Defying gravity, defying the solidity of bricks and mortar, and the frail human bonds of flesh – it went against nature. But, thought Lucas, all the same … how bold, how beautiful it must be to skim above the city in golden evening air. And, for a fleeting moment, he knew the other people gazing at the sky thought so too.


  Suddenly self-conscious, Lucas let his eyes drop. It was then he saw Gideon standing in the entrance to a bar across the street. He too was staring at the sky-leapers. As they vanished into the horizon, his face twisted. Unnoticed by the other bystanders, he spat into the gutter.


  ‘… and I’m really looking forward to liaising with witch-agents in law enforcement and the intelligence services. It might sound pompous, I know, but to be able to engage with different people from all kinds of backgrounds, in service to your country, is such an amazing privilege …’


  Gideon’s speech ended in warm applause. Lucas joined in, taking care to look as animated as everyone else. He was conscious of a slight pressure in the back of his head, which had been there since he got up this morning and was probably the start of a headache. It would be good to get out of the stuffy hall.


  He saw Bea Allen in the lobby outside. Michael had left for boarding school in Year Nine but his twin had stayed at Clearmont. The solemn little girl who’d cried at the balefire had grown glossy and self-assured, with a rosebud mouth and hair like dark treacle. Now she stopped and smiled at Lucas. Was she waiting for him?


  ‘So … does the Inquisition have a new recruit?’ Lucas asked.


  ‘Maybe if they changed the uniforms.’ Bea pulled a face. ‘Grey’s so not my colour.’


  ‘That’s a shame,’ Tom said from behind. ‘Because Lucas was just saying how he’s hot for girls in inquisitorial dress. Or was it the “old men in long black robes” you meant?’


  Lucas gave him a friendly shove. Tom shoved him back and moved on, with a theatrical wink.


  Bea pretended not to notice.


  ‘Have you really never thought of doing anything else but the Inquisition?’ she asked.


  ‘Like what?’


  ‘I don’t know. Becoming a racing driver. Astronaut. Rock star.’


  He laughed. ‘You wouldn’t say that if you heard me sing. I’ll have to leave the pop-idol-astronaut stuff to you.’


  ‘I wish. I’m thinking about medicine, actually. Like Mum.’ Bea gave a half smile, half grimace. ‘So I guess I’m destined for the family business too.’


  They came to the foot of the stairs, ready to go to their different classrooms. She fiddled with a strand of hair. ‘Are you … will you be going to Nick’s party tomorrow?’


  ‘Should be.’


  ‘I’ll maybe see you tomorrow, then.’


  ‘Sure. See you there.’


  It seemed that Lucas had known Bea for ever, yet lately it was as if they had become different people; working each other out afresh. It felt new, exciting. He returned home in a buoyant mood, even though the pressure in his head had moved behind his eyes. Now he came to think about it, the tension had been building for a couple of days. He hoped the headache would work itself out before the party tomorrow.


  Paul, the guard at the gate, who had been with the family for nearly ten years, gave his usual smile and waved as Lucas entered his access code into the keypad. Security was tight at the Stearne residence, a handsome Regency town house set well back from the road. Its enclosing walls were monitored by CCTV and visitors had to present ID to gain admittance. Biometric ID cards were issued to all UK citizens from the age of twelve, partly to prevent witches who’d altered their appearance with a glamour from gaining access to places they shouldn’t.


  The house also had the usual witchwork defence of bells encased in perspex boxes over the outside doors. They were wired to a central alarm system, in order to give a warning if a witch hexing a bane approached. Banes were any kind of witchwork that caused harm to living things and so emitted a particularly strong kind of fae, a malignant radiation that the iron in the bells reacted to. ‘Bells warn, iron prevents, water reveals’, the maxim went. As a High Inquisitor, Ashton Stearne took his and his family’s safety very seriously. He had learned the hard way.


  Once inside the house, Lucas followed the sound of voices to the drawing room, where his father and stepmother, Marisa, were having a drink with a neighbour. Lucas was surprised to find his stepsister there too. Philomena was rarely home on a Friday evening. Although she and Lucas went to the same school, she was two years older than him and took considerable pains to lead as separate a life as possible.


  ‘Lucas!’ Marisa waved him in. She was looking even more elegant than usual, in a cream silk cocktail dress, and Lucas remembered that she and his father were going to dinner with Sir Anthony Brady that evening. Sir Anthony was the Witchfinder General, head of the UK Inquisition, and it was widely expected that Ashton Stearne would be his successor when he retired. ‘Come and say hello to Mr Pettifer.’


  Lucas went over to shake hands. He had met Henry Pettifer, a plump and cheerful civil servant, on a couple of occasions before.


  ‘Philly’s been telling us about your careers talk this morning,’ Henry said. ‘How did you find it?’


  ‘Predictable. A lot of warm fuzzy stuff about witchkind welfare.’


  ‘Hug a harpy,’ Philomena put in, with a snort.


  Ashton Stearne raised his brows. ‘It’s easy to mock, but community relations are important. You don’t want to bully people into cooperating with the authorities – the results are never as good, particularly when it comes to intelligence-gathering.’


  Lucas settled into the chair beside him. ‘I know, Dad. But the way that Recruitment Officer was going on, you’d have thought “inquisition” was a dirty word.’


  ‘Political correctness gone mad,’ said Henry, shaking his head.


  ‘Even so, some of the persecutions suffered by witchkind have been very regrettable,’ Ashton remarked. ‘And there’s no denying the contribution that witches have made to our society over the years.’


  He stared down at the whisky in his glass, and took a meditative sip. ‘However, the stark fact remains that most of the work that law-abiding witches do is simply counteracting the damage that other witches inflict.’


  ‘Quite right, quite right,’ Henry agreed. ‘Which is why I so admire you chaps for working alongside them when the occasion demands. Jack Rawdon might be flavour of the month, but he needs watching. No doubt about it.’


  Jack Rawdon was the Director General of WICA, the office of Witchkind Intelligence and Covert Affairs. It had been established after the Second World War but its work was controversial. Its witch-agents were not trusted to run their own operations, and were instead assigned to assist MI5 and MI6 officers on a short-term, case by case basis.


  According to the statistics, witches made up less than one per cent of the population, yet their work was connected to twenty-five per cent of all crime. Officially, the police only dealt with ordinary law-breaking and if they or anybody else found evidence of a witchcrime, they were supposed to bring it to the Inquisition. In particularly complex cases, or those relating to national security, the Inquisition’s Witchcrime Directorate would work in partnership with the secret services. The increasing involvement of WICA agents in such operations was something many inquisitors found hard to accept.


  However, during Endor’s terrorist campaign in the late 1990s, the notion that witchcrime was best defeated by witchwork had gained new ground. It was an idea that Jack Rawdon was keen to promote. As a young witch-agent, he had helped dismantle Endor’s network in Britain. He was the first director in WICA’s history whose name was publicised on appointment, and one of the UK’s most high-profile witches. It helped that he looked like a man you could trust, with the rugged, square-jawed appeal of an old-fashioned action hero.


  ‘Rawdon’s highly able,’ Ashton acknowledged. ‘Charismatic too – which some of my colleagues find troubling. But I suspect that increased collaboration with witch-agents is inevitable.’


  ‘And an “amazing privilege”, if Gideon Hale’s to be believed,’ Lucas said drily.


  ‘Gideon … hmm … yes, I remember. He came and introduced himself when I gave a talk to your sixth-form last year. I was glad to hear he’s on the fast-track scheme. Rather an impressive young man, I thought.’


  ‘Oh, Gid’s a sweetie,’ said Philomena.


  ‘“Gid”?’ Lucas was amused. ‘I didn’t know you were on nickname terms.’


  ‘There’s no reason you should. You’re not a High Inquisitor yet.’


  ‘Darlings …’ Marisa shot them a reproving glance. ‘Now, what I find so objectionable,’ she continued, smoothing her coil of blonde hair, ‘is this trend towards giving the fae some kind of spurious thrill. There’s even a witch-character in that dreadful soap, for instance – what’s it called? EastEnding? Apparently he’s terribly popular.’


  ‘Mummy! Since when do you watch EastEnders?’


  ‘My manicurist was telling me about it. She’s worried her daughter is taking an unhealthy interest in the fae. As a kind of teenage rebellion, you know.’


  Henry laughed, but Ashton looked thoughtful. ‘In some respects,’ he said, ‘I suppose we’re all attracted to the darker, more primitive aspects of human nature; the parts that civilisation can never entirely control. The Seventh Sense can’t be rationalised by science or social theories. That’s always been part of its allure.’


  ‘Yes, but from the way some people talk,’ his wife replied, ‘you’d think that witchwork was the same as any other unusual skill. Like writing poetry or … or … being able to stand on one’s head. They seem to entirely disregard the moral dangers.’


  ‘It’s just as well, then,’ said Henry jovially, ‘we’ve got the Stearne boys on hand to keep witchkind in their place. Just look at them now! What a picture the three of them make, eh?’


  Lucas and Ashton were sitting under one of several family portraits in the house. This was the ‘third’ Stearne Henry was referring to: Augustine Edgar Stearne, the nineteenth-century reformer responsible for modernising the Inquisition and supporting the recruitment of witch-officers within the police. The resemblance to his descendants was striking. All three had the same black hair – silvering, in Ashton’s case – springing from a peak. The same high foreheads, the same dark blue eyes and pale English skin. Furthermore, in the face of unexpected scrutiny, both father and son had unconsciously assumed the portrait’s air of calm hauteur.


  ‘So handsome,’ said Marisa fondly.


  Lucas grimaced. A flash of pain had struck across his eyes. It was very peculiar: for a moment, the room seemed to warp and shiver. From the shadows, he heard a low hiss.


  CHAPTER 4


  Today, thought Gloriana Starling Wilde, is going to be a lucky day. She tilted her head to the pale sunshine, enjoying the way her new gold hoops tugged comfortably at her ears. On a fine spring afternoon even a dump like Rockwood wasn’t so bad. The weeds sprouting from the cracked concrete were still young enough to have a freshness around them. The graffiti on the underpass had a splurge of new colour. The litter swirled with a jaunty air.


  The East End borough of Hallam had a rough reputation for several reasons, and Rockwood Estate was the main one. The place was a maze of interconnecting walkways and ramps lined with dilapidated terraces and maisonettes, with one tower block in the centre. It was all too easy to be lead astray into a fistful of dead ends and dark corners if you didn’t keep your wits about you. For Glory, its rat-runs were as familiar as the lines on the palm of her hand. As she sauntered into the forecourt, with its shabby huddle of shops and boarded-up community centre, the boys loitering outside the bookies wolf-whistled.


  Glory gave them a flash of smile. Auntie Angel might lament how the neighbourhood had changed (waves of immigrants who didn’t know or care about the Old Days and Old Ways of doing things; feral kids running riot) but the Cooper Street Coven had good working relations with the gangs on the estate. Besides, even though its muscle wasn’t what it was, Cooper Street’s connection to the Morgan family ensured respect. Nobody messed with the Morgans. Their Wednesday Coven was the biggest underworld outfit in London, and it looked after its own.


  Nobody messed with Glory’s great-aunt Angeline either. Once, when Glory was six and playing in the street, two older boys with bony heads and scabbed knuckles came and snatched her dollies for a kick-about. Glory’s wails brought Auntie Angel storming from the house. She clipped the boys round the ear.


  ‘Hexing old hag,’ the older one spat.


  ‘Damn right I am. And I’ve got fae enough to melt the flesh from your bones.’ Auntie Angel’s pointed creased face and snapping eyes belonged to a witch in a fae-tale. She gave a throaty hiss. ‘You try any more of your tricks on me and mine, and I’ll rot your crotch with green maggots.’


  The younger boy, who must have been about eight, started snivelling. The other one tried to stare her out, but in the end his nerve broke and they both slunk off down the road.


  Later that evening, the older kid returned with his mum. Her face was as flinty as her son’s, but she was bearing a carton of cigarettes and a tin of shortbread. An offering.


  ‘Heard this little bastard’s been giving you grief,’ she said, pinching the boy’s arm. ‘Don’t take no mind of him. Here’s something to make it up to you anyways.’ Then she straightened her scrawny shoulders, and looked Auntie Angel in the eye. ‘Me dad still talks about the days when them sisters of yours called the shots. They got things done proper, he says. Times was better then.’


  Her words gave the six-year-old Glory a tingly feeling inside. She knew that once upon a time Auntie Angel had been the big sister of the famous Starling Twins, and that was one of the things that made her special. Because Lily and Cora Starling didn’t just look as alike as two peas; they were identically powerful witches too, and their coven had as good as run the East End during the 1960s and 1970s. Glory had heard the stories of how they went to parties with film stars and had their pictures in the papers, and only did witchcrimes that helped people. But the Inquisition got Granny Cora in the end, and Great Aunt Lily died of a broken heart, and Glory’s mum Edie went and vanished three Christmases ago. Being a Starling girl was a dangerous business.


  Auntie Angel patted Glory’s hair. ‘Maybe those days will come again. Fae runs thicker than blood, quicker’n water …’


  … and wild as wind.


  That was the final part of the proverb, but Auntie Angel had left it out. People generally did. Fae runs wild as wind. It was the most troublesome aspect of witchwork, not being a hundred per cent certain of which way the fae would blow. Where it would go, and to whom.


  Thinking of this, Glory – fifteen now, and tough enough to take on any number of scabby skinhead boys – felt a chill creep into her day. She still dreamed of the white-tiled Burning Court, of the witch on the pyre with the locked mouth and the frozen scream. And she still said the same prayer, night after night. To God, just in case there was one, and also to Mab and Hecate, witchkind’s guardian spirits. So far none of them seemed to be listening.


  Granny Cora and Great-Aunt Lily had turned witch-kind at the age of thirteen. Her mum Edie had been the same. Was her time running out?


  She shook her head impatiently, sending the gold hoops dancing. Candice Morgan, Lily Starling’s twenty-three-year-old granddaughter, had only got the fae last year. Auntie Angel’s arrived when she was nineteen. Most witches, she knew, had to wait until well into their twenties. She had plenty of time … The problem was, the younger you were when the fae developed, the stronger it tended to be.


  For Glory wasn’t planning on being just any witch. Her fae would be her fortune, and her coven’s too.


  Cooper Street, like the coven which took its name, had seen better days. A run-down Victorian terrace, it was one of the few survivors of a Blitz bombing raid that had flattened most of its neighbours. The houses behind it were modern boxes of cheap brick; in front was the murky sprawl of the Rockwood Estate. Other nineteenth-century leftovers had been snapped up by city workers on the hunt for period charm and the edgy cool of an East End postcode. Cooper Street, however, had resisted the trend towards gentrification. Peeling paintwork and grimy windows were the order of the day. Only one house, Number Six, boasted a smartly-painted door over a well-scrubbed front step – Auntie Angel’s step.


  The coven owned Numbers Seven and Eight too. Doors knocked through walls and an eccentric arrangement of stairs and hatches had made the three separate, small houses into a rambling warren of one. That wasn’t to say there weren’t territorial divisions, though. The ground floor of Number Six was Auntie Angel’s lair, with Glory and her dad, Patrick, living in the top of the house. Number Eight was home to Joe Junior, the coven boss (his late father, Joe Braddock, had married Auntie Angel after his wife, Mary, died) and his son, Nate. The middle house, Number Seven, was the coven’s official HQ. The upper floors were used for storage or else as dormitories for passing cronies and contacts, while business took place in the basement. The lounge functioned as a general common room.


  This was where Glory was headed. She planned on spending the rest of the afternoon doing her nails in front of the telly. However, as soon as she let herself in she knew there was no hope of having the place to herself. The hallway was blocked by a stack of microwaves, still wrapped in polythene, and a spill of shiny white trainers. Hip hop pounded through the walls.


  She found Nate and two of his sidekicks, Chunk and Jacko, sprawled on the battered leather sofas around the TV. On screen, a group of semi-naked girls were writhing against the rapper in their midst. He was making gun signs with his hands, spitting out a monologue about blood and bullets, pimps and hos, as the spectators in the lounge nodded along appreciatively. Glory thought this pretty funny. The younger coven crew liked to play at being proper villains, but it was all front, as fake as the bumping and grinding of the girls in the music video.


  Nate greeted Glory’s arrival with a belch. He was only a couple of years older than her and they’d grown up together, but there wasn’t much love lost between them. Nate liked to throw his weight around as the boss’s son, and resented Glory’s rival position as Auntie Angel’s pet.


  ‘You seen the gear we got?’ Jacko asked.


  ‘Could hardly miss it. Nearly broke my ankle clambering past.’


  ‘Nice little job, that,’ said Chunk complacently.


  The way he and Jacko told it, their staged break-in at the depot (whose security guard was in coven pay) might as well have been a gold-bullion bank heist, Hollywood-style. Glory had been hearing such stories her whole life.


  There’d been a time too when she would have lapped it all up, wide-eyed. But she had known for a long while that Cooper Street’s criminal activities didn’t involve much skill or daring, and hardly any witchwork. In spite of Auntie Angel’s local reputation, her fae had always been small-scale, good for scrying and elusions and minor banes, but not much else, and her involvement in coven business was in decline. She was seventy-eight, after all. And a coven’s reputation rested on its head-witch.


  Thinking of this, Glory’s mood sank another notch. It sank further when she went to get a Coke from the fridge, only to find a partially-eaten kebab crusted to the top shelf, and chow-mein noodles splattered down the sides. The surrounding floor was littered with cigarette butts. Glory knew that if she didn’t clean it up, nobody else would. She slammed the fridge shut.


  ‘This place. It’s a pit,’ she said. ‘It stinks.’


  ‘Then go somewhere else, girlie,’ Nate advised, scratching under his T-shirt to reveal a slab of toned stomach. He worked out obsessively – the basement of Number Eight bristled with gym equipment – and was capable of a slouching, sulky sort of charm. This wasn’t something he bothered using on Glory.


  Glory gave him the finger. She decided to stay for a bit, even if it was only to piss off Nate. But she couldn’t relax. Her senses were oddly heightened, too strong to be comfortable. The air was thick with beery male breath and the warm, green-brown pungency of hash. Fleetingly, she seemed to taste the pulses of music – metallic; like blades, like blood – and hear the flavour of Coke zing through her mouth. But she shook her head, and the muddle cleared.


  Thuds and curses from the hall announced the arrival of Patch and Earl, two older coven members who, from the sounds of it, had come to grief among the microwaves. Patch came through the door rubbing his shin.


  ‘Now then,’ he said, his pock-marked face splitting into a grin, ‘you lot heard about the Wednesday’s latest? Charlie Morgan’s only been and met the PM’s missus!’


  Charlie Morgan was boss of the Wednesday Coven. His brothers Frank and Vince were the financier and enforcer respectively, and his wife Kezia was head-witch. Their coven wasn’t just big and brutal, it owned legitimate businesses too, including a fashionable restaurant and several nightclubs. And now, apparently, they’d moved into the arts – the tabloid paper Patch was holding up showed Charlie’s tough, fleshy face staring out beside the Prime Minister’s wife. The setting was a VIP-studded gala for the Royal Opera House. Charlie was name-checked as an ‘entrepreneur and investor’.


  Shouts of laughter followed the paper around the room. When it was passed to Glory, her arm got jogged so that she slopped her drink down her top. ‘Hexing hell! Can’t you slobs watch what you’re doing?’


  ‘That PMT’s getting the better of you again,’ Nate drawled.


  It wasn’t, but the mood-swings felt like a more extreme version. All this week, Glory was either flying high or soaked through with gloom. Like today – irrepressibly cheerful at the sight of weeds blowing in the breeze, and now black as thunder because of a stupid splash of Coke. It was about time she got a grip.


  ‘Post Moron Tension sounds about right,’ she said to Nate, chucking her empty can in his direction. ‘I’m outta here.’


  Glory’s quickest route home was through a sliding door on the first floor landing of Number Seven. It led to a makeshift kitchen containing a microwave, hotplate and mini-fridge. Her dad was there, heating a mug of soup. He looked startled to see her.


  ‘No, er, school this afternoon?’


  ‘Teacher Training.’


  ‘Ah … again?’


  ‘Yeah.’


  ‘Hmm.’


  Her father rubbed his thinning brown hair in an anxious sort of way. He knew as well as Glory did that nobody could make her go to school if she didn’t feel like it. Sharp as a knife, that one, Auntie Angel said. She don’t need any certification to prove it.


  As a matter of fact, Glory was bunking off less than she used to. Her second cousins, Candice and Skye Morgan, liked to put on airs about their fancy schooling and educated ways, and though lessons might bore her stiff, she didn’t plan on being lumped together with the bimbo dropouts who hung around making eyes at Nate and Jacko and the rest.


  Either way, her dad was in no position to lecture. He kept out of coven business, except for doing the accounts, and spent most of his time in his room, playing computer games in which kick-boxing inquisitors armed with fabulous gadgets had to thwart an array of witch-criminals and their evil schemes. He collected the illegal, black-market versions too, in which the witches were the good guys, but the quality of the graphics and game-play was always poor.


  ‘How’s it going with Deathstar Enigma?’ Glory asked. ‘Cracked level five yet?’


  Patrick’s hands cradled the mug, thin wrists poking out of his fraying jumper. He smiled his vague, sweet smile. ‘Not yet. Tricky. But onwards and upwards, y’know.’


  ‘A shadow of his former self,’ that’s what people said about her dad. Never been the same since his wife walked out one Sunday morning twelve years ago. It had been a long time since Glory had thought of him as her protector, the night-time comforter who, in the end, hadn’t been able to keep the bad dreams away.


  She ran a dishcloth round the soup-speckled microwave. Nobody in this place cleaned up after themselves. ‘Speaking of moving up in the world … You hear about Uncle Charlie?’


  ‘He’s not your uncle.’


  ‘OK, cousin.’


  ‘First cousin once removed.’


  ‘Whatever.’ Glory was not interested in the finer points of genealogy. ‘Well, he’s only in the paper schmoozing the PM’s wife. One of these days he’ll be taking over Downing Street himself, I shouldn’t wonder.’


  Patrick’s brow creased doubtfully. ‘I hope I’m not around to see it.’


  ‘C’mon, Dad. I’m no fan of the Morgans’ methods – you know that. But it’s still funny, right? A coven boss hobnobbing with heads of state! Proves how far the likes of us can go, if we put our minds to it.’


  ‘“The likes of us” … and what does that mean? Mm?’ Her dad shuffled slowly away towards his room. ‘Careful what you wish for, Glory.’


  CHAPTER 5


  Lucas slept badly that night. Twisting around in a knot of sheets, he was oppressed by a sense of foreboding, of something he hadn’t prepared for or had left undone. Eventually, he drifted off, only to start awake a few hours later. His head was bubbling with heat, swamped on all sides by a darkness that seemed full of strange flittings and whispering. And although he should have been afraid – he had a fever, he was ill, he was hallucinating – Lucas was instead filled with a strange exhilaration. In a waking dream, he rose from the bed and reached into the vast seething dark with his arms outstretched. Whatever he was waiting for, let it come. Let it consume him –


  But the next thing he knew, there was sunshine on his pillow, and music on the radio. In the light of an ordinary Saturday morning, the night’s strangeness soon seeped away.


  His stepsister, Philomena, and her mother were having breakfast in the kitchen, their every mouthful droolingly scrutinised by the family Labrador, Kip. In the four years since Marisa had married his father, Lucas had never seen her appear without perfectly positioned hair and a perfectly polished face, even while in her dressing gown. Philly, meanwhile, was in her jogging kit, and picking moodily at a rice cake. ‘You look r-o-u-g-h,’ she informed him.


  ‘And good morning to you too.’


  ‘Dear me, Lucas – you are looking rather peaky. Are you feeling all right?’


  ‘Fine, thanks.’ He shook his head to clear the faint buzzing in his ears, and went to pat Kip. The dog bared his teeth and backed away, and Lucas looked at him in surprise. ‘Er … I just didn’t sleep that well.’


  ‘Well, make sure you don’t overdo it at this party at the Charltons’ tonight.’ Marisa took a delicate sip of green tea. ‘Though I suppose Philly can keep an eye on you.’


  Both Lucas and Philomena stiffened. ‘God, Mummy. I’m not a babysitter. It’s bad enough that Sophie’s parents are forcing her to let Nick’s little friends tag along.’


  ‘Oh, but, darling, I think holding a joint birthday party is a lovely idea. So inclusive. We should think about it for when you and Luc—’


  ‘Is Dad around?’ Lucas interjected hastily.


  ‘He got called into the office half an hour ago. Another crisis with the Goodwin trial, I imagine.’


  Ashton was prosecuting the case of Bradley Goodwin, a witch accused of freelancing for the Wednesday Coven. The Inquisition was pressing for the death penalty on the grounds that one of his banes had resulted in a police officer’s death. They hoped to use the threat of balefire to frighten Goodwin into cutting a deal. If he could be persuaded to inform on his former associates, the coven would be badly hit.


  So far, however, the trial had been beset by problems. Evidence had been tampered with, one of the witnesses had disappeared, and another had retracted their statement. Witch trials didn’t use ordinary juries, but a tribunal of judges drawn from a pool of retired inquisitors and serving military officers, civil servants and magistrates. All of the tribunal members were under inquisitorial guard.


  Marisa sighed. ‘Why these emergencies always seem to happen on the weekends, I really don’t know … Anyway, I suppose it’s time I got dressed.’


  As soon as her mother was gone, Philomena looked at Lucas through narrowed eyes. ‘Seriously, you’d better not tag after me tonight. Gid will probably be there, and the last thing he’ll want is to be cornered by some fanboy banging on about the bloody Inquisition.’


  Lucas stretched and yawned. ‘Don’t you think I’ll have better things to do than spend my time cramping your style?’


  ‘It hasn’t stopped you before.’


  Philomena shared her mother’s expertly applied hair colour and expensive tastes, but her sturdy frame and heavy features were her father’s, the banker Rupert Carrington. She was well-groomed and fashionable enough to pass for attractive, well-connected and intimidating enough to pass for popular, but neither came naturally. It was different for Lucas. The fact that he was younger, and a boy, and therefore shouldn’t be any kind of threat, was a thorn in her side she refused to acknowledge.


  At some level, Lucas was aware of this. It made him slightly more tolerant of Philomena than he would otherwise have been.


  However, his tolerance had its limits.


  Eyeing Philomena’s rice cake, Lucas moved towards the fridge. ‘Now, what I really fancy,’ he said gloatingly, ‘is a nice, fat, juicy bacon sandwich. Mmm …’


  The real cause of Ashton Stearne’s summons to work became apparent quarter of an hour later, when Marisa called out to Philomena and Lucas to turn on the news. A witchworked storm (or ‘whistle-wind’) had been raised in the office of Helena Howell, MP – smashing windows, toppling furniture, scattering documents. Although the building should have been empty in the early hours of Saturday morning, a cleaner coming off the night shift had been struck on the head by a light fitting and killed. The motive for the attack was clear enough: Howell was introducing a controversial Private Member’s bill to limit the state benefits available to witchkind.


  The three of them watched the latest report on the television in the drawing-room.


  Jack Rawdon, director of WICA, was being interviewed in the studio. Would his agents be assisting the Inquisition in bringing the perpetrator to justice? the journalist asked. Rawdon’s face was solemn as he addressed the camera.


  ‘Crime is crime, whoever commits it. And justice is justice, whoever deals it – whether that’s a witch or an inquisitor. Both WICA and the Inquisition bring unique skills to the fight against witchcrime. The Inquisition’s commitment and expertise are justly celebrated. It is my hope that WICA’s contribution will also come to be recognised. The more work we’re enabled to do, the safer our country will be.’


  Opportunistic git, thought Lucas. He didn’t even answer the question.


  The interview was followed with a recap of the story so far, and reaction from the father-in-law of the dead cleaner, who left behind two small children. ‘That poor family …’ Marisa murmured, pressing her hand to her heart. With her other hand, she reached for Lucas’s.


  Philomena’s eyes darted to the pen and ink portrait of Camilla Stearne above the mantelpiece. It had been done the year before Lucas’s mother was killed by the witch-terrorist group Endor.


  As soon as he could, Lucas politely extricated his hand from Marisa’s. He was careful not to look towards the mantelpiece either. Lucas had never especially liked the drawing; he knew his mother had been a pretty woman, but the artist had given her a dreamy wistfulness that was at odds with other accounts of someone both lively and determined. Though Lucas had only been a baby when Camilla died, he resented the portrait’s power to create a memory that was pure romance, and fateful melancholy. It was something he tried to resist, following his father’s example.


  By the time Lucas arrived at the party, celebrations were well under way. He had always liked the Charltons – a loud, jolly gang – and he liked their house too. Large and rambling, the grandeur of its scale was mostly obscured by a tide of family clutter. All of the ground floor rooms were already spilling over with guests and music from competing sound systems.


  He found the noise level hard to take. As the day wore on, the tension in his head had returned; a hot, heavy pulse in his skull. Though it didn’t hurt, exactly, he struggled to exchange the usual banter with his usual crowd. He wondered if Bea was here yet and how long it would take to find her in the crush. Tom was trying to tell him something, but the thrumming in his head meant he missed most of it. ‘– downstairs in the den,’ Tom repeated, beckoning. ‘Come and see.’


  It was much quieter in the basement. Fairy lights twinkled cosily around the room, illuminating a sagging sofa and widescreen TV, and the layer of film posters and concert flyers that obscured the walls. Gideon was there, holding court in the centre of a group of five or six people. They were admiring something he had on display. A helmet or muzzle of some kind. It was a witch’s bridle.


  As Lucas drew closer, Gideon looked up and met his eye. He smiled. ‘Come and have a look at this, Stearne. You’ll find it quite an education.’


  And Lucas knew that Gideon had not forgotten the incident with the balefire film any more than he had.


  As a matter of fact, Lucas had seen such contraptions before. The bridle was a kind of iron cage for the head, with a metal curb fitted to project into the mouth and hold down the tongue. On this example the curb was plain and flat, but some came studded with spikes, so as to draw blood if the wearer attempted to speak. For many years, people thought witchwork was primarily accomplished through the spelling out of words. They knew better now, but the real point of the bridle was its material. Iron constrained fae. Nowadays, iron cuffs were worn by witches who chose to renounce their fae and live ordinary lives. But in times past, the bridles were used as ready-to-wear, portable prisons.


  ‘This one’s an early nineteenth-century model,’ Gideon was saying, ‘and what’s unusual is the way wrist restraints have been incorporated into the design.’ He held up a chain attached to the back, which ended in a pair of handcuffs. Although the bridle was opened and shut by a simple clasp, the imprisoned witch would not be able to reach up to use it. ‘It would have been state of the art in its day. And just look at the decorative work.’ He gestured to the iron bands, which bore a patterning of birds and flowers. ‘Must’ve been made by a true craftsman.’


  ‘A higher class of torturer,’ Lucas agreed.


  Gideon’s pale eyes were almost colourless in the dim light. ‘People did what they had to do. It was a harsher world back then.’


  ‘And not much has changed since,’ said one of the girls, to murmurs of agreement. ‘Look what happened today with that MP’s office.’


  ‘We might face the same threat,’ Lucas replied, ‘but at least we’ve got better tools.’


  ‘“We’ve got better tools?”’ Gideon drawled. ‘Funny – I didn’t know you were already an inquisitor, Stearne. Unless there’s an alternative fast-track scheme I don’t know about. Something Daddy’s running, perhaps.’


  Lucas could tell from the ripples of amusement that this was one occasion when he didn’t have the room on his side. Even Tom kept quiet.


  ‘Now,’ Gideon continued, briskly marking the end of the exchange, ‘who’d like a go in the bridle? Any budding witches want to be my victim?’


  People looked round at each other, a little uncertainly. Several girls giggled.


  ‘I’ll try it,’ Nell Dawson announced. She was normally a rather quiet person, but she had just downed a glass of wine, and was tossing her hair about in what was no doubt intended to be a reckless manner. When Gideon looked her way, she blushed violently.


  ‘Good girl.’ He touched her cheek, and Nell blushed again. Slowly, she lowered her head in submission.


  The room was very still as Gideon put the bridle on.


  ‘Open wide,’ he said.


  Nell opened her mouth and Gideon slid the metal curb on to her tongue. Then, less gently, he pulled her arms behind her back, clamping her wrists into the manacles. She made a small muffled sound.


  ‘How’s it feel, Nell?’ various people asked, and she managed a lopsided shrug.


  ‘Haunted, I expect,’ Gideon remarked. ‘Think of all the witches it’s silenced.’


  ‘Careful, Nell,’ said someone. ‘You wouldn’t want to catch anything nasty.’


  ‘Yeah,’ said someone else. ‘Maybe she’ll come down with the fae.’


  ‘Oooh – any harpies in the Dawson bloodline we should know about?’


  ‘Is that a freckle on her arm, or the Devil’s Kiss?’


  ‘I always thought Nell had something spooky about her …’


  ‘’Ware the witch!’


  Laughing, they began to pelt her with screwed-up napkins and beer bottle tops.


  Lucas watched and waited. Anger had intensified the hot throb in his head.


  Perhaps Gideon had been right to challenge his remark about torturers. It wasn’t always fair to judge the past according to modern sensibilities. The witch’s bridle was a defensive weapon as well as an instrument of oppression; a relic of a war that hadn’t yet been won. But the Inquisition had worked hard to become an institution that could be respected and trusted as well as feared. And for all the care of its construction, the bridle was a crude, ugly thing, which belonged to more primitive times. To make such an artefact part of a drunken party game … It was like ogling a pirated balefire film. It was like those men sipping gin and tonic as Bernard Tynan burned.


  Meanwhile, Nell sat alone on the sofa, as the merriment and missiles rained down. Her head was bowed awkwardly under the weight of iron. Lucas saw her eyes darting about inside. She made another muffled sound, and her shoulders twitched.


  ‘I think she wants to get it off,’ he said, abruptly cutting into the fun.


  ‘I’m sure she does. But that’s not the way it works, I’m afraid,’ Gideon replied. Taking hold of the chain behind Nell’s back, he pulled her off the sofa. Caught off balance, she fell on to her knees. Gideon pushed a hank of fair hair off his forehead and moistened his lips, staring down at the muzzled girl. He gave the chain another tug. ‘First she has to learn her lesson.’


  He’s turned on, thought Lucas, with a shock of disgust. ‘And what lesson is that?’


  Gideon smiled blandly. ‘That witchcrime doesn’t pay.’


  Lucas hardened his face. He walked swiftly over to Nell and felt for the catch at the back of the bridle, releasing the cage. After a bit of fiddling, he managed to open the manacles too. Nell gulped and coughed, moisture filming her eyes.


  ‘Are you all right?’ he asked.


  The next cough was more like a retch. Nell’s hands fluttered to her throat. There were red marks around her wrists. Then, ‘Sure,’ she said, over-brightly. Her voice was hoarse. ‘I’m fine.’


  Nobody even looked at her. They were all watching Gideon watch Lucas.


  Lucas found the bridle heavier than he’d expected. It felt colder than metal should, the iron bands biting icily into his skin. The heat in his skull flickered and faltered. He felt extraordinarily tired.


  ‘You look a little green, Stearne,’ Gideon observed. ‘Maybe it’s time to lighten up, hmm? Life shouldn’t be all work, no play.’


  Lucas put the bridle into the other boy’s hands. ‘Trouble is, I don’t much like your games.’


  It was only then he realised that Bea was there. She must have come down the stairs behind him. He wondered how much she had seen and what she had thought, but went past her regardless. He needed some air.


  Lucas was immediately regretting his intervention. He’d come across as a pompous, humourless bore. And Nell was a silly little bimbo anyway, trying to suck up to Gideon like that. She didn’t need rescuing. What’s wrong with me? he thought, as he sloped moodily through the conservatory and into the garden beyond. But the question was unsettling. Of course there’s nothing wrong, he told himself quickly. It’s just one of those days. I’m getting ill and it’s making me cranky. God – if only my head would just keep quiet…


  Several people, mostly Sophie’s friends, were smoking on the patio among a scattering of tea-lights. One of the boys was tunelessly strumming a guitar. Even so, the night air and relative peacefulness were a relief. The garden’s growth was luxuriant, blurry with spring. Lucas walked across the lawn to the pond and frowned down at his reflection.


  Someone said his name. ‘Hello,’ Bea said, a little breathlessly.


  ‘Hello.’


  ‘I liked what you did back there,’ she told him. ‘You were right to intervene; it was getting out of hand. Though Nell should have known better. She’s got this ridiculous crush on Gideon, you see.’


  ‘Doesn’t everyone?’


  ‘Oh-ho – that sounded a touch bitter.’


  Bea’s smile had a mischievous slant. He liked that. Lucas approved of girls who were confident without being too assertive about it. He also liked her thin gold top, and the way the droplets of her earrings had got tangled in her hair.


  He tousled up his own hair and grinned back. They sat down together on the raised stone rim of the pond.


  ‘I think people are generally on edge today,’ Bea remarked. ‘About witchwork, I mean. It’s because of the attack. Dad was saying that coven witches keep clear of capital offences, and so only fanatics like Endor could be responsible. He said normal witch-criminals wouldn’t risk the Burning Court. Is that right?’


  ‘Well, it’s true that covens keep their witches behind the scenes. They tend to do the groundwork rather than committing the actual crimes. But the …’ Lucas paused. Though his reflection looked as pale as ever, waves of heat had begun throbbing through his body. The sensation wasn’t entirely unpleasant but he plunged a hand into the water, hoping the coolness would steady him.


  ‘Yes?’ Bea prompted.


  ‘Uh … the death of that cleaner was clearly a mistake. Creating a whistle-wind is one thing, controlling it quite another. That storm was meant to scare people, not kill them. That’s not Endor’s style. And Endor hasn’t been active in the UK for over twelve years.’


  ‘Do you ever wonder …’ She hesitated. ‘I know about the Oath of Service, and how inquisitors are legally bound to respect witchkind rights. But do you ever wonder how you could … what you would do … if some atrocity happened, and you found yourself face to face with the witch responsible?’


  ‘Like the one who killed my mother, for instance?’


  Her cheeks went pink. ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean to be insensitive.’


  ‘It’s OK. It’s something I’ve thought about. I’m sure Dad has too. I hope I’d do the right thing. One has to bear in mind that witches … well, they’re subject to impulses that normal people can’t understand. There’s something primitive – unnatural – inside them.’


  ‘You’re saying we should make allowances?’


  ‘No. I’m saying we have to remember they’re not like the rest of us. If I found the witch who killed my mother, I’d want to do the right thing because it would prove I was better than him or her. Better than them.’


  ‘More humane?’


  ‘Or more human …’


  A motorbike revved noisily in the road. In the glinting wrinkles of the pond, the imagined scene of his mother’s murder swam up at him. The swerve, the jump, the downwards fall – the crumpling of metal and crushing of glass. The sheet of flame.


  It might have been written off as just another road accident, if it wasn’t for a witness who had seen his mother struggling at the wheel, her face frozen with horror and her movements stiff and jerky, as if not her own. Since a witch had to be in view of his or her target to hex a bane, a second onlooker would also have been present on that bend. There they would have watched and waited for the car, holding a poppet of Camilla Stearne in their hands. Somewhere in the background, this witch would have wound the shadowstrands of fae through the manikin and into its human counterpart; spooling their darkness through his mother’s blood and brain, binding her limbs to their will.


  The car crash had come at the height of Endor’s campaign, after the Southampton bombings and the assassination of the Home Secretary, before the sabotage of HMS Thrace. The authorities said that the murder was intended as a warning for Ashton Stearne. But Camilla came from an old inquisitorial family as well. For Endor fanatics, that would be justification enough.


  Lucas looked at Bea’s hand, resting on the stone beside his. However close they became, they would always be two different bodies, two separate souls. So how must it feel to invade another person’s consciousness, like some witches did? To tether another soul to yours and move their body to your command? Maybe that’s why Gideon’s so enthralled by the bridle, Lucas thought. He doesn’t just fear the power that witchkind has. He envies it.


  The motorcycle revved again, matching the buzzing in his ears. Although he remembered little of last night, he dimly recognised the surge of feverish disorientation. Waves of pins and needles had begun prickling through his skin.


  ‘Lucas, are you OK?’ Bea was frowning in concern.


  ‘I’m fine – I –’


  I’m going mad.


  But no, no, he wasn’t. Bea could see that. Bea would make sure he was all right. Her soft touch would soothe the itch in his blood; her rosebud mouth would hush the rising din. All he needed to do was keep his focus. He smiled, and leaned towards her.


  ‘Lucas!’


  Philly was marching across the lawn. Her make-up was smeared and her hair dishevelled, and she was clutching a bottle in one hand. ‘What’s this,’ she said belligerently, ‘what’s this I hear about you causing a scene with Gid?’


  Lucas and Bea drew apart. ‘It’s got nothing to do with you,’ said Lucas curtly, over the drumming in his ears.


  ‘Yes, it bloody well does if you keep making an idiot of yourself in front of my friends. Gid—’


  ‘Gideon’s never going to look twice at you whether I’m around or not.’


  There was a nasty pause.


  Then, ‘You pompous arse,’ Philly exploded. ‘You know what your problem is? You’re so damn pleased with yourself the whole hexing time. You –’


  Her voice joined the buzzing in his skull, the hissings in the shadows. Both increased to a new intensity.


  ‘Be quiet,’ he said, keeping his voice low, so as not to add to the uproar all around. For some reason, one of Philomena’s hairgrips was in his jacket pocket, and he grasped it savagely. He couldn’t hear himself think.


  Philomena ignored him. She ignored the whispers and nudges of the group outside the conservatory. She ignored Bea’s hostile stare. Philomena’s evening had not been a success, and its assorted frustrations had now come to a head.


  ‘I’m warning you, if you carry on acting so superior –’


  On and on. Lucas closed his eyes, trying to concentrate on the dewy balm of the night garden. He envisaged scooping up its peace and pressing it against Philomena’s jabbering mouth. Tightening his grip around the hairgrip, he bent back its thin metal as he begged for silence. A curb of iron, a cloud of numbness. Be quiet, be quiet, he mouthed, like a prayer. Quiet …


  ‘The thing is, Lucas, what you fail to appre—’ Philomena coughed. ‘You fail –’ She made a retching sound, like Nell after the bridle. ‘You –’ Her voice died to a rasp, then a whisper. Then, nothing. She blinked woozily.


  One of her friends, who had been hovering near by, came and put her arm around her. ‘Come on, Phil,’ she coaxed. ‘Let’s go inside. We’ll get you some water and you’ll be absolutely fine.’


  They set off towards the house, Philomena croaking in faint protest, her hand around her throat.


  ‘Hex,’ Lucas swore.


  ‘She’s off her face,’ Bea told him. ‘Don’t worry about it.’


  Lucas was, in fact, feeling better. The pressure had lifted and heat retreated. ‘All the same, I’d better check she’s OK.’ He got up, slightly unsteadily.


  ‘That’s funny,’ said Bea, and pointed. ‘Look at the bells.’


  The conservatory door, like all entrances to the house, had a row of boxed iron bells over the threshold, ready to sound the alarm if a witch hexing a bane approached. All three had begun to quiver.


  Bea was more intrigued than worried. ‘Weird. I wonder what’s set them off? Still, it’s not as if they’re actually ringing.’


  All the same, the threat of their chime was near, as close as an echo. Lucas seemed to feel the metal reverberate in time to the tingling in his head. Whatever happened, and for whatever reason, he knew he must not take a step closer to the bells. He must not pass under that threshold.


  Meanwhile, the crowd on the patio continued laughing and smoking and drinking. The tea-lights flickered in the breeze. Yet the night had lost its peace, just as Philomena had lost her –


  Her voice. Philomena’s lost voice.


  How strange and abrupt, the way the noise had been choked out of her. It was almost as if she … as if he …


  My God, Lucas thought wildly, we’ve been bewitched. He stared round at the rustling depths of the garden. Who knew what could be lurking here? With the fear, the throbbing heat returned, with a force that made him gasp. Bea looked at him curiously.


  ‘I’m s-sorry,’ he stammered. ‘I’m feeling really – uh – ill. I have to go. Sorry.’


  ‘Wait,’ she called, but he was already stumbling away from her, towards the door in the wall at the bottom of the garden.


  He had to get away.


  The taxi driver eyed him suspiciously but Lucas told himself that it was perfectly natural; as far as this man was concerned, he was just another binge-drinking kid who might be sick in his cab. And Lucas really did feel sick now. Sick with shame. Leaving Bea, leaving Philly and the rest like that – what if there was indeed some evil-doer on the prowl? He’d fled, abandoned them. Abandoned everything … Deep down, however, he knew his fearfulness for the others was misplaced. It wasn’t even true. It had been fabricated to distract him from the other, unacknowledged dread. Because instinct told him that whatever threat had whispered in the breeze, and set the bells quivering, had already left the house.


  The taxi pulled up almost before he knew it. Lucas thrust a twenty-pound note in the driver’s hands and stumbled out without waiting for change. The night-time guard, Andy, was on duty at the gate, and it took all of Lucas’s strength to look into the CCTV camera with his customary smile as he typed in the code for the main entrance. He approached the front door with a dry mouth and clammy hands, and when he passed through without alarm, was only partly reassured. Bells didn’t warn of all witches, only of those hexing banes.


  The house was empty. Philomena was still at the party, Ashton and Marisa were out too. The silence was only broken by the throaty tick of the grandfather clock in the hall. Yet the familiarity of home did not welcome him. Like an intruder, he avoided the portraits’ eyes.


  Something dark moved in a corner. He paused, uncertain, and heard a long, low growl. ‘Kip? It’s all right, boy, it’s me.’ The growl intensified. But the next moment, there was a scrabble of paws on polished wood, and the dog had gone.


  Lucas squared his shoulders. Then he went up to his bedroom and started pulling things out of the cupboard he used to store old books and files. He forced himself to make his haste orderly: there must be no panic here. He pulled out an essay from last term, Identifying Witchkind and Witchwork, and stared at his own writing, how the brisk black ink flowed confidently across the page.


  It is estimated, the opening paragraph announced, that approximately one in a thousand people become witchkind.


  Less than 0.1% of the British population. Lucas already knew that, of course. He already knew all the information he was searching for. He just needed to see it committed to paper, by his own hand.


  Of these, female witches outnumber male ones by about three to one. The Seventh Sense (‘fae’) is usually developed between the ages of twenty and thirty …


  So statistically speaking, his personal odds were much greater than a thousand to one. His mind raced to do the calculation.


  … although in exceptional cases, it can emerge earlier, in the teens or sometimes even in childhood.


  Exactly how exceptional, though? At this point, Lucas would have welcomed some proper data. Lists, charts and graphs, like those scattered through the research papers in his father’s study. But never mind, because


  The fae nearly always runs in families.


  Nearly always. Nearly, nearly, nearly.


  But not one hundred per cent.


  Not infallibly, continuously and for ever.


  Lucas gritted his teeth and turned the page.


  The emergence of the Seventh Sense affects people differently. Symptoms can include ringing in the ears, synaesthesia (sensory cross-over), night-time hallucinations and a burning or itching sensation. These discomforts are only relieved by a witch’s first act of witchwork.


  ‘No,’ said Lucas aloud, though his voice shook. Enough. His blood had cooled, and the echo in his head had gone, but he had not committed witchwork. For God’s sake! Philomena had simply had too much to drink and choked on her own indignation. It was a coincidence, that’s all. It had to be. Meanwhile, his own words marched relentlessly on.


  A witch uses his or her Seventh Sense by channelling mental powers (similar to telepathy, mind control, psychokinesis and precognition) through or into people, animals and objects. The practice of fae also draws on normal physical faculties, such as sight, touch and sound.


  Hard as he tried to block them, the memories came thick and fast, in a kaleidoscope patterning of sight, touch, sound. The image he’d created in his head of black silence, muffled against Philomena’s mouth. The clenching of his hand around her hairgrip. Those whispered pleas for quiet. The shiver of bells.


  For the first time, he remembered waking in the night, and the strange sense of exaltation he’d felt as he opened his arms to the darkness. Exaltation, and … power.


  But there remained one final test. One last hope.


  … The so-called ‘Devil’s Kiss’ is the physical mark of the fae, borne by all witches, that waxes and wanes according to the witchwork done …


  Lucas carefully put the essay away (Really excellent work! his teacher had scrawled on the covering page). Then he went down to the utility room and found the housekeeper’s sewing kit. Methodically, he searched for the longest, thickest needle he could find. Calmly, he went back upstairs and into his bathroom. Slowly, deliberately, he began to undress.


  Lucas stood and regarded his naked self in the mirror. His appearance rarely troubled him but tonight it felt as if he was scrutinising his body for the first time. He started with his hands, making a precise examination of each crease and fold of flesh. He knew what he was searching for. A new and unexplained mark, bigger than a freckle or mole, but not by much. Something like a bloom or bruise under the skin.


  Yet the longer he looked without finding anything, the more frightened he became. Hope was unbearable. He grew obsessive, then frantic. He began pinching and twisting lumps of flesh, raking the stretched skin with his nails.


  Then –


  Could it –?


  There.


  A small unfamiliar blot under his left shoulder blade. It was purplish-black, dark as sin. Lucas touched it and felt a soft throb bloom in his head, like an echo.


  Where the Devil had kissed, people said, the body died. The mark of the fae was numb. A person could put the tip of a hot poker against it and the bearer wouldn’t flinch. The witch-prickers of the Inquisition, however, used needles.


  Blindly seizing his needle, Lucas stabbed it into the blot. The metal pierced the skin and slid through to the bone of his shoulder blade. There was no blood, no twinge. No trace of hurt. Nothing. He carried on viciously thrusting with the needle: arms, neck, chest, until he was blood-speckled and whimpering. He flung the needle away.


  Lucas crouched naked on the floor as the tears burned from his eyes and blurred the bloody flecks on his skin. He barely noticed them. For how long he stayed there, rocking back and forth, he didn’t know. Crisp black letters marched through the blankness in his head.


  My name is Lucas John Augustine Stearne. I am fifteen years old. My father is a twelfth-generation inquisitor.


  My mother is dead.


  I am Lucas Stearne.


  I am fifteen years old.


  I am Lucas.


  I am a witch.
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