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Sophie Morrow groaned and pulled the duvet over her head as the house filled with clattering and noise. There was no way it was time to get up!

‘It’s Sunday, Mum!’ she called through a huge yawn. ‘Go back to bed!’

The noise continued and Sophie realised it wasn’t her mother moving about. It was someone hammering on the front door.

She scrambled up, dragging a hand through her messy hair, and ran downstairs. A familiar face was pressed against the frosted glass panel.

‘Katy!’ She flung it open. Her best friend grinned at her, pale cheeks flushed with the autumn chill and her black hair half-hidden under a woolly hat.

‘Sophie, come on out!’ she said. ‘The last of the leaves finally fell off the trees last night and we’re mucking round in them – Callum’s there!’ She blushed. ‘Oh, and some of the other boys are, too.’

‘Cool! Give me a second to get dressed.’ Sophie turned, but Katy caught her arm.

‘Wait… I made you a little present,’ she said, reaching into her coat pocket. ‘I’d really like you to wear it.’

She handed Sophie a friendship bracelet, plaited together with a rainbow of coloured threads. Charms in the shape of flowers and fruit were worked into it – an ivy-leaf, a bunch of cherries and a cute red tomato.

Sophie drew in her breath. ‘Oh, Katy, thanks!’ She laid it against her wrist, so the charms caught the light. ‘You like it?’ Katy asked.

‘Like it? I love it!’ Sophie stroked the ivy leaf. ‘And the charms are perfect. Did you choose leaves and fruit because…?’ She tailed off, not wanting to mention the word magic aloud, just in case someone was listening.

Katy nodded. ‘Because of your… green fingers.’ Their eyes met and Sophie knew they were both thinking the same thing: Sophie was a witch, and witch powers came from the great forces of nature.

‘It’s the best present in the world,’ she said, throwing her arms round Katy.

‘Well, you’re the best friend in the world, so you deserve it!’ Katy said with a laugh. ‘I made one for me, too, exactly the same.’ She held up her wrist.

‘So cool!’ Sophie clapped her hands. ‘It’s like we’re twins.’ She noticed Katy’s cheeks flush. ‘I mean, obviously we look totally different and, um, our families are sworn mortal enemies, but, y’know… ’

They laughed together. Katy came from a family of witch hunters. They’d only found out how different they were after they’d become friends, and now nothing was going to become between them – not even witch hunting.

‘The bracelets aren’t identical,’ Sophie added, examining the bracelets side by side. ‘Yours hasn’t got this bunch of cherries—’

‘Oh! I almost forgot,’ Katy took Sophie’s friendship bracelet and flipped it over so the charms were reversed. The bunch of cherries had a piece of metal attached to the back. ‘This one’s special – it’s really a fridge magnet.’

‘Katy, that’s so clever,’ Sophie exclaimed, realising what it meant. Magnets blocked a witch’s powers, making Sophie just like any other human. If she wore it one way, it was just a pretty bracelet. As soon as the magnet came in contact with her skin, it could save her life.

‘When the bracelet’s reversed, your powers will be hidden from any witch hunter,’ Katy said. She hesitated, then added: ‘Even my family.’

‘Thanks, Katy!’ Sophie hugged her again. It wasn’t easy being best friends with a witch hunter – if Katy’s family ever found out Sophie was a witch, they would both be in danger. But it was worth the risk, she thought. I’ve never had a better friend.

‘You’re welcome.’ Katy hugged her back. ‘Now hurry up and get dressed so we can go and find the others!’

Sophie raced up the stairs to her bedroom, the charms on the bracelet catching the dim sunrays as she went.

Sophie followed Katy past the big windows of the new science block and into the courtyard. Turlingham School loomed above them, turrets and towers casting spiky shadows across the concrete. She saw her friends on the other side of the courtyard, shouting and laughing as they chased after Mark, who was carrying Erin in a piggyback across the grass, weaving in and out of the trees.

‘Mark, slow down!’ Erin shrieked in her American accent, between giggles. ‘You’re going to drop me, I swear!’ The gulls overhead echoed her squeals.

‘Hey, Soph!’ Tall, curly-haired Callum waved to her. Sophie waved back. She’d known Callum for what seemed like for ever – her mother and his father were joint head teachers at Turlingham Academy.

‘Look! No hands!’ Erin yelled, waving to Sophie – then she lost her balance and slid off into a big pile of leaves with a whoop of laughter. Mark fell down next to her. Sophie ran over to them as the others crowded round, giggling and tossing armfuls of leaves on top of Erin and Mark.

‘Hey, you two, stop kissing under there!’ Kaz laughed as she chucked some more.

‘Yeah, can’t you keep your hands off each other for a second?’ Katy added as she and Sophie reached them.

Sophie laughed. She knew Erin loved to be the centre of attention with Mark – and Erin seemed so happy to be finally going out with him!

Mark scrambled up out of the leaves, blushing and frowning.

‘Hey, Mark, are you OK?’ Sophie asked. ‘We were only joking… ’

‘Yeah, course I’m OK!’ Mark muttered. He ran off and joined the other boys who were hanging out under the trees.

‘Oh no, did we upset him?’ Lauren said, looking worried. ‘We didn’t mean to!’

Erin got to her feet, her cheeks red with embarrassment. ‘The thing is,’ she whispered, beckoning the girls in, ‘don’t tell him I told you, but… we haven’t actually kissed yet.’

‘Wha-at?’ Kaz’s mouth dropped open. ‘But he’s so into you!’

‘Yeah!’ Joanna looked puzzled. ‘And you’ve been going out for a whole two weeks!’

‘I know.’ Erin’s mouth turned down. ‘I’m worried he doesn’t like me any more.’

‘As if!’ Sophie replied. ‘Erin, he’s head over heels. Anyone can see that.’

‘I hope you’re right.’ Erin sighed.

‘We are! Come on – you’re not allowed to mope about something so silly,’ Sophie said, putting on a stern voice. ‘Or you’ll get… ’ she ducked to scoop up an armful of leaves, ‘. . . leaf bombed!’ She hurled them at Erin, who shrieked and laughed and tried to hide behind Katy. Sophie dodged as Erin scooped up more to fight back with – and gasped as Lauren cheekily tossed handfuls over her head.

Kaz grabbed a big bunch of leaves and darted over to the group of boys. Before Callum could react, she shoved them down the back of his jumper.

‘Urgh! I’ll get you for that!’ Callum roared in mock anger. He scooped up more leaves and flung them at Kaz, who squealed in delight. Then a gust of tangy, salty wind blew in from the sea and suddenly all the leaves were swirling and dancing round.

Sophie grabbed some leaves out of the air, ran over to the boys and flung her armful at them.

‘Girls against boys – leaf wars!’ she cried.

‘You’re on!’ Oliver Campbell, a quiet boy with a big, friendly smile, dashed forward and threw more leaves at Kaz. The others joined in.

‘Oh no, I’m getting out of here!’ Lauren giggled. She ducked for shelter behind the biggest oak tree. Kaz and Oliver dived round to join her.

Sophie looked up into the maze-like branches of the oak tree and saw a flash of glossy black fur. It was Gally – her squirrel familiar. She winked at him, and Gally, catching on at once, darted round the tree, shaking the branches. Kaz, Lauren and Oliver yelled as they were covered in leaves.

‘Oh, look at that squirrel! It’s so close!’ Oliver shouted, pointing as Gally scampered away like a streak of black lightning. Kaz and Oliver chased after him, but Gally disappeared into the woods.

Sophie watched, laughing.

Katy nudged her. ‘Hey – it wasn’t you who made the leaves fall last night, was it?’ she whispered, her eyes wide.

Sophie laughed again and shook her head. ‘I wish my powers were that strong!’ she whispered back. ‘Nope, it’s not magic – just autumn, same as every year.’

‘Let’s go and explore the woods!’ Kaz yelled in the distance. The others followed her towards the trees that bordered the school.

Sophie held Katy back, and they brushed the leaves off each other. Looking up, Sophie noticed that Callum was still there, shifting from foot to foot as he gazed at Katy. ‘What’s up, Callum?’ Sophie asked him.

‘Oh… I – er – I just wanted to apologise to Katy for getting leaves all over her.’ Callum rubbed one Converse shyly against the other.

‘Oh, Callum!  That’s the point of a leaf battle!’ Sophie teased.

Callum ignored her and came up to Katy. ‘Are you OK?’ he said, gazing deep into her green eyes.

Katy blushed. ‘Oh… yeah! Of course!’ She flicked a golden leaf out of her hair. ‘Are you? OK, I mean?’

Sophie rolled her eyes. She wished they would just hurry up and get together. Hoping that if she left them in peace Callum would get to the point, she ran off after the others.

Sophie caught up with Kaz and noticed her glance back at Callum and Katy. Sophie’s smile faltered. Oh no, Kaz has a crush on Callum, too. But he was so obviously into Katy – in fact, he might even be making his move that very minute…

‘So, uh, I got to level sixteen on Elfin Warriors,’ Callum’s voice drifted over to them, ‘and now I have the secret key and forty-two extra Druid Skill Points!’

‘Oh, um… wow,’ Katy’s puzzled voice replied.

Kaz looked relieved, and Sophie groaned to herself. Callum was a great friend, but he was never going to get anywhere with chat-up lines like that!

Sophie felt a pebble dig into her foot. ‘Ouch! You guys go on, I’ll be there in a sec,’ she called.

Sophie sat down on a stump and began unlacing her trainer, while her friends ran on into the woods. She tipped the stone out of her shoe and sat for a moment, enjoying the still peace and the power of nature that she could feel all around her. The wind moaned through the trees and Sophie smiled to herself. But her face fell when she heard a voice from behind her.

‘Nice morning for hunting witches!’

Sophie jumped up and spun round, her heart beating fast. The boy who stood scowling on the path was as handsome as Katy was pretty, and he had the same black hair and green eyes. But Sophie knew Ashton Gibson was nothing like his kind, gentle sister.

‘Ashton,’ she said cautiously. In the distance, she could hear her friends calling to each other as they ran through the woods. If she screamed for them, she thought, they’d come – but then Ashton would know for sure she had something to hide. He had seen her save Katy’s life with a spell just a few weeks ago, and he was furious that he hadn’t managed to prove to his family of witch hunters that Sophie was a witch.

Ashton stepped forward, his feet crunching in the frost. His hand was clenched in his blazer pocket.

Sophie instinctively backed away. What’s he got in there?

He pulled out his fist, grey dust spilling between his fingers. Iron filings, the easiest way for a witch hunter to find witches. They were treated with a witch hunters’ potion, designed to form into the shape of a crescent moon in the presence of a witch.

‘Take that!’ Ashton threw the iron filings.

Sophie barely had time to duck before the tiny pieces of iron scattered over her. Her mouth tasted sour with terror as she realised she was in big, big trouble. The iron filings fell on the floor and Sophie looked down, expecting to see the shape that would seal her fate. Except she didn’t. The filings scattered and were lost on the muddy path. Sophie gasped, caught between confusion and relief.

Ashton stared at the ground, a frown of confusion on his face. ‘How the…? I know you’re a witch!’ he burst out.

Sophie relaxed as she remembered her friendship bracelet. The magnet was touching her skin, protecting her.

‘What do you think you’re doing, Ashton?’ she demanded, trying to look puzzled as well as outraged. ‘First you call me a witch – that’s so rude! – and then you throw stuff at me?! That could have gone in my eyes!’

Ashton’s mouth hardened. ‘I don’t know how you’re beating the test,’ he said. ‘But I do know you’re a witch. I’ll catch you out one day. You can’t make me look stupid.’

He strode away.

As soon as his back was turned, Sophie checked that her friends couldn’t see her from where they were and she flipped her bracelet round. She rubbed the crescent moon ring that she always wore – it was her Source, the origin of her magic. Tingling energy rushed through her, and the wind roared through the trees, as if it was strengthening her power. Silvery willow leaves swirled down and danced around her. Sophie felt a smile come to her lips as the ring glowed as pale as the frost on the ground.

‘Forces of the earth,’ she whispered, ‘rise up!’

A huge gust of wind rushed through the clearing and tossed a huge drift of muddy leaves up into the air. Ashton cried out in disgust as they blew right into his face. He spun round, trying to beat them off, tripped on a root and went over, flailing his arms – splash! – into a puddle.

‘You’re right, Ashton – you definitely don’t need me to make you look stupid!’ Sophie said with a cheeky grin. Then she turned to join her friends. She didn’t fancy staying round to face Ashton’s anger. But as soon as she started to move, she heard a scream ring out from her left.

It was Kaz’s voice – and it was the scream of someone in pain…
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