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CHAPTER 1

Everyone said they were witches.

I desperately wanted to believe it. I’d only been
at this school a couple of months, but I saw how it
was. They moved through the corridors like sleek fish,
ripples in their wake, stares following their backs and
their hair. Their year groups had grown used to it by
now, or at least pretended they had, and tried their
hardest to look bored by it all. But the younger kids
hadn’t yet learned how to hide their silly dog eyes, their
glamoured, naked expressions.

Summer Grace, the youngest, was fifteen and
in my year. She backchatted the teachers no one
else dared to, her voice drawling with just the right
amount of rude to make it clear she was rebelling, but
not enough to get her into serious trouble. Her light
Grace hair was dyed jet black and her eyes were always

ringed in black kohl and masses of eye shadow. She



wore skinny jeans and boots with buckles or Victorian
laces. Her fingers were covered in thick silver rings and
she always had on at least two necklaces. She thought
pop music was ‘the devil’s work’ — always said with a
sarcastic smile — and if she caught you talking about
boy bands, she’d slay you for it. The worst thing was,
everyone else joined in, even the people you’d been
excitedly discussing the band with not three seconds
before. Because she was a Grace.

Thalia and Fenrin Grace, at seventeen, were the
eldest. Non-identical twins, though you could see the
family resemblance. Thalia was slim and limber and
willowed, her fine-boned wrists accentuated by fistfuls
of tinkling bangles. She had a tight coil of coarse,
caramel-colored strands permanently woven round a
thick lock of her honey hair. She wore her hair loose,
rippling across her shoulders, or pulled carelessly into
a topknot from which tendrils always slid out to wisp
around her neck. She wore long skirts with delicate
beadwork and rows of tiny mirrors sewn onto the hem,
thin open-necked tops that floated against her skin,
fringed scarves with metallic threading slung around
her hips. Some of the girls tried to copy her, but they
always looked as if they were wearing a gypsy costume
to school, which got them no end of grief, and then
they never wore them again. Even I hadn’t been able



to resist trying something like it, just once, when I first
came here. I’d looked like an idiot. Thalia just seemed
like she was born in those clothes.

And then there was Fenrin.

Fenrin.

Fenrin Grace. Even his name sounded mythical,
like he was more creature than boy. He was the school
Pan. Blonder than his twin, Thalia, he let his hair grow
loose and floppy over his forehead. He wore white
muslin shirts a lot and leather cords wrapped round his
wrists. A varnished turret shell dangled from a leather
thong around his neck every day. He never seemed to
take it off. The weight of it rested against his chest, a
perfect V. He was lean, lean. His smile was arrogant
and lazy.

And I was completely and utterly in love with him.

It was the stupidest, most obvious thing I could
have done, and I hated myself for it. Every girl with
eyes loved Fenrin. But I was not like those prattling,
chattering things with their careful head tosses and
thick, cloying lip gloss. Inside, buried down deep
where no one could see it, was the core of me, burning
endlessly, coal black and coal bright.

The Graces had friends, but then they didn’t.
Once in a while, they would descend on someone
they’d never hung out with before, making them theirs



for a time, but a time was usually all it was. They
changed friends like some people changed hairstyles,
as if perpetually waiting for someone better to come
along. They never went out drinking in the pubs at
the weekends, never went to the Wednesday student
night in the local club like everyone else. The rumour
was that they were barely allowed to leave their house,
except to come to school.

No one had real details of their personal lives —
except for whoever Fenrin was sleeping with in any
given week, as he never hid it. He’d tour the girl around
school for however long it lasted, one arm slung over
her shoulders in a lazy fashion, and she would drip
off him, giggling madly and dying with happiness. I’d
never seen one of these girls around him longer than
a month or two. They were nothing, just distractions.
He was waiting for someone special, someone different
who would catch his attention so suddenly and so
completely, he’d wonder how he had survived all this
time without them. They all were, all three of them. I
could see it.

All I had to do was find a way to show them it was
me they’d been waiting for.



CHAPTER 2

At first, I'd thought moving to this town was
punishment for what I’d done.

It was miles from where I’'d grown up, and I’'d
never even heard of it before we came here. My mother
had spent a couple of holidays here as a child and
had somehow decided that this tiny, old coastal town
caught between the sea and acres of wilds was exactly
the right kind of place to move on with our lives after
the last few awful months. Dunes, woods and moors
peppered with standing stones crawled across the
landscape, surrounding the place like a barrier. I'd
come from a cement suburb rammed with corner
shops, furniture warehouses and hairdressers. The
closest thing to nature we’d had there was the council-
maintained flowerbeds in the high street. Here, it was
hard to forget what really birthed you. Nature was the
thing you walked on and breathed in.



Before the Graces noticed me, I was the quiet
one who stuck to the back corners of places and tried
not to draw attention. A couple of other people had
been friendly enough when I’d first arrived — we’d
hung out a little and they’d given me a crash course
in how things ran here. But they got tired of the way I
wrapped myself up tight so no one could see inside
me, and I got tired of the way they all talked about
things I couldn’t even muster up fake enthusiasm for,
like getting laid and partying and TV shows about
people getting laid and partying.

The Graces were different.

When I’d been told they were witches, I’'d laughed
in disbelief, thinking it was time for a round of ‘lie to
the new girl, see if she’ll swallow it’. But although some
people rolled their eyes, you could see that everyone,
underneath the cynicism, thought it could be true.
There was something about the Graces. They were
one step removed from the rest of the school, minor
celebrities with mystery wrapped around them like fur
stoles, an ethereal air to their presence that whispered
tantalisingly of magic.

But I needed to know for sure.

I’d spent some time trying to work out their angle, the

one thing I could do that would get me on their radar.



I could be unusually pretty, which I wasn’t. I could
be friends with their friends, which I wasn’t — no one
I’'d met so far was in their inner circle. I could be into
surfing, the top preoccupation of anyone remotely
cool around here, but I’d never even tried it before and
would likely be embarrassingly bad. I could be loud,
but loud people burned out quickly — everyone got
bored of them. So when I first arrived, I did nothing
and tried to get by. My problem was that I tended to
really think things through. Sometimes they’d paralyse
me, the ‘what ifs’ of action, and I didn’t do anything
at all because it was safer. I was afraid of what could
happen if I let it.

But on the day they noticed me, I was acting
on pure instinct, which was how I knew afterwards
that it was right. See, real witches would be tuned in
to the secret rhythm of the universe. They wouldn’t
mathematically weigh and counterweigh every possible
option because creatures of magic don’t do that. They
weren’t afraid of surrendering themselves. They had
the courage to be different, and they never cared what
people thought. It just wasn’t important to them.

I wanted so much to be like that.

It was lunch break, and a rare slice of spring
warmth had driven everyone outdoors. The field was

still wet from last night’s rain, so we were all squeezed



onto the hard courts. The boys played football. The girls
sat on the low wall at one end, or stretched their bare
legs out on the tarmac and leaned their backs against
the chain-link fence, talking and squealing and texting.

Fenrin’s current crowd was kicking a ball about,
and he joined in halfheartedly, stopping every so often
to talk to a girl who had run up to him, his grin wide
and easy. He shone in the crowd like a beacon, among
them all but separated, willingly. He played with them
and hung out with them and laughed with them just
fine, but something about his manner told me that he
held the true part of himself back.

That was the part that interested me the most.

I got to the wall early and opened my book, hoping
I looked self-sufficiently cool and reserved, rather than
sad and alone. I didn’t know if he’d seen me. I didn’t
look up. Looking up would make it obvious I was faking.

Twenty minutes in and one of the football guys,
whose name was Danny but who everyone called
Dannyboy like it was one name, was flirting with an
especially loud, giggly girl called Niral by booting the
ball at her section of the wall and making her scream
every time it bounced past. The more he did it, the
more I saw his friends roll their eyes behind his back.

Niral didn’t like me. Which was strange because
everyone else left me alone once they’d established that



I was dull. But I’d caught her staring at me a few times,
as if something about my face offended her. I wondered
what it was she saw. We’d never even exchanged a word.

I’d looked up the meaning of her name once. It
meant ‘calm’. Life was full of little ironies. She wore
big, fake gold hoop earrings and tiny skirts, and her
voice had a rattling screech to it, like a magpie’s. I'd
seen her with her parents in town before. Her plump
little mother wore beautiful saris and wove her long
hair in a plait. Niral cut her hair short and shaved it on
one side. She didn’t like what she was from.

Niral also didn’t like this timid girl called Anna,
who looked like a doll with her tight black curls and big
dark eyes. Niral enjoyed teasing people, and her voice
always got this vicious sneer to it when she did. Anna,
her favourite target, was sat on the wall a little way
down from me. Niral had come out to the hard courts
with a friend, looked around a moment and then chose
to sit right next to Anna, whose tiny child body had
tensed up while she hunched even closer to her phone.

I had English and maths with Niral, and she
seemed pretty ordinary. Maybe she was loud because
part of her knew this. She didn’t seem to like people she
couldn’t immediately understand. Anna was quiet and
childlike, a natural target. Niral liked to tell people that
Anna was a lesbian. She never said ‘gay’ but ‘lesbian’ in



a drawling voice that emphasised each syllable. Anna
must have had skin made of glue because she couldn’t
take any little jibes. They didn’t roll off her — they stuck
to her in thick, glowing folds. Niral was whispering and
pointing, and Anna was curling over as if she wanted to
crawl into her own stomach.

Then Dannyboy joined in, hoping to impress Niral.
He booted the football over to Anna with admirable
precision, smacking it into her hands and knocking her
phone from them. It smashed to the ground with a flat
crack sound.

Dannyboy ambled over. ‘Sorry,” he said, ofthand,
but his eyes were on Niral.

Anna ducked her head down. Her black curls
dangled next to her cheeks. She didn’t know what to
do. If she went for the phone, they might carry on at
her. If she stayed there, they might take her phone and
try to continue the game.

I watched all this over the top of my book.

I really hated that kind of casual bullying that
people ignored because it was just easier — I'd been
on the end of it before. I watched the ball as it rolled
slowly to me, banging against my foot. I stood,
clutching it, and instead of pitching it back to him, I
threw it the opposite way, onto the field. It bounced off
along the wet grass.
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‘What did you do that for?’ said another boy,
angrily. I didn’t know his name — he didn’t hang out
with Fenrin. Dannyboy and Niral looked at me as one.

Fenrin was watching. I saw his golden silhouette
stop out of the corner of my eye.

‘God, I’'m sorry,” I said. ‘I kind of thought those
two might want to be alone for a while instead of
nauseating the rest of us.’

There was a crushing silence.

Then the angry boy started to laugh. ‘Dannyboy,
take your girlfriend and get the ball, man. And we’ll see
you in, like, a couple of hours.’

Dannyboy shuffled uncomfortably.

“There’s the copse at the back of the field,” I
commented. ‘Nice and secluded.’

“You stupid bitch,’ said Niral to me.

‘Maybe don’t give it out,” I replied quietly, ‘if you
can’t take it.

‘New girl’s got a point,” said the angry boy.

Niral sat still for a moment, trying to decide what
to do. The tide had turned against her.

‘Come on,’ she said to her friend. They gathered
their bags and their makeup and their phones and
walked off.

Dannyboy didn’t dare look after her — the angry
guy was still ribbing him. He went back to playing
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football. Anna retrieved her phone and pretended to
text, her fingers tapping a nonsensical rhythm. I nearly
missed her almost-whisper. “Thought the screen was
cracked right through. Looked broke.’

She didn’t thank me or even look up. I was glad.
I was at least as awkward as she was, and both of us
awkwarding at each other would have been too much
for me. I sat back down next to her, buried my face
in my book and waited for my pulse to stop its erratic
drumming.

When the bell rang, I shouldered my bag, and
then and there made my bold ploy. Without thinking
about it I walked up to Fenrin, as if I were going to
talk to him. I felt his eyes on me as I approached,
his curiosity. Instead of following it up with words,
though, I kept walking past. At the last moment my
eyes lifted to his, and before my face could start its
tragic burn, I gave him an eyebrow raise. It meant,
what can you do? It meant, yeah I see you, and so? It
meant, I’m not too bothered about talking to you, but I’'m
not ignoring you either because that would be just a Lirtle bit
too studied.

I lowered my gaze and carried on.

‘Hey,” he called behind me.

I stopped. My heart beat its fists furiously against
my ribs. He was a few feet away.
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