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1. Candace’s Kitty 
 
      
 
    My name is Wanda, but you can call me a pessimist if you like.  The thing is, I was having a good run.  You know the sort – when there are days or even weeks in a row where you feel like you’re on Easy Street. 
 
    I finally had the permission of the Minister for Magical Law to take on cases with the rest of my coven.  I’d been Wanda Wayfair all my life, but now I actually was a Wayfair, tracking down wayward witches like a pro and sending a steady stream of ne’er-do-wells to Witchfield Prison.  I was getting along marvellously with my coven and with my housemate.  And as for my new boyfriend, Gabriel ... well, I was getting along okay-ish with him. 
 
    Things were as close to perfect as they had ever been – which is exactly why the pessimist in me knew that something foul was coming my way.  But I didn’t think that, when it came, it would arrive in the form of a fluffy white kitten. 
 
    I’ll give you the low-down.  That afternoon, I was in the middle of arresting a witch for selling love potions to humans, when I heard a meowing on the street outside.  The kitten was white, fluffy – incredibly so – and wearing a diamante collar and little pink booties.  She was also wearing a yoghurt carton on her head, but I don’t think it was a deliberate addition.  I admired her booties.  I cuddled her (a lot).  But mostly, I felt a wave of inexplicable unease wash over me.  I couldn’t shake the notion that the reason for my pessimism was soon to be revealed. 
 
    Now, seeing as familiars generally come to me to help me solve their witches’ murders, you might think a sense of unease was natural – sensible even.  But this was something different.  For one thing, the white kitten hadn’t come to help me solve a murder.  She had come to tell me that her witch was missing.  And the witch in question was someone I knew – a girl called Candace. 
 
    ‘Excuse me,’ I said, staring at the kitten.  ‘Did you just say your witch’s name was Candace?’ 
 
    The kitten nodded nervously.  ‘Yes.  Candace Plimpton.’ 
 
    Colour me not shocked.  I hadn’t bothered to find out what coven Candace was a member of.  She acted like a Plimpton, so I assumed she was a Plimpton.  Turns out I was right.  But it wasn’t this gorgeous kitten’s fault her witch was a member of one of my least favourite covens.  It was a misfortune that could befall even the cutest among us. 
 
    ‘And Candace is missing?’ I asked, trying to bring things on track. 
 
    ‘Yes.  Candace is missing.  She disappeared ...’  The kitten half-closed its eyes, doing the most adorable inner-counting I had ever seen.  ‘... three days ago.  I’ve tried and tried but they won’t tell me anything.  And I know you don’t like Candace, and that she hasn’t been very nice to you.  But you’re a good person.  I told her so.  I know you’ll help.’ 
 
    Well, I guess it made sense that the kitten would know all about the hate-hate relationship which Candace and I endured.  Familiars tended to know pretty much everything that their witch was up to.  But as I gazed into the eyes of that gorgeous little creature, I suddenly felt guilty about my feelings for her witch. 
 
    See, Candace is what you might call my nemesis – one of them, anyway.  I mean, she’s never tried to kill me, at least not that I know of.  We met while I was suffering through a series of classes set by the Minister for Magical Law.  Candace was excellent with a wand, had amazingly shiny hair, and sneered in my general direction every chance she got. 
 
    But despite the sneering, and the smugness, and the far-too-perfect hair, she was a ten-year-old kid.  Possibly the most annoying ten-year-old kid in the universe, but still ... 
 
    ‘It doesn’t matter what I think about Candace.  I’m a Wayfair.  Even if we do hold grudges, we don’t let them affect our work.  When you say “they won’t tell me anything” who exactly are you talking about?’ 
 
    The kitten buried her head against my chest.  ‘Her mam and dad.  They’re big fat liars and they won’t tell me where she is, but I know she’s missing.  I know she is.  You have to help me, Wayfarer.  You have to.’ 
 
    I frowned and pulled my phone from my pocket, quickly dialling my mother.  A two-minute conversation ensued, wherein she asked me if I’d had a decent breakfast, if I was getting enough sleep, and if I’d be coming for a hot meal any time this week.  Somewhere in amongst it all, I managed to establish that Candace had most definitely not been reported missing. 
 
    ‘But I’ll talk to Finn,’ my mother added, naming the captain of the Peacemaking force.  ‘You know how some people are – they prefer to deal with the Peacemakers.’ 
 
    ‘It’s okay.  I’m on my way to the Wyrd Court with a witch right now.  I’ll try and catch Finn while I’m there.’ 
 
    After another few seconds of being told to wrap up warm and to take my vitamins, I finally managed to bid goodbye to my mother. 
 
    ‘Okay, Kitty – actually, what’s your name?  I can’t keep calling you Kitty.’ 
 
    The kitten purred.  ‘Why not?  It is my name.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.  That’s ... handy, I suppose.  Anyway, Kitty, you’ve got to tell me – if Candace has gone missing, then how come no one’s reported it?’ 
 
    The kitten began to shake.  ‘I wish I knew.  But something has happened.  Something bad.  I feel it in my bones.’ 
 
    Okay, so this was going to take some time to unravel. 
 
    ‘Look, I’ve got a criminal to take in for processing right now.  So just tell me – is Candace in any immediate danger?’ 
 
    The kitten shook her head.  ‘I can sense her, so I don’t believe she’s in any physical danger, no.  But moral danger for certain.’ 
 
    ‘Right.   Well then let me just get this pesky witch booked in, and we’ll deal with Candace’s moral quagmire as soon as I’m done.’ 
 
    I marched back into the shop, zapped the boxes of illegal potions over to the Wyrd Court, grabbed a hold of the wayward witch, and snapped my fingers. 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    The Wyrd Court was a mad house when I arrived.  I passed at least a dozen other Wayfairs bringing in criminals – and not just wayward witches.  Since the recent, ahem, kerfuffle, in which quite a few Peacemakers had aided one of their own in murder, planting evidence, creating a false prison break, insert various other evil-doings here ... there had been a bit of a shake-up.  Twenty Peacemakers had been outright fired, fifteen were under arrest for the aforementioned dastardly deeds, and another hundred had been suspended pending an investigation. 
 
    Basically, there were sod all Peacemakers – which meant that crime went up a gazillion-fold (not exaggerating), and my coven had to step in and pick up the slack. 
 
    Despite the pandemonium, and the inconvenient matter of my impending sense of doom, I was thriving.  The more work, the better, as far as I was concerned.  Nothing like learning on the job.  Yeah, there was a bucket load of crime, but we were getting through it, and fast.  And sure, there were riots on the streets every night, as put-upon supernaturals demanded an equal footing with witches.  But things were improving, each and every day.  It might have helped that the Wayfairs fared far better at keeping the peace than the Peacemakers ever had. 
 
    I couldn’t see any sign of Finn, so I made my way towards Incoming (the desk where we booked in supernatural criminals).  As soon as I arrived, the clock above the desk began to screech, ‘Lunchtime!’ 
 
    A couple of bedraggled Peacemakers – and a lot of incredibly capable Wayfairs – deposited their arrests in a holding pen and headed out the door.  I was thinking of doing the same when I noticed that the person behind the Incoming desk was none-other than my best friend and fellow coven member, Melissa. 
 
    Seeing me hovering there, she waved me towards her.  ‘It’s okay.  I’ll book him in before I take my break.  Hey, maybe we could grab a bite together?’ 
 
    ‘Sounds good.  How come you’re on the Incoming desk, anyway?  Shouldn’t you be off getting coffee for the Minister or polishing her boots or something?’ 
 
    She gritted her teeth.  ‘You’re telling me.  That chamber session we’ve all been waiting for?  Well, it’s finally happening.  You know how our lovely Minister likes to announce these things, oh, five minutes before they’re due to begin.  It’s going on in government chambers right now.  The only time I’ve ever wanted to accompany that horrible witch anywhere, and it’s the one time I’m not welcome.’ 
 
    I whistled.  ‘You mean Agatha is asking the Wyrd Court to pass her Equal Rights for Others Bill today?’  Agatha was up there with my mother when it came to women I wished I could be when I grew up a little more.  She was the Magical History Professor at Crooked College, she held a seat on the Wyrd Court, and she was also a member of our coven.  I wasn’t sure when she found time to sleep, but she certainly didn’t lack energy. 
 
    ‘She is.  And Finn has been asked to sit in, too, and lay out his Magical Law Amendment proposals.’ 
 
    I swallowed.  We’d been itching to get these things through for ages now, and they were both before the Wyrd Court on the same day?  ‘I see your frustration, and I raise it,’ I said.  ‘I wish I could be there myself.  I mean, I might be throwing a few flatulence spells at the Minister instead of taking notes if I were there, but still.’ 
 
    Melissa leaned across the desk.  ‘You know a majority has to agree for either of these things to go to the next level,’ she murmured.  ‘And even if Agatha and Finn get that majority, the Minister is going to push for a referendum.’ 
 
    I sighed.  ‘Which will be taking place sometime in the very far future.  I know.  And I kind of agree with you.  The Minister will push, but that doesn’t mean she’ll get.  She’s only one person.  She isn’t the be all and end all.’ 
 
    I sincerely hoped that what I was saying was true.  What Finn and Agatha were asking for was only what was fair.  Finn’s Peacemaking force needed serious overhauling, and to do that the Magical Law Act would need to be amended.  And as for the Equal Rights for Others Bill ... surely no one in their right mind could argue with that one.  Weredogs, wizards, unempowered witches and dayturning vampires had next to no rights at the moment.  Almost everyone I spoke to agreed that the situation needed to change. 
 
    ‘How long do you think it’ll take?’ I asked. 
 
    Melissa gave a helpless shrug.  ‘No idea.  I’m trying to get on with the job and not think about it.  Speaking of the job ...’  She looked my arrest up and down and wrinkled her perfect nose. 
 
    I couldn’t say I faulted her reaction.  His hair was dark brown and slicked back.  His skin was covered in fake tan.  There were a lot of muscles, but they had that look that glamour-magic muscles tend to have – they seemed real enough as long as you didn’t look too hard, and they turned you off, too, even though you couldn’t quite say why. 
 
    ‘I take it he’s the reason for the boxes of potions that have just arrived in the evidence locker.’ 
 
    I nodded.  ‘Yup.  Melissa Wayfair, meet Johnny Goode.’ 
 
    ‘I seriously doubt he is,’ she quipped.  Her eyes strayed to the kitten, who was peeking out of my pocket.  ‘Oh my stars!  You’re so fluffy!’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, that’s another case I’m working on.  A brand new one, in fact,’ I told her, as I filled out the pile of forms necessary to book Johnny in.  While I wrote, Melissa zapped him across to the opposite wall and took his photo. 
 
    ‘There are no free interrogation rooms,’ she said over her shoulder.  ‘So you won’t be able to question him until at least tomorrow morning.  No free cells, either, so I guess we’ll somehow have to squeeze him into the holding pen until then.’ 
 
    She waved to the holding pen, where a werewolf and a vampire were shoving one another around.  Their pen-mates stayed pressed up against the magical bars, deciding that the discomfort of being zapped by the bars was a better option than getting in the middle of that particular fight. 
 
    I suppressed an irritated shriek.  Johnny Goode might be selling illegal potions, but I doubted he was the one doing the brewing.  Love potions like his took talent and finesse.  Somehow, I doubted he was blessed with either.  I needed to question him and I wanted to do it as soon as possible, before whoever was making those potions managed to sell even more. 
 
    ‘I guess that’ll have to do,’ I grudgingly replied.  ‘At least a night in the pen might give him some incentive to talk.’  What I didn’t say out loud, though, was that I only hoped he would survive the night. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 2. The Hungry Hippy 
 
      
 
    After depositing Johnny Goode into the pen, we made our way to the Hungry Hippy for lunch.  We wanted to go somewhere supernatural, so that no one would think it strange that we were talking to a cat.  But we also wanted it to be far enough away from the Wyrd Court, so that we wouldn’t have to run into colleagues while we were trying to catch up.  The Hungry Hippy, therefore, was the perfect choice. 
 
    The eatery was on Poppy Lane, one of the many offshoots of Warren Lane, Dublin’s biggest witch enclave.  I loved the Hungry Hippy.  They never played Holly Golly’s music, even though every other establishment had played her non-stop since her recent murder.  I mean, it’s fine to mourn, but music doesn’t get better just because a pop star is dead.  They also had the best veggie food around, and they were happy to serve it to everyone and anyone.  Considering the divisiveness in the supernatural world these days, it was a relief to be somewhere where none of that mattered. 
 
    ‘So,’ I said, placing the kitten on the table after we’d ordered.  ‘Do you feel up to telling us a bit more about Candace?’ 
 
    ‘Did you order me a bowl of milk?’ 
 
    ‘Yup,’ said Melissa.  ‘And they’ve got some organic salmon in for fussy familiars, too.’  Melissa twirled an imaginary moustache.  ‘Ve haf met all of your demands, little kitty.  Now tell us vot ve vant to know.’ 
 
    The kitten giggled.  Melissa and I did our very best not to grab her and cuddle her at the sound.  But my stars!  Was there anything about this creature that wasn’t adorable? 
 
    ‘I feel like that’s the first time I’ve laughed for days,’ she said as her milk was placed on the table.  She lapped up a little, wiped her mouth with her paw and said, ‘I’ll tell you everything.  But there’s really not much to tell.  Candace and I only met a few weeks ago.  I’d just become her familiar a few days before Halloween, as it happens.  We grew close very quickly.  Candace took me everywhere.  She brushed my fur, and I slept in a little cat bed next to her bed every night.  Life was perfect.’ 
 
    ‘Or maybe purrfect?’ suggested Melissa. 
 
    The kitten giggled again.  ‘You’re right.  It was purrfect.  We were purrfect together, me and Candace.  And then we went to visit Everest.  The Everest Climb is coming up, you see, and Candace is taking part.  Her mother works somewhere in the area, so she would take Candace and I along now and then, so that Candace could get used to the course while her mother was busy at work.  And ... well ... one of those days, Candace left me at the Snowy Inn while she and her mother went off together.  I had a nice little bed by the fire with the other familiars, and so I just settled in and waited.  But as the evening went on, and all of the other familiars were collected by their witches ... no one came for me.’  She sniffed.  ‘Eventually, one of the hotel workers got through to Candace’s mother and passed the phone to me.  I asked if everything was all right, and Candace’s mother just blew up at me.  She said ... she said Candace wasn’t coming for me.  She said she was bored of me, and realised she’d a mistake in allowing me to be her familiar.  And then ... then she hung up the phone.’ 
 
    Melissa and I gasped.  Even if Kitty didn’t happen to be as adorable as she was, it was hard to believe anyone could just leave her there like that.  Abandoning a familiar was almost unheard of. 
 
    ‘You’re very brave to tell us all of this,’ I said softly.  ‘So what happened next?  How did you get back to Ireland all by yourself?’ 
 
    The kitten took another few mouthfuls of milk before speaking.  ‘Sorry.  I haven’t eaten much lately.  I stowed away on a plane.  Then I caught the train and made my way to Candace’s house.  But ... but they won’t let me in.  I’ve tried to climb up to her bedroom window to see if she’s there.  Because if she is there, like they say she is, then I need to ask her what I did wrong, why she left me.  But they’ve got this dog, chained to the tree below her room.  I don’t know where he came from, because they never had a dog before, and I can’t get past him.  Candace could be there, I suppose.  But if she is, then why wouldn’t she want to see me?’  The kitten looked plaintively at both of us.  ‘I meant what I said before.  I think something bad has happened to her.  I think that her mother is lying.’ 
 
    Our food arrived then, so we paused to tuck in.  Serious though our conversation might be, I was famished.  I was nothing compared to Kitty, though.  She chowed through her fish in under a minute, so I ordered her another serving.  As Melissa and I sat waiting for her to finish (and happily stroking her fur while she ate) Finn Plimpton walked in, took off his helmet, and sat at our table. 
 
    ‘Cute cat,’ he said briefly, before turning to the waitress.  ‘Can I have the Hungry Hippy special please?  And a coffee.  The largest coffee you’ve got.  Thanks.’ 
 
    He absentmindedly stroked the cat as he turned back to us.  ‘I see you two had the same idea as I did.  Get as far away from the lunching politicians as possible.  I don’t think I need to tell you that, so far, nothing has happened except a lot of ranting and raving from all sides of the chamber.’  He looked more carefully at the cat.  ‘Hey, don’t I know you?’ 
 
    Kitty looked up at Finn, and smiled.  ‘You go to the Flying Club.  Your mother is friends with Candace’s mother.’ 
 
    ‘Hey, that’s right!  You’re Candace’s Kitty.  So what are you doing with these two reprobates?  Last time I spoke to Candace she didn’t have too many good things to say about Wanda.’ 
 
    I moved closer to Finn, lowered my voice, and explained the situation. 
 
    ‘Well, she definitely hasn’t been reported missing,’ he remarked with a frown when I’d finished.  ‘Not that I’ve heard of.  I saw her parents only yesterday, and they didn’t say anything at all about Candace.  If there was anything the matter with her, surely they would have mentioned something.’ 
 
    ‘That is really weird,’ said Melissa.  ‘Really.  But I know one thing for sure, Kitty.  There’s no way she’d just abandon you.’ 
 
    ‘I want to believe that she wouldn’t,’ Kitty replied, nudging her plate away with her nose.  ‘Most of me does believe that she wouldn’t.  That’s why I’m so worried.’ 
 
    Finn’s coffee arrived, and he took a long glug.  ‘I needed that.  But listen, we can solve this pretty fast, Kitty.  My cousin Lucy goes to school with Candace.  I’ll speak to her this evening.  See what she knows.  Because when it comes to ferreting out information, there is nothing as good as a ten-year-old girl.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    We left Finn to his Hungry Hippy special (black bean burger, sweet potato fries and a lot of salad) and made our way outside. 
 
    ‘I guess I’d better get back to work,’ said Melissa, with a face that said she would rather walk on coals than return to the Wyrd Court.  ‘What about you?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got a dodgy healer to investigate, and a vampire suspected of turning humans without their consent.  It’ll be a busy one.  In between, I’ll try to find out what I can about Candace.  But I’ve got tonight off, at least.  Max has a shift at the Water Bowl, so I’m going to keep him company.  You’re welcome to join us.  Just ... meet us at the top of Eile Street first.  The bouncers at the Water Bowl can be a bit overenthusiastic.’ 
 
    Melissa regarded me with confusion.  ‘Weren’t you just complaining the other day about not getting to see Gabriel enough?  You’ve got your first night off for ages and you’re spending it at the Water Bowl?’ 
 
    I shrugged.  ‘Gabriel’s got some dinner with the TV execs tonight.  I didn’t fancy it.’ 
 
    ‘So he invited you?  And you said no?’ 
 
    I held Kitty out.  ‘Hey, look.  Isn’t she so fluffy?  Wanna give her one last rub before we split?’ 
 
    Melissa wagged her finger at me.  ‘I know you’re only trying to distract me,’ she said, lowering her finger and stroking the cat.  ‘But who cares when the distraction is this cute?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 3. Benny and the Jeffs 
 
    Max and I had been back at Westerly Crescent for about two weeks.  We both enjoyed spending time with our loved ones in Riddler’s Cove, but there was nothing quite like having our own space.  Our TV was newer, for starters.  When I got home at seven, Max was in front of it, equal parts snoring and drooling. 
 
    I tickled his feet.  ‘Wake up, Maxie.  Time to get to work.’ 
 
    He sat up with a judder.  ‘What?  I didn’t eat the pie.’ 
 
    I flopped onto the couch beside him.  ‘I bet you did.  I bet you ate all the pie and didn’t leave me any.’ 
 
    He wiped his eyes.  ‘What?  I was dreaming ... about ... can’t remember now.’  He glanced at his watch.  ‘Oh, pixie piddle.  I have to go to work already?’  He jumped to his feet and searched the room for his shoes. 
 
    ‘Dizzy’s gone out for the evening,’ he said.  ‘He’s met some lady bat, and they’re going to hang out outside a house where some teenage girls are having a sleepover.  They’re going to fly at the poor girls, get in their hair and scare the living daylights out of them.  Not my idea of a date, but each to their own.  What does that expression even mean – the living daylights?’ 
 
    I shook my head in bemusement.  I had no idea, either. 
 
    Dizzy, my bat familiar, had been afraid to leave the house for a long time.  That can happen when you’re on the run from a murderous evil warlock, like Dizzy had been when we met.  But now that the warlock in question was in Witchfield, Dizzy was finally going out at night.  I missed him, but I was happy he was making progress – even if that progress did involve scaring some innocent teenagers. 
 
    Max suddenly noticed the kitten.  ‘Oh my stars!  You’re so fluffy!’  He cast me a worried glance.  ‘A murder?’ 
 
    I shook my head.  ‘This is Candace’s familiar.  You know, the girl who was in all those classes I had to take a while back?’ 
 
    Max rounded his eyes.  ‘Your nemesis!’ 
 
    ‘Candace has gone missing,’ said Kitty.  ‘Do you guys have any milk?’ 
 
    ‘Sure.’  Max grinned, stroking her head.  ‘We’ve got soy, almond and oat milk in the fridge right now.  Which do you prefer?’ 
 
    The kitten looked at me, puzzled.  ‘What did he just say?’ 
 
    ‘Max is a vegan,’ I explained.  ‘We don’t keep dairy in the house.  But plant milk is yummy.’ 
 
    She scrunched her beautiful little nose.  ‘I’ll take your word for it.’ 
 
    As Max took the cat to the kitchen to try out some milk, I picked up my buzzing mobile phone.  A text message had come through from Finn: 
 
      
 
    Candace hasn’t been at school or at the Flying Club for days.  Her parents are saying she has the flu, and is too contagious to have visitors.  I have to go back into government chambers now, but do you want me to do anything else when I get out? 
 
      
 
    I texted back quickly: 
 
      
 
    Thanks, Finn.  I’ll keep looking into it for now.  If I need anything more I’ll let you know. 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    There were three customers in total when we walked in to the Water Bowl that night.  It was Max’s second week there, and he seemed to be getting the hang of things.  The night before, he told me proudly that he had only spilled three pints over customers.  Progress. 
 
    It definitely wasn’t Max’s ideal job, but he had been let go from the dog kennels where he used to work, after the new owners decided to cull the charitable side of their operation.  Max had argued with them about it, and they had once again proved their loving, charitable nature by firing him.  Rover, the owner of the Water Bowl, had come to the rescue.  He offered Max as many shifts as he wanted until he found other work. 
 
    Max went behind the bar, and I pulled out a stool.  Kitty had chosen to curl up in my bed and have a snooze instead of joining us – Dizzy had arrived back just before we left, and he was keeping an eye on the cat. 
 
    As Max poured me a glass of orange juice, I looked across at the others in the bar.  One of them was a weredog, and the other two were wearing collars just like mine.  When I say collar, it was actually a ring – a ring designed to look like a black, studded collar.  Because that’s the kind of sense of humour weredogs have.  I could sense faint power radiating off one of the three guys – most definitely a witch, but perhaps not one with very much magic.  The other guy, I wasn’t sure of.  I was guessing wizard, though. 
 
    Lady, Rover’s sister and manager of the bar, came up beside Max, gave him a shy little ‘Hello,’ and then turned to me.  ‘Hey, Wanda.  How’s everything?’ 
 
    I eyed Lady.  She was a stunning strawberry blonde who did not seem like the shy type, which meant that her bashfulness was probably down to Max.  Max, of course, was completely oblivious to Lady’s demeanour.  He gave her a brief nod and began to polish some glasses. 
 
    I pointed to the threesome across the way. 
 
    ‘Are those guys regulars?’ I asked. 
 
    Lady nodded.  ‘They come in to play pool a couple of times a week.  We call them Benny and the Jeffs.’  Seeing my laughter, she added, ‘Benny’s a local lad, a weredog.  Then there’s Jeff the witch and Jeff the wizard.  The three of them are always thick as thieves.  And you know how misty-eyed my brother gets when supernaturals play nice together.  He loves that they’re friends, so he gave the Jeffs collars.  They all work at that big broom place in Warren Lane.  Blimpton’s?’ 
 
    ‘Plimpton’s,’ I supplied with a scowl.  ‘Even Benny works there?’ 
 
    It was Lady’s turn to scowl.  ‘Oh, sure he does.  As the skivvy.  They even had a hard time agreeing to pay Jeff the wizard a decent wage.  Perfectly happy to hire others, but not so happy to treat them decently.’ 
 
    I looked over at the little group again.  They were huddled together, whispering furiously.  Probably venting about what it was like to work at Plimpton’s.  I had only recently learned that the Minister for Magical Law also owned a broom-making factory.  It didn’t surprise me to find out that she was a crappy employer.  But despite my anger, it warmed me to see a witch, a wizard and a weredog having a drink together.  I could see why it made Rover misty-eyed.  It should be a perfectly normal occurrence; unfortunately, it was rare. 
 
    Lady put her coat on and said, ‘Anyway, I’m off to a Weredog Rights meeting just up the road.  Rover’ll be joining me later, but he’s in the back for now if you need anything.’ 
 
    ‘Up the road?  Isn’t it in the community hall in Riddler’s Edge?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘It was.  But so many people wanted to come that we wouldn’t have had enough space.  See you guys later.’  She gave Max a wistful smile, and left the pub. 
 
    ‘So.’  I swivelled in my stool and shot him a cheeky grin.  ‘You and Lady.’ 
 
    ‘Me and Lady what?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come off it.’  I pulled a bowl of peanuts towards me.  ‘She likes you.  Do you like her back?’ 
 
    ‘What?’  He began to pull at the collar of his shirt.  ‘She doesn’t like me.  Don’t be ridiculous.’  He leaned closer to me.  ‘Seriously, Wanda.  Don’t go around saying stuff like that.  She’s Rover’s sister.  No one goes out with Rover’s sister.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’  I shoved as many of the peanuts as I could into my mouth.  ‘That seems a bit unfair,’ I said as I chewed.  I never could manage not to talk with my mouth full – probably because I was eating ninety percent of the time.  ‘It’s not like he’s the boss of her.  Anyway, you’re not afraid of Rover, are you?’ 
 
    Max sighed and reached into my peanut bowl.  ‘Actually, no.  But I’d like her to think I am.  She’s lovely, but ... she’s just not my type.’ 
 
    ‘Gorgeous isn’t your type?’  I drained my glass, washing the peanuts down.  ‘So who is your type then?  Is it Emily?  Please say it’s Emily.’  Emily Caulfield was yet another of Max’s admirers.  She was sweet, pretty, and – most importantly – her family owned Caulfield’s Cakes. 
 
    ‘You only want me to go out with Emily so you can get a discount on her grandmother’s apple tart.’ 
 
    Darn it!  Why did he always see through my nefarious schemes? 
 
    ‘Anyway,’ he went on, passing me another juice.  ‘I thought Gabriel was going to ask you to his dinner with the TV station bosses tonight.  What happened with that?’ 
 
    I threw some coins across the counter to pay for my drink.  ‘Nothing.  Nothing happened.  I just ... well, it’s like this ... listen, is there any food on tonight?  I could really go for a burrito around now.’ 
 
    Max shook his head.  ‘No food until you tell me what’s up.  Gabriel is smart, funny, famous, loyal to your coven.  And he’s really good looking, too.’ 
 
    I picked up a nearby beer mat and read the advertisement: Wag’s Lager.  Shakes the tail of any dog. 
 
    What did that even mean?  ‘If you think he’s so perfect, why don’t you go out with him yourself?’  I banged my head on the bar.  ‘Oh, what am I saying?  He is perfect.  Our relationship is going fine.  It’s all ... fine.’ 
 
    Just as Max was about to reply, the weredog approached the bar.  ‘Three pints of Wag’s please, Max,’ he said.  ‘Oh, and could you stick the TV on?  We want to watch Wyrd News Nightly, if that’s okay.’ 
 
    ‘Sure thing, Benny.’  Max hit the remote control and turned on the television before pouring three pints.  ‘How’s everything in the broom business?’ 
 
    Benny rolled his eyes.  ‘Don’t even talk about that place.  I swear, I’m working for the devil herself.’ 
 
    I turned in my stool.  ‘Minister Plimpton owns the place where you work, right?’ 
 
    Benny nodded.  ‘Owns it.  Rules it with an iron fist.  Treats her workers like crap.  All of the above.’  He frowned for a moment, before taking a stool and leaning closer to me.  ‘You’re not a fan of hers, either, are you?’ 
 
    ‘Fan?’  I sniggered.  ‘What are you talking about, Benny?  The Minister for Magical Law is, essentially, my boss.  I look up to her.  I applaud her for all of her wise decisions regarding Wayfairs and Peacemakers, and I especially admire her stance on weredogs.’ 
 
    Benny’s brows lifted.  ‘Oh.  Never mind then.’ 
 
    I slapped him gently on the forearm.  ‘Your sarcasm detector’s offline?’ 
 
    ‘What?’  He looked confused.  ‘What are you talking about?’ 
 
    Max placed Benny’s order on the bar.  ‘Benny is what you might call a literal person, Wanda.  Benny, Wanda was just playing around.  It’s okay if you don’t get her sense of humour.  Trust me, you’re not missing out on much.  I’ll give it to you in a nutshell – Wanda does not like the Minister.  In fact, Wanda hates the woman with a flaming passion.  You are safe to insult the Minister as many ways as you like.  Feel free to be creative with it.  Okay?’ 
 
    Benny let out a breath.  ‘Oh, okay then.  Well in that case, there are a few things I need to tell you, Wanda,’ he said.  ‘We hoped that you’d start looking into it as soon as you saw the broom.  Maybe you never got it?’ 
 
    I blinked at him.  ‘What broom?  What are you talking about?’ 
 
    He glanced back at the two Jeffs, and seemed about to call something over to them, when he suddenly stopped and stared up at the television above the bar.  The theme tune for Wyrd News Nightly had just begun to play. 
 
    ‘Actually,’ said Benny.  ‘I’m just going to take these drinks back to my mates so we can watch this.  Will you be here for a while, though?  It’s important that we talk to you.  Vitally important.’ 
 
    I nodded.  ‘I shall be here all night, Benny.  I’ll even be taking requests.  Enjoy your pint.’ 
 
    Sandra, the presenter of Wyrd News Nightly, appeared on the screen.  Her blonde hair was immaculately styled, her make-up was vivid, and her suit ... well, let’s just say it had shoulder-pads and leave it at that.  By now you’re already quite used to the (lack of) style among witches. 
 
    Politicians were filing out through the doors of the Wyrd Court, all looking haggard, and some looking a bit drunk.  I spied Agatha among them, and Sandra zeroed in on her. 
 
    ‘Goodwitch Oster – or should I say Goodwitch Wayfair?  You have, after all, become a member of that famous coven.  How did you feel the meeting went?  You were, I believe, petitioning to have your Equal Rights for Others Bill passed into law.’ 
 
    Agatha scowled at the camera.  ‘Ask the bloody Minister.’ 
 
    Seeing as the Minister was being accosted by numerous other journalists, Sandra sprang at Finn instead.  ‘Finn Plimpton, the only captain on the Peacemaking force.  I believe today you were appealing to the court to have the Magical Law Act amended.  You wanted to overhaul the Peacemakers, perhaps even combine Wayfairs and Peacemakers into one – as yet unnamed – force.  How do you feel it went?’ 
 
    ‘Ask the bloody Minister,’ said Finn, charging down the steps and disappearing from sight. 
 
    ‘Well.’  Sandra turned to the camera, red-faced.  ‘You heard it here, everyone.  I need to ask the bloody Minister.  But first, it’s time to go to a break.’ 
 
    A succession of commercials passed by.  I imagine Sandra was using the time to have a stiff drink.  When the show finally returned, she was standing with none other than Justine Plimpton herself. 
 
    ‘Welcome back to Wyrd News Nightly,’ said Sandra with a too-bright smile.  ‘I’m here on the steps of the Wyrd Court with the Minister for Magical Law.  She’s agreed to fill us in on what went on inside government chambers today.  As we all know, quite a few subjects were on the table – the rights of supernaturals known as others among ... well, other things.  Minister, can you tell me what decisions have been made today?’ 
 
    Justine beamed at the camera.  ‘As you know, Sandra, progress takes time.  But I believe we have made an inroads today.’ 
 
    ‘Meaning what, exactly?’ 
 
    ‘Meaning some progress has been made.’ 
 
    ‘So ... are any of the laws regarding these supernaturals due for an overhaul?  Will there be equal pay, equal right to legal counsel and equal voting rights?’ 
 
    The Minister carried on beaming.  ‘Oh no.  Not at all.  As I said, these things take time.  But a dialogue has begun, and that, I feel, is the important thing.’ 
 
    Sandra blinked.  ‘Sure.  That’s the important thing.  And what about the second item on today’s agenda?  Overhauling our policing forces.  I believe your nephew, Finn Plimpton, has had some rather maverick ideas in that regard.  Will we soon be seeing Wayfairs and Peacemakers united?’ 
 
    The Minister’s smile – somehow – grew wider.  ‘Oh no.  Not at all.  Not in a million years, Sandra.  The Wayfairs are a law unto themselves.  They cannot be trusted.  And my nephew’s insistence on working with them is exactly why he has just been fired.  We’ll carry on without him, leaving the Peacemakers as they are, eventually subsuming the Wayfairs work into theirs.’ 
 
    Sandra blinked again.  I was beginning to fear for the safety of her eyelashes.  Even with a decent coat of mascara, I wasn’t sure that they could withstand quite so much blinking.  ‘But ... the Wayfairs have done amazing work recently.  And your nephew – Finn – has been lauded as the best thing to happen to the Peacemakers since the inception of the force.  Without Finn and the Wayfairs working together, we would never have uncovered the corruption in the ranks.  Not to mention that the Wayfairs have been taking on the lion’s share of the Peacemakers’ work recently.  Surely–’ 
 
    The Minister shook her head, cutting Sandra off.  ‘Sandra dear, have you ever heard of the Leadership Clause?’ 
 
    Sandra gulped.  ‘Yes.  I’ve heard of it.’ 
 
    I could understand why Sandra was gulping.  I gulped a few times myself, and felt my blood run cold. 
 
    I’d been reading a lot about Magical Law since becoming empowered.  The thing about Irish witches is that ... well, let’s just say we have authority issues.  Because of that, we had no Taoiseach, Prime Minister, President or equivalent ruler.  We had various ministerial positions, of course.  But because even stubborn, authority-flouting witches realised there was a need for some laws, the post of Minister for Magical Law had become the most important role.  It was a role, however, which came with some caveats.  Justine Plimpton didn’t have the right to enact or change laws – that was done by agreement of the entire Wyrd Court.  Unless the Leadership Clause came into play. 
 
    I gulped again, and blinked a few times.  All I needed was some shoulder pads, and I’d be doing a pretty good impression of Sandra.  I pictured the words I had read in one of my many Magical Law books: 
 
    The Leadership Clause can only come into play in times of national emergency. 
 
    Was the worst about to happen? 
 
    ‘The Leadership Clause,’ the Minister went on, ‘is by far the most sensible part of Irish Magical Law.  In times of national emergency, the Minister for Magical Law shall take on the leadership of all Irish Enclaves, including, but not limited to ... well, everything.’ 
 
    Sandra’s shoulder pads were beginning to droop.  ‘What are you saying, exactly, Minister?  We’re hardly in a national emergency.’ 
 
    The Minister smirked.  ‘Luckily, that is not up to you to decide.  It is my decision, and my decision alone, as to when a national emergency is declared.  What with all of the recent riots, murders, and spikes in crime, how could I not declare a national emergency?’ 
 
    ‘So ... effectively, you’ve made yourself the boss of everything.’ 
 
    She turned to the camera, smiling.  ‘I couldn’t have put it better myself.’ 
 
    I was almost positive that, somewhere beneath her make-up, Sandra turned pale.  She fixed another uber-bright smile upon her face and said, ‘I think it’s time for another commercial break.’ 
 
    A group of attractive young people appeared on-screen, all flying over Warren Lane on brooms, and looking like they were having the time of their lives.  A jingle began to play: 
 
    ‘Plimpton’s Brooms, Plimpton’s Brooms, now you’re really flying 
 
    Plimpton’s Brooms, Plimpton’s Brooms, it’s time to get a-buying.’ 
 
    As the jingle repeated, Benny and his friends stood up, and walked to the pool table. 
 
    ‘Can’t say I blame them,’ said Max.  ‘Better off playing pool.  That news was a joke.’ 
 
    I watched the threesome, feeling a tingle creeping up and down my spine.  Benny and the Jeffs seemed a little out of it, to say the least.  The news had been dire, so I guess they could have been shocked – I certainly was.  But this didn’t seem like shock.  The three guys almost seemed like they were sleepwalking.  Benny picked up his cue first, and his two friends soon followed. 
 
    Just as I was jumping down off my stool, they broke their cues off the edge of the pool table, and plunged them into their chests. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 4. Good Gretel 
 
    I checked desperately for pulses with one hand, and called my mother with the other.  As I was speaking to her, Rover rushed in from the back room. 
 
    ‘I smell blood,’ he said.  ‘What the hell ... happened?’  His voice trailed off as his eyes fell on Benny and the Jeffs, lying together on the floor. 
 
    ‘They stabbed themselves with the pool cues,’ I said, straightening up. 
 
    ‘Like some weird suicide pact?’ wondered Rover. 
 
    ‘I’m not so sure.  I mean, three minutes ago Benny was all ready to tell me something.  You heard him, Max.  He wanted to chat with me straight after the news.’ 
 
    Max was about to confirm, when one of the Jeffs sat up. 
 
    ‘Wanda,’ he croaked.  ‘The glitch.  Look out for the glitch.’  He let out a rattling breath, before his head fell back to the floor, and he was gone. 
 
    ‘Which one was he?’ I asked Max.  ‘Jeff the witch or Jeff the wizard?’ 
 
    ‘Wizard.  But what did he mean about a glitch?’ 
 
    As he spoke, the room filled up with Wayfairs and Peacemakers.  There was no sign of Finn.  So it was true then.  His aunt really had fired him. 
 
    ‘I don’t know what the glitch is,’ I whispered to Max.  ‘And I don’t think we should mention it to anyone other than my coven.’ 
 
    As Max nodded, Gabriel approached me, all dressed up in a tuxedo.  ‘You got here quickly,’ he said. 
 
    I bit my lip.  Could I lie?  ‘Yeah.  Yeah I did.’  I groaned as I heard the untruth spilling from my mouth.  ‘Actually, Gabriel, I was already here.  I was hanging out with Max.’ 
 
    ‘But ... you told me you couldn’t come to dinner with me,’ he said, looking adorably confused.  ‘You said you were going to be questioning someone all night.’ 
 
    ‘Well ... originally I was going to, but there were no interrogation rooms.  I should have told you about the change in plans but ... well, I didn’t know how to tell you the truth.  The thing is, I just didn’t want to go to dinner tonight.’ 
 
    His expression switched from confused to upset.  ‘I don’t get it.  I thought things were going really well with us.  I mean fine, we don’t get to spend as much time together as we’d like.  And we tend to get interrupted by one emergency or another every time we’re about to ... y’know.  But other than that, this is the best relationship I’ve ever had.  Or at least I thought so.’ 
 
    ‘It is,’ I insisted.  ‘It really is.  For me, too.  But tonight ...’  I looked him up and down.  He was close to full-on TV Gabriel, with his product-soaked hair and his shiny teeth.  ‘I just ... I couldn’t do it.  Last time I spent time with your TV buddies, I overheard ... I overheard one of them say, “Gabriel’s really going for a different sort these days, isn’t he?”  And the woman he was with, she guffawed.  Full-on guffawed like a snobby mare.  She even looked like a horse, with her giant teeth and her long neck and her ... and her ... anyway, then she said, “I’ll say this for her.  Her bottom could probably quash the country’s crime problem all by itself.”’ 
 
    I swallowed, eyes darting everywhere, while Gabriel looked close to exploding.  ‘Now, don’t feel sorry for me,’ I told him.  ‘I’m not upset because some skinny witch said my bum is big.  I happen to like my big bum.  It’s just that ... I kind of had an urge to turn her into a dung-beetle.  I’m not like your TV friends, Gabriel.  I’m not like them, and I don’t like them.  And I’m sorry if you feel like I’ve let you down, but ... it would have been a lot worse if I’d gone.  And, well, I don’t want to spend time with them again.’ 
 
    He pulled me close, kissed the top of my head and said, ‘Then you don’t have to.  But as a matter-of-fact, Lindsey Berry – the skinny horse-witch who slagged you off?  She’s in the minority, Wanda.  The rest of my TV friends think you’re so amazing.  They really hoped you’d be there tonight.’ 
 
    I snorted.  ‘Yeah, sure they did.  It doesn’t really matter, either way.  This is a crime scene.  Let’s get to solving it.’ 
 
    He laughed softly as we moved back into the fray.  ‘Fine,’ he said.  ‘But just so you know?  Your bottom is a work of art.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    Without Finn on the scene, I’d feared that we were going to go back to our usual unpleasant relationship with the Peacemakers.  But thankfully Gretel – another ally of ours – seemed to be taking control. 
 
    She took off her helmet, revealing her long, black, plaited hair.  ‘We all saw the news a few minutes ago,’ she said to her team.  ‘But for now, we carry on the way Finn would have wanted to.  Because the Minister didn’t say Wayfairs were over and done with.  She said that eventually we’ll be taking over from them.  That’s an eventuality that I hope never actually comes to pass.  So tonight, we work together with the Wayfairs.  Anyone have any problems with that?’ 
 
    It was an admirable speech – or it would have been if she hadn’t caught her truncheon in her hair halfway through, and spent the rest of the speech trying to untangle it. 
 
      
 
    There were a few shuffling feet, but no words of dissent.  They just got on with it – and no one so much as laughed at Gretel’s latest clumsy predicament.  To be fair, Finn had managed to weed out the worst of the force and hire some new blood before he was fired.  Now that he was gone, I had no doubt that his aunt would return things to their former disharmony.  In the meantime, I was going to be happy for small miracles. 
 
    Dennis, the department healer, was examining the bodies.  I say healer, even though Dennis was the one who arrived when there was nothing left to heal.  He was working along with Ronnie – a Wayfair and Potions’ expert.  Some of the Peacemakers were bagging up the pool cues, while Christine and Gabriel set about talking to the witnesses – and by witnesses, I mean me and Max. 
 
    ‘So ... they were watching Wyrd News and then they just killed themselves?’ asked Christine.  ‘There was no other indication of what they were about to do?’ 
 
    ‘No.’  I shook my head sadly.  ‘None at all.  In fact, Benny asked me if he and the Jeffs could have a chat with me after the news.  He said that it was vitally important.  I got the impression he wanted to tell me something about Justine or her broom factory.  Oh, and Wyrd News wasn’t yet over when he and the Jeffs went to the pool table.  It was the second ad break when they did it.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’  Max began humming the Plimpton’s Brooms tune.  ‘It was the ad for the Minister’s brooms that was playing.  And they looked kind of out of it, all three of them.’ 
 
    ‘Could they have been drunk?’ Christine suggested.  ‘Could that have been why they looked unfocused?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Max said with certainty.  ‘They’d just started on their second pint.  Those boys only ever had two.  There was definitely more to the whole thing.  They weren’t drunk, and they weren’t suicidal, either.  If I had to guess, I’d say they were hypnotised.’ 
 
    ‘Often people who have suicidal pacts or intentions can look sort of out of it, though,’ Gabriel pointed out.  ‘It’s just because they have a set idea in mind.  It doesn’t mean they were influenced by anything other than their own single-mindedness.’ 
 
    ‘No.’  I shook my head.  ‘I agree with Max.  This wasn’t single-mindedness or whatever you want to call it.  This was weird is what it was.’ 
 
    Gabriel smiled sadly at me.  ‘You haven’t seen suicidal, Wanda.  I have.’ 
 
    Gabriel’s words were a surprising revelation.  I had no idea he knew someone who died that way, and a shared look with Max told me that the news was just as new to him. 
 
    ‘Sorry about that, mate,’ said Max.  ‘We’ve all seen some sad things in our lives.  But Wanda is right about this, I’m telling you.  I know Benny and the Jeffs.  They’re clever.  They’re a bunch of determined lads.  Brilliant lads.’ 
 
    ‘And you’re saying suicidal people can’t be clever?’  Gabriel glared at Max.  ‘And as for knowing them, you can’t ever know a person.  You don’t know what these guys had in their heads.  In their hearts.  How could you possibly know that?’ 
 
    Christine and I stood between the men.  The anger coming off Gabriel was unusual – especially since it was directed at Max.  The two of them had become best friends in recent months. 
 
    I put a hand on Gabriel’s, and made him meet my eyes.  ‘Max wasn’t insulting anyone,’ I said softly.  ‘Neither was I.  Okay?’ 
 
    Christine gave him a worried smile.  ‘There’s nothing more for us to ask Wanda and Max anyway, Gabe.  And there are no other witnesses, so why don’t we all go and help gather up the evidence?’ 
 
    Gabriel gritted his teeth and marched across to the pool table.  As much as I wanted to comfort him, now wasn’t the time, so I approached Gretel instead.  She was waving a magic scanner around – it was a long, rectangular device that reminded me of the hand-held metal detectors in airports. 
 
    ‘You picking anything up?’ I asked her. 
 
    ‘Nothing we can use.  Witches carrying out crimes have a pesky habit of hiding their own magical signatures, and any trace of the spells they’re carrying out.  The only time this stupid stick ever picks a clear signature up is when I’ve caught some witch kid using their power to shoplift.’  She frowned.  ‘But tonight ... I don’t think it’s a case of anyone hiding anything.  That makes the scanner glow red.  It gets so hot with trying to sort through all of the obfuscations that I can barely hold the thing.  Now ... it’s picking up things normally.  I can pick up on Jeff the witch’s power, but he wasn’t doing any spells.  I don’t think anyone was tonight.’  She looked around the bar.  ‘It’s a nice place.  I was here once before when we raided it, but ... it was a lot messier then.  Our fault, obviously.’  She turned off the scanner and looked at me.  ‘Wanda ... I have an idea about all of this, but I think it might be dumb.’ 
 
    I put on my poker face.  Finn had been right about Gretel.  In the past few weeks I’d gotten to know her, and it was clear that she was everything he said: honest, hardworking, and clever in the strangest ways.  Sure, I’d seen her pull at a door handle for ten seconds straight before she realised it said Push.  And yeah, I’d seen her absentmindedly pour salt instead of sugar into her coffee – on that occasion, before I crossed the room to warn her, she’d already drained the cup and hadn’t noticed any difference in taste. 
 
    But I had also seen her come up with incredibly astute observations, seemingly from nowhere.  A murder the week before had almost been pinned on a weredog.  But when a witness described the murderer as, ‘Chewing on a beef burger,’ Gretel had been the first of the Peacemakers to point out that most weredogs were vegan.  The real murderer, a werewolf, had been tracked down by Gretel the very next day. 
 
    ‘It’s not going to be dumb,’ I assured Gretel.  ‘Whatever you’re thinking, tell me.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, but not here.’  She pulled me into the ladies’ room.  ‘Here’s the thing,’ she said once we were inside.  ‘Darren – one of the new hires – he’s searching the guys’ places as we speak.’ 
 
    ‘Already?’  I couldn’t hide my surprise.  ‘You guys just got here.’ 
 
    Gretel sighed.  ‘The Minister came into our canteen the second she was done on Wyrd News.  She arrived at the very same time we got the call about Benny and the Jeffs.  She told Darren to get over to the dead guys’ places while the rest of us came here.  She said we’d be more efficient that way.  Anyway, Darren’s just been in touch with me.  He found this in Jeff the witch’s flat.’  She pulled out her mobile phone and opened up a photo Darren had just sent her.  It was, without a doubt, a suicide note.  I peered at the screen: 
 
      
 
    Me, Benny and the other Jeff have decided to take a stand.  We want to do something big, something that’ll get people talking.  So tonight, we’re going to kill ourselves.  All three of us.  We hope that, by doing so, people will see just how tight a friendship between a weredog, a witch and a wizard can be.  People will know how stupid all of this separation is.  People will come together, and demand that the laws be changed.  That’s what we hope, anyway. 
 
    Sorry, Mam.  I love you, 
 
    Jeff. 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh,’ I said.  ‘And what about the handwriting?’ 
 
    Gretel sighed.  ‘Matches everything else in Jeff’s flat, according to Darren.  Broom-making notes and designs, his appointment diary ... it’s definitely his handwriting.’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ I said again.  ‘Wait ... you said you had an idea, though.’ 
 
    She pulled at her plait, undoing it and re-braiding it thoughtfully.  I felt incredibly short beside her.  Gretel might look a little vacant behind the eyes, but she also looked kind of Amazonian.  ‘Well, it’s just some dumb idea I can’t get out of my head.  I mean, there’s really nothing left to investigate, because this was definitely a suicide pact.  The Minister sure isn’t going to let us look into it any further.  But ... I overheard you and Max saying they looked kind of hypnotised, and I was thinking ... they had to have been.’ 
 
    ‘Had to have been?  Hypnotised?’ 
 
    ‘Well, yeah.  Because snapping a pool cue in two and stabbing yourself right in the heart ... that takes strength.  Not to mention accuracy.  Benny I could understand.  Weredogs are incredibly strong, on par with werewolves.  But the two Jeffs?  No way.  Like I said, no spells were obfuscated, so they didn’t do anything to give themselves super-strength.  But there is one thing that can give a person uncommon strength.  And that’s if a vamp compels them.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right,’ I said.  ‘And a vampire could also have compelled Jeff the witch to write that note.  But the problem is, with the three guys being dead ....’ 
 
    ‘...we can’t test them to see if they have been compelled.’  Gretel finished off my thought, then kicked the tiled counter beneath the sink.  ‘I wish to the goddess that Finn were here.  We’re going to lose this investigation, Wanda.  You know what the Minister’s like.  Once she hears about the suicide note, it’s all over.’ 
 
    ‘Is there any way we could maybe ...’ 
 
    Gretel shook her head.  ‘Lie?  No.  I thought about that, too.  Believe me.  I thought: what would Finn do?  And the answer was lie through his teeth to his aunt and hide any trace of that note until he was satisfied we’d investigated the case to its fullest.’ 
 
    ‘So what’s the problem?’ 
 
    Gretel nodded down to her mobile phone.  ‘This is the problem.  Department issued.  Every text we send, every call we make, it gets recorded and goes straight to Justine.  Finn and I have taken to using our personal phones when there’s something we don’t want her to see.  But Darren used his work phone.  So ... there’s no hiding the note.  Because the Minister already knows about it.’ 
 
    Just as I was trying to think of some way out of it, some way we could carry on investigating, Christine walked into the room.  ‘Investigation’s off, kiddos,’ she said grimly.  She held up her phone.  It was displaying the same suicide note Gretel had just shown me.  ‘Justine is satisfied that we’re looking at a suicide pact here.  No one’s getting the warrant.’ 
 
    ‘But we don’t think it is a suicide,’ I argued. 
 
    Christine shrugged.  ‘Doesn’t matter what we think.  Like I said, it’s over.  I’m gonna go help your mother with the mess in Riddler’s Edge.’ 
 
    ‘Riddler’s Edge?’ Gretel and I asked in unison. 
 
    ‘Oh.  I guess you didn’t watch the rest of the news.’  Christine flicked through her phone, and brought up a Breaking News item.  Gretel and I stood gobsmacked, as we watched a building in the other enclave in Riddler’s Edge go up in flames. 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    No one died, that was the main thing.  But that was only thanks to tonight’s Weredog Rights meeting being moved at the last minute.  If it had gone ahead in Riddler’s Edge as arranged, I dreaded to think of just how many weredogs might have died. 
 
    Hours later, we stood looking at what was left of the small community hall.  The thing about an Inferno spell is that you can’t stop it burning.  You just have to wait it out. 
 
    Two male witches, guys barely in their twenties, had cast the spell.  They owned up to it immediately.  Already, they were in the Wyrd Court, and they would probably be in Witchfield by morning.  Their brazenness had sickened me to my stomach.  They were proud of what they had done.  They even smiled as my coven bound them in magical rope, and said, ‘We’re only sorry there was no one inside.’ 
 
    I stayed on after they were taken to the Wyrd Court, to help with the clean-up.  I think it was about three when Christine handed me a coffee and said, ‘Maybe the Minister is right, after all.  If the stuff that’s been going on lately can’t be classed as a national emergency, then I don’t know what can.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe,’ I said as I took a sip of the hot drink.  ‘But if it is a national emergency, then it’s one that her own policies have caused.  And if she thinks she’s going to get through it any easier without Finn – and us – on her side, then she’s an even bigger idiot than we thought.  Actually, I might call Finn.  Check how he’s coping.’ 
 
    As I stared at my phone and wondered what I could possibly say to him, the phone began to ring. 
 
    ‘Hey, Finn,’ I said.  ‘You won’t believe it, but I was just about to call you.  Weird or what?’ 
 
    He let out a world-weary sigh.  ‘Yeah.  Well, you would have had trouble getting through.  My phone’s been ringing off the hook with people asking me all sorts.  But listen, I think you and I should talk.  Fancy meeting me somewhere for lunch tomorrow?  I was thinking the Flying Club in Riddler’s Cove.  We can have a chat and feel out the staff about Candace while we’re there.’ 
 
    My brain suddenly whirred into action.  ‘The Flying Club sounds great.  And while we’re on the subject, could you tell me how a witch might go about getting some lessons there?’ 
 
    I settled down into a singed chair, and we made our arrangements. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 5. Flying Low 
 
    The next morning, I woke up to a text message from Gabriel: 
 
      
 
    Sorry I got so hot-headed with Max last night.  I hope you and me are still okay.  I’d love it if you could finally come for dinner at my dad’s place.  I know you’ll be working throughout the day, so I was thinking maybe eight?  I could pick you up on my broom. 
 
      
 
    I chewed on my hair, thinking about how to reply.  I’d been saved from meeting Gabriel’s father on three occasions now.  The first time we were scheduled to have dinner there was a robbery in a book shop on Eile Street.  The second time, a beautiful young witch was murdered by her jealous older husband.  The third time ... the third time I told him I had a sick stomach.  And I did, too.  Except that I was sick with nerves instead of with any kind of bug. 
 
    But what was there to be nervous about?  Gabriel was so lovely.  His father was sure to be the same.  And going there on the back of Gabriel’s broom meant I got to wrap my arms around him and smell his cinnamon-scented goodness along the way.  I texted back: 
 
      
 
    Love to.  I’ll see you at eight. 
 
      
 
    Beside me, Kitty stirred.  She made the cutest little yawn, stretched out, and looked at me with her big round eyes. 
 
    ‘Morning,’ she said.  Even her kitten-breath smelled delightful. 
 
    I smiled at her, stroked her fur, and then stroked it a bit more just for good measure.  ‘I picked up some food for you last night.  Fancy some breakfast?’ 
 
    She made an extra-deep purr, and nodded.  As I jumped out of the bed and she leapt down after me, I sensed movement above.  Looking up at Dizzy, I saw that he had one eye peeled open.  ‘What about you?’ I asked.  ‘Breakfast?’ 
 
    The bat groaned.  ‘I’m never eating again.  I tried apples last night, Wanda.  They were on a tree outside the sleepover.  We nibbled them while we were waiting for the girls to arrive.  It wasn’t the best idea I ever had.’ 
 
    I nodded knowingly.  The Lesser-Known Mango Bat didn’t do well with anything other than mangoes.  ‘So ... will you be seeing this lady bat again?’ 
 
    Dizzy shrugged and closed his eyes.  ‘She got a bit narky when I came home to stay with Kitty.  I don’t think I want such a high-maintenance woman in my life.  Oh, by the way, when you’re making breakfast can you try and keep the noise down?  I really need my rest.’ 
 
    I left him there with the curtains and the blinds closed, and took Kitty to the kitchen.  When we arrived there, we found a note from Max on the table: 
 
      
 
    Gone to meet Jasper so I can pick up Wolfie.  See you later.  Don’t worry – I’ll warn him about the cat. 
 
      
 
    As I fixed the cat’s breakfast, I couldn’t help but smile.  Wolfie, an enormous Irish Wolfhound, was a dog that Max loved with all his being.  He was currently sharing custody of the dog with a rock star werewolf called Jasper Jaunt.  Surprisingly, the arrangement seemed to be working out well. 
 
    ‘I have a lot of work on this morning,’ I told Kitty.  ‘But I’m definitely going to look into the Candace situation once I’m done with it all.  Do you want to come to Riddler’s Cove with me at lunchtime?’ 
 
    Kitty stopped eating, and started shaking.  ‘I don’t think that’s a good idea, Wanda.  Her parents think they’ve got rid of me.  If they see us together, they’ll know I’ve asked you to snoop.  They’ll be on their guard, and they’ll make it impossible to find anything out.’ 
 
    Wow, this was a clever little cat.  ‘Okay.  Well, I’m going to take a shower and get going.  I’ll come home later on to tell you what I’ve found out.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    I arrived at the Wyrd Court at eight thirty that morning, ready to question Johnny Goode.  When I got there, Melissa was behind the Incoming desk once again.  This time, she wasn’t processing dozens of criminals.  Instead, she was grabbing her handbag.  Her big green eyes were filled with fury. 
 
    ‘What’s going on?’ I looked around the deathly-quiet room.  The holding pen was empty.  ‘Where are all the criminals?’ 
 
    ‘There was an emergency court session last night – which I was not told about.  Judge Redvein sent everyone to Witchfield.  Some are on remand, and some – like your Johnny Goode, have already been sentenced.’  She swung her bag over her shoulder and marched out from behind the desk.  ‘Something weird is going on, Wanda.  The Minister called me a minute ago.  She told me I should take the morning off.  I think she might be getting ready to give me the old heave-ho.  Y’know – now that she’s in charge of the entire universe.’ 
 
    I felt an uneasy swell in my stomach.  Now that I thought about it, something strange was going on.  When I arrived on the steps outside the Wyrd Court, dozens of Peacemakers had been lined up on guard.  I initially figured the Minister had caught up with her staffing crisis.  Now I wasn’t so sure. 
 
    ‘I’m going to go home and eat ice cream.  I mean, I always figured I’d be sailing on a yacht with the man of my dreams when the world ended but ...  ice cream comes close.  What about you?’ 
 
    I swallowed.  ‘I guess I’m just going to carry on as normal.’  I gave her a brief hug.  ‘But keep some ice cream for me.  I’ll probably need it by the time the day is over.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    I was irked that Johnny Goode had already been tried and sentenced.  Actually, irked isn’t a strong enough word.  I was hopping mad and likely to scream at anyone who looked at me the wrong way.  But there was nothing I could do about it, so I just got on with the job. 
 
    Things still hadn’t settled down – the Inferno spell the night before had understandably exacerbated things, and there were fights to break up almost everywhere I went.  There was a witch-on-vampire fight in Luna’s Gúnas, a weredog-on-werewolf fight in the Phoenix Park, a wizard-on-witch fight in a yoga class (turns out, lycra can be used as a weapon), and a brawl on Eile Street that involved too many supernaturals to count. 
 
    By the time twelve o’clock came around, I was exhausted, but the day wasn’t even half way through.  So I chugged down an energy drink, clicked my fingers, and took myself to Riddler’s Cove. 
 
    I’d been at the Flying Club as a child, but I didn’t remember it looking so imposing.  I guess I was just so excited to be anywhere with my father that nothing else mattered.  Looking at it now, as an adult, I wasn’t quite so excited. 
 
    The women and men I could see from the gate were dressed in expensive clothes.  When I say expensive, I mean three months’ salary wouldn’t have bought me even one shoe kind of expensive.  All that was missing were the flashy cars outside, and the place would be almost identical to a members-only golf club I had once worked at in the human world.  No doubt that, when I saw the witches’ brooms, they would be equally costly. 
 
    The most disturbing thing of all, though, was that for a flying club, very few people seemed to be doing any flying.  There were a few kids outside, but most of the grown-up members were in the bar.  Though it was barely noon, champagne was being guzzled and gin was being gulped. 
 
    Now, I’ve got nothing against gulping and guzzling, but if I were stinking rich, I’d much rather spend the day on my broom, and save some of that champers for when my bum was too bruised to fly anymore. 
 
    I located the reception desk, and made my way there.  I’d met with snooty receptionists before – the witch at Swanks in Dublin being just about the worst – but this girl took snooty to a whole new level.  She wore a neat green suit, with a broom-shaped brooch on her lapel.  Her hair was plum-coloured and neatly cropped, and her perfume was strong enough to make me sneeze. 
 
    She looked me up and down.  And then she looked me down and up, just for good measure.  ‘You’re Wanda Wayfair, aren’t you?  Can I help you with something?  Perhaps you’re lost?’ 
 
    I gave her my most winning smile.  ‘I’m exactly where I need to be.  I want to book lessons, please.’ 
 
    For some reason, she focused on the ceiling when she replied.  ‘Lessons are for members only.  And membership is one hundred gold rounds a year.  To be paid up-front.’ 
 
    I pointed at a diary on her desk.  ‘I’ve been invited as a guest.  My name should be down there.  Don’t guests get five free lessons?  Try before you buy and all that.’ 
 
    She gave her diary the most cursory of glances.  ‘Who would invite you to be a member?  Oh.  I see.  Finn Plimpton.  Well his membership might soon be cancelled, so I suppose you had better toddle on and get all your free lessons in now.   Like a good little leech.’ 
 
    ‘Hey, listen.’  I leaned across the desk.  ‘I can take snobby.  Snobbishness is just too ridiculous to bother arguing with.  But nastiness?  That I can argue with all day long.’ 
 
    She sniggered.  ‘Oh, I’m sure you can, Wanda.  But you might be best off saving your energy.  News is, you and your lot will be back on the job market before long.’  She pushed a badge towards me.  It was about as big as my Pendant of Privilege had been, and just as ugly.  It said Guest in bright red letters against a yellow background.  ‘Wear this at all times whilst in the club.  A beginners’ lesson is starting in five minutes.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    It was a crisp day on the beginners’ field.  Young witches were lined up, dressed in sensible trousers and warm sweaters, with snazzy looking hats, scarves and boots to ward off the chill.  I noticed quite a lot of ear muffs, too.  I pulled my hat down over my ears, hoping that it’d do the job. 
 
    ‘Nice broom!’  A willowy woman of about thirty approached me.  ‘Wow.  I haven’t seen one as good as this since ...’  She paused and put a hand over her mouth.  ‘Oh.  But you’re his daughter, aren’t you?’  She extended a hand.  ‘I’m Amelia Albright,’ she said.  ‘And I am so honoured to meet you.  I was a huge fan of your father’s.  And now to see you here, with one of his brooms.’  She shivered.  ‘As you can see, I’m ridiculously excited.  I’ve been hoping I’d run into you for a long time now.’ 
 
    I looked more carefully at the woman.  She had light red hair, just like Adeline and Arthur Albright.  ‘You’re the teacher?  But ... I thought that all the Albrights were chroniclers.’ 
 
    She let out a light burst of laughter.  ‘That’s true, but I’m going against the grain.  Never was one for the books.  You do know this is a beginners’ lesson, Wanda?’ 
 
    I chewed on my lip.  ‘I’ve been flying a wizard broom since I became empowered.  I’ve had this witch broom for months now.’  I felt myself hugging the broom closer to me, as though it could stave off my embarrassment.  ‘But I’ve never actually flown it.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve never flown one of your own father’s brooms!’ she exclaimed.  ‘My goodness, how did you resist?’ 
 
    ‘Actually, it isn’t.  My father’s, I mean.  It was just a birthday present from someone.’  From Will Berry, to be precise, but I wasn’t going to admit that out loud. 
 
    ‘Oh.  I wonder who made it.’  She shook her head.  ‘Listen to me.  I’m an insensitive eejit is what I am.  The last thing you want to be doing is listening to me go on about your dad.  Come on.  Follow me and I’ll get you started.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    It shouldn’t have surprised me to see that the other witches in the beginners’ class were all a lot younger than me.  There was a pair of twins who couldn’t have been more than six or seven.  The oldest of the bunch – a skinny boy called Roger – looked about eleven.  They’d all had at least one lesson before, so I was the newbiest of the newbies. 
 
    The class started with safety checks.  That went okay ... for the first two questions, anyway.  Did my broom’s magic feel strong?  Check.  Did my broom look in good condition?  Check.  Did I have a flying incantation at the ready?  Nope.  I could remember about a hundred suggested incantations I had read about, but the more wasn’t always the merrier.  Sometimes, the more choice you had, the more difficult it became to make a decision. 
 
    Did I have a warmth spell at the ready?  Um ... maybe.  See previous answer. 
 
    Did I know how to pair my body to the broom, thus eliminating the problem of falling off?  Well, that one would be an extra-fat nope. 
 
    I guess my panic was written all over my face, because Amelia left the others to her helper – a cute young witch called Saoirse – and came to give me some individual attention. 
 
    ‘I guess it seems a lot more complicated than a wizard broom.’ 
 
    ‘You said it.’  I looked miserably at the broom.  From the moment Will gave it to me, I had been desperate to fly.  And I loved flying, too.  It was effortless on my wizard broom, but I recalled being on my father’s brooms when I was a child.  I might not have been the one keeping us in the air, but nevertheless the feeling of flying was exhilarating.  So why couldn’t I even swing my leg across? 
 
    ‘I remember when your father went missing.  You were only ... what?  Eight or so?’ 
 
    ‘Nine.’ 
 
    ‘I was a teenager,’ Amelia went on.  ‘And absolutely obsessed with flying.  I was entered in the junior version of the Everest Climb that year.  Under Sixteens’ Advanced.  The order of it used to be different back then – the main event came first, then the beginners’ and junior competitions afterwards.  They changed it ... well, after that year.  Anyway, I never actually went through with my own race, in the end.’ 
 
    I gave her a perplexed glance.  ‘They didn’t cancel the rest of the competitions.  I remember how the organiser said my dad would have wanted the show to go on or some nonsense like that.’ 
 
    Amelia nodded.  ‘You almost have it word for word.  And I bought into it.  I was there, on the starting line with all of the others.  And just as the countdown began, I felt something I’d never felt before.  I felt nervous.  I sat there on my broom, thinking – if a guy like Aengus Wayfair could run into trouble, what about me?  I started imagining all of the things that could have happened with your dad.  Did his broom fail?  Did he lose control of his magic?  I ran off, saying I had food poisoning.  It was months before I flew again.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’  I started playing with the broom’s bristles.  ‘But then you did.  Eventually.  Obviously.’ 
 
    ‘Obviously.  I’d like to tell you I had some epiphany, but the truth is that the itch got to me again, and I couldn’t ignore it.  I missed flying so much.  I felt like I couldn’t breathe without it.  Like no amount of food could satisfy me.  No amount of wine could make me drunk.’ 
 
    I brought my eyes to hers.  Everything she said about flying was just what I felt – even though I’d been doing it the easy way.  And maybe she was right.  Maybe somewhere in the back of my mind, I was worrying about all the things that could go wrong.  With a witch broom, it was all down to me.  Sure, witches who made brooms imbued them with a certain amount of magic.  But only enough so that it could bind with the witch who flew it.  My magic alone was what would send me into the air.  My magic alone was what would keep me there. 
 
    ‘Here on the beginners’ field,’ said Amelia, ‘we have certain precautions in place.  You can’t fly above six feet, and if you fall, the ground is designed to give you a soft landing.  So I really don’t think that this first lesson will be difficult for you, Wanda.  In fact, having heard one or two things about your power, I’d say it’ll be only too easy.’ 
 
    She swung her leg over her broom.  ‘How about you just watch me, and then copy what I do?  I don’t use an incantation any more, but I’ll use the one I used to when I was a girl, to give you an idea of what you might want to say.  Mine is more of a chant, really, but you can choose whatever works for you.’ 
 
    Without waiting for me to reply, she spoke to her broom.  ‘Bonded, flying, we are one.  Bonded, flying, we are one.  Bonded, flying, we are one.’ 
 
    She looked at me.  ‘As I said, you can say whatever you like.  Just connect with your broom.  Feel the magic flowing back and forth between you.  Remember – the magic used when making a broom means that this wood is not dead wood.  This wood is alive.  It sings to you.  You sing back.  It’s a partnership.’ 
 
    I swung my leg over, and muttered the first thing that came to my mind.  ‘You remind me of a broom I rode once with my father.  I’d like to bond with you, if that’s okay?’ 
 
    I felt a slight leap beneath my fingertips.  Amelia laughed.  ‘That’s it, Wanda.  Now, it’s all about intent.  Think of it like riding a horse.  The best riders don’t kick the hell out of the animal.  They don’t yank the bit in its mouth.  Rider and horse develop a subtle language together.  It’s the same for rider and broom.  You lift the broom to rise, but you don’t yank it.  Not unless you want to fall right off, anyway.  A gentle lift.  When you feel the broom leap, lift your feet.’ 
 
    I did as she said.  Sure enough, I felt a slight leap.  As I lifted my feet, it turned to more of a judder.  I hovered about a foot and a half above the ground, not going anywhere. 
 
    ‘That’s okay.  You’re doing fine.  Judging by the way your broom is reacting, Wanda, I’d say that it’s brand new – or at least no one has ever used it, anyway.  Usually there’s a test flight or two at the factory, but some people insist on the broom being touched by no one but the maker until it’s theirs.  It’s okay, though.  It just needs strong direction, strong magic – and I know you have that.  You’re already bonded.  Bend down slightly, angling your head in the direction you want to go.  And set your intentions forward.’ 
 
    Again, I followed her instructions, and the broom lurched forward.  An odd certainty hit me, then.  This broom really was buzzing with magic.  It was raring to go, wanting to really let loose and fly.  I felt kind of sorry for it, seeing as its first flyer was me.  But nevertheless, I tried to give it a little more of what it needed.  I kept zooming ahead, my body naturally bracing and bending to balance the flight as we flew in circles around the perimeter of the field.  Slow at first, increasing in speed until I began to feel dizzy. 
 
    I could see and hear Amelia, laughing and whooping, flying close to me all the while.  Even though I was limited to six feet above the ground, I felt more alive than I had in ... ever.  Until suddenly, I felt a small body crash into mine.  Before I could do anything about it, I was hurtling to the ground. 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    The landing was gentle, I’ll say that much for it – Amelia hadn’t been wrong about the super-soft ground.  As I picked myself up, I noticed the person who had sent me flying.  Or rather, sent me falling.  It was the skinny boy, the one called Roger. 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ he said.  ‘I tried to keep going around the perimeter, but I sneezed and ... well ... I lost control.’ 
 
    I began to laugh.  Then I laughed some more. 
 
    Roger looked in concern from me to Amelia.  ‘Is she okay?’ he asked.  ‘Maybe she banged her head?’ 
 
    I tried to calm myself down.  ‘No.  Sorry.  I’m fine.  It’s just ... I was afraid of crashing.  And now I’ve crashed.  It’s a relief, that’s all.’ 
 
    The kid looked at me like he was still questioning my stability, picked up his broom, and sauntered off. 
 
    ‘The hour’s up anyway,’ said Amelia.  ‘Do you want to grab lunch together?’ 
 
    ‘I’m so sorry – I’ve arranged to meet Finn Plimpton here for lunch, and it’s gonna be shop talk.  But maybe after our next class?  What day does it take place?’ 
 
    She gave me a warm smile.  ‘Any day you like.  I’d like to give you private lessons, if you’re up for it.  No charge.  It’d just be a privilege to teach Aengus Wayfair’s kid to fly, to be honest.’ 
 
    ‘Wow.’  I grinned back at her.  ‘I accept.  Graciously.  As long as you let me buy that lunch we’ll be having afterwards.’  I glanced over at the other kids, who were packing up their things and making their way to the club house.  I’d been so excited by the flying lesson that I’d forgotten the real reason I was there.  ‘I was hoping I might bump into a kid I know while I was here.  Candace Plimpton?  She was in my Simple Spells and Incantations classes.  I heard she was a member.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, she’s a member all right,’ said Amelia.  ‘But she was done with beginners’ classes a long time ago.  Candace got her power at four and a half, and was flying better than most by the time she was five.’  She nodded to a far field.  ‘Johann over there, he’s her teacher.  He was training her round the clock for the Under Sixteens’ Advanced Everest Climb.  Until recently.  She’s got the flu, I hear.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, poor Candace.  I was really hoping to catch up.’  I shrugged casually.  ‘Maybe I’ll pop over and bring her a Pick me Up Potion.’ 
 
    ‘Good luck with that,’ said Amelia with a snort.  ‘The poor kid’s been quarantined.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    When I walked into the club restaurant, the smell of perfume was stronger than the smell of the food.  Finn was sitting at a table by the window, and he stood up when he saw me approach.  Judging by the twitch in his mouth, he was getting ready to laugh at me. 
 
    ‘I was watching your lesson,’ he said, confirming my suspicion.  ‘That was just about the clumsiest crash I’ve ever seen.’ 
 
    ‘Probably,’ I replied as I took as seat.  ‘But I don’t care.  Flying is awesome.  And after all that exercise, I feel like I could eat a horse.  Well, a vegetarian horse anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Aren’t all horses vegetarian?’ 
 
    ‘You know what I mean.’  I turned my attention to the menu.  ‘I don’t see any bean burgers on here.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a veggie lasagne.’ 
 
    ‘It’s got cheese,’ I complained.  ‘Dairy cheese.  I hardly ever eat it anymore, thanks to Max.  It kind of turns my stomach these days.  Ooh.  The nut loaf.  I’ll have me some of that with the garlic mash.’ 
 
    Finn rolled his eyes.  ‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen someone get so excited about nut loaf.  Anyway, did you manage to find out anything more about Candace?’ 
 
    I waited to reply as a server arrived.  After he went away with our orders, I shook my head.  ‘Nada.  At least, nothing we don’t already know.  I might have to check out the home front.  Knock and bang on Candace’s front door.  I can brazen it out.  I’m good at being brazen.’ 
 
    ‘You said it.’  Finn took a long drink of his water.  ‘At least that way you’ll be able to get a read on her parents.’ 
 
    I looked more carefully at him.  It was strange to see him out of his uniform.  He wore a simple white T-shirt and blue jeans.  His fair hair looked like he’d forgotten to comb it, and the lower part of his face was covered in stubble. 
 
    ‘So how are you doing?  Do you think your aunt might back down?’ 
 
    ‘Are you kidding?’  Finn spluttered.  ‘You’ve met the woman.  She fired me because I’ve refused to do her bidding at every turn.  When you talk to Agatha she’ll tell you exactly how that Wyrd Court session went down.  Agatha supported my Magical Law amendment, adding that she wanted the Wayfairs to take control of the unified force.  An addition I wholeheartedly agreed with.  Your mother has more experience than all of the Peacemakers combined.  My aunt said no way, no how.  She said I would be the captain, all of you would be Peacemakers instead of Wayfairs.  And your mother would answer to me.’ 
 
    ‘And you disagreed?’ 
 
    ‘Darn tootin’ I did.  Agatha is right.  Unifying the Wayfairs and the Peacemakers will only work if your mother gets to run the show.  Peacemakers need an example like her to aspire to.  And you, too.  You’ve accomplished amazing things.  You’ve put your head down, and gone after what’s right, no matter the consequences.  That’s what we need in any police force.  Not officers who serve the government.  Officers who serve what’s right.  Plus, the Wayfairs were doing all of this long before we were.  Hell, your namesake started it all.’ 
 
    Aw shucks!  I couldn’t resist smiling.  I’d come to trust Finn, and to respect the way he went about things.  But I never realised that it went both ways.  Our food arrived before I could gush too much, and we turned our attention to our plates.  Finn had gone for the lasagne, but he didn’t do much more than prod at it.  I was just as dejected about him being fired as he was, but the thing about me, is that I need a lot of calories to get my brain ticking.  I had my entire meal polished off before Finn took two bites. 
 
    ‘Wanda, I asked to meet you because I need to talk to you about what’s going to go down tomorrow night.  I know that the weredogs are planning an enormous rally at the Wyrd Court.  I was hoping you could help me steer them in a different direction.’ 
 
    ‘You say that like I have some sway with the weredogs.’ 
 
    He pointed at the black studded ring I wore.  ‘Yeah.  Because you do.  Rover doesn’t hand out collars to just anyone.’ 
 
    An image of Benny and the Jeffs rushed into my mind.  No, Rover didn’t hand out collars to just anyone.  He gave them to people he liked, and trusted.  He gave them to people who wanted unity instead of discord.  Basically, he gave them to supernaturals who also managed to be decent human beings.  And in that regard, Rover’s nose was never wrong.  I had the feeling that if he spent more time with Finn, he would be giving one to him, too.  ‘I’m not saying I do have sway with the weredogs.  But if I did, why should I get them to do what you say?’ 
 
    His mouth curled into his cockiest smile yet.  ‘So, you might have noticed that the Peacemakers have a very interesting form of transport these days.’ 
 
    It was true.  For weeks now they’d been going about in armoured, horse-drawn carriages.  Or at least – carriages drawn by creatures that looked like horses.  Púca were shapeshifters, currently loyal to the sióga – the Irish faeries.  They had nothing to do with our world for decades, other than causing mischief here and there.  I had been shocked to see them ferrying the Peacemakers about.  With the Púca in the harnesses, the carriages were able to travel almost as fast as by finger click. 
 
    ‘The rumour is that your aunt went down on her knees before the Queen in order to get the Púca.’ 
 
    The cocky grin intensified.  ‘Oh, she went down on her knees and hands, as a matter of fact.  But the Queen had no interest in a word she had to say.  It was only when I rose to captaincy that she suddenly changed her mind.  She called me to her court.  It was an … interesting experience.  After meeting with me, she agreed the Púca would act as our horses, and she promised that their magic would be able to transport us almost as quickly as a finger click.  But all of that was based on me being in charge of the force.  Now that I’ve been fired...’ 
 
    My eyes turned round.  ‘The few Peacemakers that are left are going to have a very hard time getting around.  Hardly any of them can even fly, let alone travel by snapping their fingers.’ 
 
    Finn finally began shovelling his food into his mouth.  Watching him eat was making me hungry again.  ‘Exactly.  So ... it seems to me that if the weredogs wanted to stage something big, then they’d be best off doing it where the Peacemakers can’t get to so quick.  Like here, at my aunt’s constituency office in Riddler’s Cove.  Dessert?’ 
 
    ‘Definitely.  But ... won’t there be Peacemakers stationed in Riddler’s Cove?’ 
 
    He shook his head as he called the server back over.  ‘Shift change takes place at six.  That’s when the people leaving work go back to the Wyrd Court to clock out, and the people starting on shift turn up to clock in.  They’ll all be there, in the one place.  And once they are there, they’ll be stuck, because that’s precisely when I’m going to ask the sióga queen to take her Púca back.  Oh, one or two Peacemakers might manage to transport themselves.  But the point is, it’ll take time to respond.  So far, time is what the weredogs have been lacking.  Every time they try to speak, they’re arrested.  Tomorrow, they’ll have a chance.  And I think they should take it, because it’s going to be the only chance they have for a while.’ 
 
    I narrowed my eyes.  ‘You say that with a tad too much certainty, Finn.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, well ... that’s because I am certain.  See, once this goes down, my aunt is going to contact me.  She’s going to beg me to speak to the Queen.  I’m going to say, well, sure, Auntie Crazypants – but only if you give me my job back.’  He threw his fork down.  ‘Even thinking about it makes me feel sick.’ 
 
    ‘Because once she reinstates you, you’re going to pretend to be all in with her, right?’ 
 
    He looked at me, a relieved smile lighting up his eyes.  ‘I’m so glad I didn’t have to convince you.  You already get it.  I have to do this, Wanda.  Pretending to lick her boots is the only way I’m ever going to get into her inner circle.  The only way I’ll find out anything that I can use against her.  And because I know how ridiculously wrong these kinds of plans can go ... I’m asking you to keep this between you and me.  Tell no one.  Not your coven.  Not your mother.  Not even Max.’ 
 
    I felt my lashes flutter.  ‘But ... just how far down this road are you going to take things, Finn?’ 
 
    He shrugged.  ‘However far I have to go to find what I need.  I’ll have to do what my aunt says.  Be what she wants me to be.  By the end of it, I just hope you don’t hate me too much.’ 
 
    ‘And the Queen – you think she’ll go for this?  She’ll take the Púca back and then return them again all because you ask her to?  I mean ... does she know the whole plan?  Can she be trusted?  You don’t think this is some way for her to get a foothold in our enclaves?’ 
 
    ‘She doesn’t need a way in.  Her kind are older than witches, and a lot more powerful.  If she wanted any of our territory she could take it without breaking a sweat.  She’ll do what I ask now for the same reason she gave me the Púca in the first place.  She doesn’t like the way things are going.  She wants it stopped before it causes ripples in her world.  And getting my aunt out of government is the best way to stop it.  I trust the Queen – I mean, I know she has her own agenda, but it’s an agenda that aligns with ours.  So ... what do you say?  Do you think you can get the weredogs to move their rally?  And also pretend you know nothing about the reason why I’m going to turn into my aunt’s golden boy – and possibly even her bully boy – in a couple of days’ time?’ 
 
    I was just about to answer, when the volume on the club house’s television was suddenly turned up very loud.  After a chorus of, ‘Shush!’ throughout the room, everyone went silent. 
 
    There, on the screen, was Justine Plimpton.  Her mousey hair was pulled up in a tight bun.  Her shoulder pads were larger than any I had ever seen. 
 
    ‘Good afternoon, citizens,’ she said.  ‘This is an emergency announcement by me, the Minister for Magical Law.  As you all know, I recently enacted the Leadership Clause.  Today, I have put my new power to good use.  I have personally vetted and hired two hundred new Peacemakers.  As we speak, they are being rushed through training and will be on the streets by tomorrow.  These new officers will be trained to take no nonsense.  They will be tougher on criminals than ever before.  Thanks to these quick actions of mine, there will be no more rioting, and no more crime.’  A smile stretched across her face.  ‘I have been asked many times recently what I’m going to do to streamline our law-enforcement operations.  Today, thanks to my new powers, I have finally been able to bring those questions to an end.  As of midnight, tonight, the force known as the Wayfairs will cease all operations.  From that point onwards, their duties will be carried out by the Peacemakers.  That is all.’ 
 
    The screen went blank for a moment, before yet another advertisement for Plimpton’s Brooms began to play. 
 
    It took Finn and me a moment to notice that all eyes in the club house had turned to us.  And another beat went by before I realised that two of those gawkers were Mandy Parker and Will Berry. 
 
    They sat at a table in the centre of the room.  Mandy wore a fifties-style dress and had a bow in her hair.  Will was wearing his usual unfathomable expression.  But there was more going on right now than how much I’d like to throw a bucket of fish heads over the pair of them.  I looked at Finn.  ‘I’m heading to Wayfarers’ Rest.  You?’ 
 
    He stood up, nodding his head.  ‘Definitely.  But I’ll only stay for a while, because I need to head to the sióga world.’ 
 
    As we walked out of the room to silent stares, I pasted a smile on my face.  I was going for defiant, but I have a feeling I may have looked deranged.  Just as we were almost at the door, I heard Mandy Parker’s voice ring out. 
 
    ‘Hey, Wanda!  You have spinach in your teeth.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 6. Of Rats and Men 
 
    I was about to snap my fingers when a text message came through from my mother: 
 
      
 
    Coven meeting.  An Pháirc Eile. 
 
      
 
    I gave Finn a guilty glance.  ‘Um, so an emergency coven meeting has been called.’ 
 
    ‘Of course it has.  What’s the problem with that?  Oh.’  He gave me a sardonic grin.  ‘It’s in your secret lair, right?  Which means it’s for Wayfairs only.’ 
 
    I stood there, dumfounded. 
 
    ‘What?’  Finn’s left brow quirked upwards and he shoulder-bumped me.  ‘You think I chose a snoopy career because I’m not the curious sort?  I know all about it, Wanda.  St Stephen’s Green, right?  But don’t worry.  I can meet with you guys afterwards.  It might be better if I go hang out with my own coven before I head off to the sióga.  See what I can find out.’ 
 
    I finally found my voice.  ‘Good luck, Finn.  I’ll talk to the weredogs, okay?  And when you do go dark, just so you know – I’ll really miss you.’ 
 
    He gave me a watery-eyed smile, said, ‘Well, hopefully we won’t have to miss each other for too long,’ and then clicked his fingers, and disappeared. 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    When I arrived at the Yeats Memorial Garden in St Stephen’s Green, the place was absolutely empty.  It was quite a pleasant November afternoon, so this ought to have surprised me.  But seeing as, today, there was a roll of brightly-coloured tape surrounding the area, and signs saying, ‘Rat Infestation.  Keep Out,’ I guess I could understand why people were keeping away. 
 
    It wasn’t going to keep me out, though.  This was a distraction spell, no doubt about it – and because we were holding the meeting during the day, when there were so many people in the park, it was a necessity. 
 
    When I walked on through and approached the Yeats Sculpture, Melissa was already there.  ‘Everyone else is below,’ she told me.  ‘I had to take a little trip to the Wyrd Court before I came.  Y’know, so I could have a flaming row with the Minister.’ 
 
    ‘Seriously?  Did you throw stuff?  Scream at her?  Tell me everything.’ 
 
    Melissa grinned wickedly.  ‘Oh, I threw stuff.  In fact, I made sure stuff is still being thrown.  Remember the spell Lassie’s half-sister put on Jasper Jaunt’s house?  How the place just kept on getting magically trashed for ages after he disappeared?  Well, that is what’s happening to the Minister’s office right now.  Anyway, come on – we’re late.’ 
 
    As we approached the sculpture, an enormous brown rat sidled past, walking on two legs, wearing a Pest Control uniform and eating a packet of crisps.  A few feet behind him, a tiny human man with rat-like whiskers and a twitching nose was crawling on all fours, sniffing the ground. 
 
    ‘Yeah, someone went a little bit over the top with the distraction spell.  Three humans have spotted the cock-up in the short time I’ve been here.  So ... I guess we’ll have to invent a fake gas leak or something.  Do you know the latest incantation for entry?  I know I got a text about it but ...’ 
 
    I brought the latest entry incantation to mind, waved my hands in front of the sculpture dedicated to William Butler Yeats, and began to recite: 
 
    ‘William, you did love to see 
 
    The world beyond the veil 
 
    Please let us in so we may be 
 
    Below now, without fail.’ 
 
    The ground beneath our feet began to vibrate, and Melissa and I dropped below to An Pháirc Eile – the Other Park.  Common sense said we should have been in some dark cave beneath St Stephen’s Green.  Instead, we were in another version of it – same sky, same trees and grass and ponds.  In this park, though, we were looking at a statue of Wanda the Wayfarer, instead of the Yeats Sculpture. 
 
    Normally we held important meetings in the bandstand of the Other Park, where we had a table set up, but today it seemed the coven were a little too impatient for the short walk there.  The memorial garden was brimming with Wayfairs.  A few were shouting.  A lot were kicking the rocks and punching the air.  Most of them, though, were looking at my mother.  She appeared exhausted and upset, but she was speaking in a calm voice despite it all. 
 
    ‘I’ve laid out our choices, and that’s all I’m going to do.  I’m not going to tell any of you what to do now.  The Wayfairs don’t run that sort of coven.  If you want to go, go.’ 
 
    ‘But you seriously expect us to carry on as normal?  To go out onto the streets tonight and do the Peacemakers’ jobs for them again?  Even though we got no thanks for doing it last time, and this time we could well be arrested?’  The speaker was a tall, skinny guy whose name I was having trouble remembering.  It was John or Bob or something like that.  He was one of our newer members.  The coven had enjoyed a surge in numbers recently, what with the high profile arrests of quite a few murderous witches. 
 
    ‘I don’t know about you, Jim,’ said my mother.  ‘But I never signed up for this with thanks in mind.  I do it because I never did like seeing the bully win the day.  So yes, I will be going out tonight, doing my best to help in all enclaves.  Because mark my words, every single enclave will be a warzone.  And tomorrow night might be even worse.  We’ve had confirmation from the weredogs that that’s when they’re holding their next rally at the Wyrd Court.  They’ve attained thousands of Pendants of Privilege since this mess began.  Some from us.  Some from their other allies.  They have no intention of giving them back and I can’t say I blame them.  They have also stated that they refuse to recognise the authority of the Peacemakers, or the Minister’s claim to absolute leadership.  Rover – the unofficial weredog leader – has personally told me that the only witch authority they will recognise is the Wayfair coven.’ 
 
    ‘And what about the others?’  It was Ronnie who spoke this time.  Dark glasses were covering her eyes, and she ran a hand through her short black hair, looking jittery.  Seeing as it was Ronnie, I was guessing that it was down to too much coffee rather than feeling nervous.  ‘I mean, the other others?  Jeez, we have to come up with a better name.’ 
 
    My mother glanced at Christine, who was standing to her left.  Christine walked forward, a piece of paper in her hands.  ‘We’ve received written declarations of alliance from the dayturners and the wizards.  The dayturners are organising their own rally as we speak.  It’ll be taking place in a week’s time.  Obviously, they’ll be heading home as soon as the sun sets.’ 
 
    ‘Unless they’re thrown into Witchfield,’ said Jim.  ‘Y’know, along with all of us.’ 
 
    ‘Look, Jim,’ said my mother.  ‘The decision for you and for everybody else is simple.  Either we recognise the Minister’s decision and slink away with our tails between our legs.  Or we ignore her, and carry on regardless.  I know that I’ll be there, at each and every upcoming rally, meeting and march.  Not to cause trouble.  Not to incite violence.  I’ll be there to protect the innocent.  But listen, the meeting hasn’t even officially begun yet, has it?  Let’s all move to the bandstand for a nice cup of tea, and Christine and I will hand out the addresses and times for the various rallies that are taking place over the next few weeks.  You can all check them out, and decide which, if any, you’d like to come to.’ 
 
    There were a few supportive claps from the crowd as my mother stepped down, but there was less enthusiasm than I would have hoped for.  As she and Christine neared us, I could see that they were just as dejected about the lack of bravery among the coven. 
 
    ‘What is up with them?’ Melissa asked. 
 
    Ronnie joined us, taking off her sunglasses and wiping her eyes.  ‘Frustration.  Every time it seems like we’re getting somewhere, the Minister goes and changes the game.  Don’t worry.  Most people are still on side.  We might lose a few of the newer members, but if they want to go, then they’re not really worth having.  They’ve been able to coast a little, with things going so well between us and the Peacemakers for the last few weeks.  I guess they’ve only just realised that this isn’t a job you do if you want an easy ride.’ 
 
    ‘And the weredog rally is making people particularly itchy,’ Christine added.  ‘Everyone knows that the Peacemakers go harder on weredogs than anyone else.’ 
 
    ‘Actually, that might not be such a big problem as you guys think,’ I said as we walked along the path.  ‘I had a meeting with Finn at lunch time.’  I quickly explained Finn’s idea – leaving out, of course, what was going to happen after things went to plan.  ‘He’s off to see the sióga queen today, but he’s sure she’ll be on board.  Then it’ll be up to me to speak to Rover.’ 
 
    ‘Thank goodness,’ my mother said with a sigh of relief.  ‘I’ve been downright flummoxed since I saw the Púca pulling those Peacemaker carriages about the place.  At least now we know it’s because the Queen fancies Finn.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t say she fancies him,’ I pointed out. 
 
    Christine shook her head.  ‘Of course she does.  He’s a fine bit of stuff.  I can’t say I blame her.’ 
 
    ‘Ew!’  Melissa scrunched up her face in disgust at her mother.  ‘I thought you fancied Kevin Caulfield.’ 
 
    She laughed and tossed her dark red hair.  ‘A woman can look.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 7. Plimpton’s Brooms 
 
    When I was finished with the coven meeting, I was thoroughly riled up.  Once again, I was supposed to live my life according to the whims of Justine Plimpton.  And once again, she could go and whistle. 
 
    My mother was right in everything she said.  The bully could not be allowed to win the day.  And, though I saw the necessity in heading out to help with the craziness that was bound to be taking over the enclaves during the weeks to come, I also figured that there was more than one way to skin a power-hungry witch. 
 
    Three people who worked for her had all been murdered.  I was one hundred percent certain of that, no matter what Jeff’s note might have said.  If I could tie her to those murders, there would be no way her Leadership Clause would be allowed to stand.  I had the addresses for the houses and flats where Benny and the Jeffs lived, so I went to check them out. 
 
    I guess I shouldn’t have been surprised to find that the boys’ abodes had all been cleared out by the time I got there.  The sight of the empty walls and the stripped-down beds made me shiver.  It was as if the three of them had never existed.  I scoured their places anyway, hoping that maybe a flash drive or even an important scribble on a page could have made it past the Peacemakers.  But for once, they had been thorough. 
 
    In fact, they had been far too thorough.  There wasn’t even a boot print on the ground.  All there was, was a strange energy in the air, one that made the hairs on the back of my neck stand to attention.  I had the eerie feeling that I wasn’t alone. 
 
    The neighbours were reluctant to answer questions.  The few that did talk said that they hadn’t seen any Peacemakers – or anyone at all – enter the boys’ residences since the night before.  And then, the only visitor was Darren, the Peacemaker who found the note at Jeff’s place.  Wow – convenient much? 
 
    Other than that, they told me that the boys spent most of their time at work.  All of their families confirmed the same – their jobs were extremely important to them, and until recently all three of them had loved going to work.  I doubted it was down to the ambience that the Minister created in the workplace.  So I couldn’t help but wonder if it was because it was one of the few places, other than the Water Bowl, where they could spend time together without fear of reprisal.  Either way, my next port of call was clear.  I was going to have to head to Plimpton’s Brooms. 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    I checked my watch as I stared at the shopfront.  It was in Industry Row, an area of Warren Lane that looked like an average industrial estate.  I had worked in a dozen of them in the human world.  Berrys’ Bottlers had been in one.  It was a bit of a shock, though, to see this kind of place in a witch enclave.  Most of the buildings I had seen were architecturally stunning.  And if they weren’t stunning, they were at least interesting.  Industry Row, however, broke the mould.  Plimpton’s Brooms looked just like the rest of the businesses in the estate: a low, square building with a shop at the front and a warehouse at the back.  They could have been selling carpets or fireplaces. 
 
    I watched most of the staff trail away for the day, and finally approached the door with a wide smile on my face.  As I went to push it open, a slim, stunning-looking vampire stood in my way. 
 
    She had black hair that snaked down to her waist, the usual dark eyeshadow and lipstick, and an outfit that I would have had trouble squeezing a single leg into. 
 
    ‘Sorry, we close at five,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Oh, darn it!  I really need a new broom.  I had my first flying lesson today and it didn’t go so well.’ 
 
    She arched a pencilled brow.  ‘You should really learn some glamour spells if you want to try this sort of thing.  I mean, it’s not like your face hasn’t been on the news a thousand times.’ 
 
    I gave her an innocent shrug.  ‘What does that have to do with my needing a new broom?’ 
 
    She rolled her eyes.  ‘Come in.  I’ll answer your questions, Wanda.  I want to, as a matter of fact.  I don’t care what the Minister says.  She’s a crap boss and a terrible person.  As far as I’m concerned, I want the Wayfairs investigating this.  Benny and the Jeffs were my friends.’  She pulled me into the building, and locked the door behind us. 
 
    I followed her to a shiny reception area, and she pointed to a couch in front of a glass-topped coffee table.  ‘Can I get you anything?  Tea?  Coffee?’ 
 
    I shook my head and glanced down at the brochures.  A young male witch – maybe fourteen or so – was riding a sleek-looking broom.  The caption read: Want to make your friends jealous?  Ride a Plimpton’s Broom to school. 
 
    ‘I’m Fontanella.’  The beautiful vampire extended a hand.  ‘I’m the first point of contact for customers.  Which means I do all the work and the salespeople get the commission.  But the job does have its perks.  Or at least it did, until last night.’  She lowered her head, and tears began to stream down her cheeks, taking quite a lot of her eye make-up along the way.  ‘I’ve already started looking for something new.’ 
 
    I magicked up a box of tissues and passed it to her.  As she stopped the ribbon of black make-up in its tracks, I glanced behind her.  I could see a warehouse, stacked with long, slim boxes. 
 
    ‘I em ... I heard that the boys worked in a broom-making factory,’ I said when she had steadied herself. 
 
    She sniffled and nodded, standing up.  ‘Of course.  I’ll take you there.’  She marched towards an elevator and I followed her in.  She pressed a button marked with a large B and, with a lurch, we began to descend.  We emerged into an enormous, underground facility. 
 
    ‘You’re welcome to take pictures,’ she said.  ‘For your investigation.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.  Thanks.’  I pulled out my mobile phone and began to capture all of the equipment and work areas.  I recognised some of it from my father’s broom-making shed – of course the equipment here was far more modern-looking, but it all seemed to do the same thing. 
 
    ‘The Jeffs worked down there.’  She pointed to a messy area at the back.  There were coffee cups and crumbs, model brooms and posters.  Apparently the guys had been into a show called Witch Wars.  The posters mostly featured a stunning, green-eyed woman in a tight black dress, with a witch’s hat set askew atop her head.  She reminded me of Melissa. 
 
    ‘I ... I haven’t been able to bring myself to clean it all up.  Cleaning was Benny’s job – or one of his jobs, I should say – but I used to help him.  And a Peacemaker has already been here today.  So if there was any evidence, she might have taken it already.’ 
 
    ‘She?’ I asked as I prodded around their work area, opening drawers.  ‘Did she tell you her name?’ 
 
    Fontanella shook her lustrous head of hair.  ‘No.  But I would know her if I saw her again.  She actually took off her helmet, which none of them ever do.  Of course, it was probably so she could see better.  I mean, she kept pushing doors that clearly said pull.  And she tripped over her own feet at least three times.’ 
 
    ‘That’ll be Gretel, then,’ I said, as I got to the bottom drawer.  There were a number of bright red folders inside, all labelled Facility B. 
 
    ‘That’s here,’ said Fontanella.  ‘We call the warehouse Facility A and this place Facility B.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, right.’  I opened the folders.  There was nothing in any of them.  ‘How come these are empty?’ 
 
    She laughed croakily.  ‘Those boys.  I used to give them new folders every week.  They were supposed to log every broom that passed their way.  Of course, come Friday they would have done nothing.  So all four of us would wind up staying here and working late.’ 
 
    I felt my brow furrow.  ‘But ... wasn’t Benny the cleaner?  Why would he be filling out records?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, he was the cleaner all right.  But our delightful boss also expected him to be the Jeffs’ assistant whenever it was needed.  He worked Quality Control for the Jeffs – he examined the brooms for visible scuffs and the like, before Jeff the witch gave them a flying test.  No wonder he was so depressed, with all he was expected to do.’ 
 
    ‘Depressed?’  I stared at Fontanella.  ‘I haven’t heard anyone else say Benny was depressed.’ 
 
    ‘Well ... of course he was.’  She wiped away a few more tears from her eyes.  ‘I mean, he killed himself.  They all did.  And who could blame them given how they were treated in this place?’ 
 
    I pushed the drawer closed, disappointed that there was nothing else of interest at the workstation.  ‘Fontanella ...  you said you wanted the Wayfairs to investigate.  But if you agree that the boys killed themselves, then what exactly is it that you think we need to look into?’ 
 
    ‘Well, this place, of course,’ she said, as though it was obvious.  ‘The working conditions here.  The way that poor Benny and Jeff the wizard were treated.  They were told they weren’t allowed to hang out with Jeff the witch outside of work anymore.  The Minister thought it would turn the customers off.  And there was Benny and me.  We were ... we liked each other.  Last week we had our first date.  We went out to the cinema – a human cinema, so that we wouldn’t be seen by anyone supernatural.  But somehow, the Minister knew about it.  I sometimes think she knows everything.  The next day she told me that if I continued to date Benny, then she’d see to it that I never worked again.  She’s ... she’s ... she’s just the most horrible woman I’ve ever met.  It’s her fault, all of it.  She drove Benny and the Jeffs to suicide.  Surely something can be done about her.’ 
 
    I thought about asking Fontanella about the glitch that Jeff the wizard had mentioned.  But if she believed they had committed suicide, was there any point?  Tears were streaming once again.  The eye make-up was all but gone.  I patted her back.  ‘There, there,’ I said.  I’d heard someone say that in a movie once.  The upset character had been very comforted by the words. 
 
    Fontanella pulled away.  ‘I don’t want your pity.  I want my Benny back!’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 8. Hybrid 
 
    When I arrived in the hallway, the house was quiet. 
 
    ‘Max?’ I called out.  ‘Dizzy?’ 
 
    There was no reply, so I made my way up the stairs.  ‘Kitty?  Anyone?’ 
 
    No reply to that, either.  I pushed open my bedroom door.  The room was completely empty.  Worriedly, I ran into my en suite bathroom.  No kitten there, either.  I fought to calm myself down.  Maybe she had gone out the back to go to the loo.  I was just about to make my way outside when I heard an enormous snore from beyond Max’s bedroom door. 
 
    I tapped softly.  ‘Max?  Are you in there?’ 
 
    There was another snore, followed by a snort, followed by, ‘Ow!’ 
 
    I pushed open the door.  Max was sitting up, rubbing his head.  ‘Banged it on the headboard,’ he said blearily.  ‘What’s the panic?’ 
 
    I couldn’t answer him just yet.  I was far too interested in the scene atop his bed.  Wolfie was lying next to Max.  It seemed that, until Max sat up, the dog had been in the crook of Max’s arm.  But curled up in front of Wolfie ... I rubbed my eyes, not quite believing what I saw.  Kitty was curled up next to Wolfie, and Dizzy – yes, you read that right – was curled up next to Kitty.  It was just about the most adorable thing I had ever seen. 
 
    ‘Taking a nap?’ I said eventually. 
 
    Max followed my eyes, and laughed softly.  ‘Oh yeah.  We tired ourselves out playing.’ 
 
    ‘Playing?’ 
 
    He laughed again.  ‘Kitty came up with the idea.  Dizzy flew around the house with a laser pointer.  We chased the dots.  It was the best, Wanda.  You should have been here.’ 
 
    He moved gingerly from the bed, making sure that the other three didn’t stir.  ‘What do you want to do for dinner?’ he whispered as he padded to the door.  ‘I mean, tomorrow night is the rally at the Wyrd Court.  If this thing goes badly, tonight could be our last meal together for a while.  And there’s a new Chinese take away that Rover says does the best Black Bean Tofu.’ 
 
    As we walked down the stairs together, I asked, ‘So have you spoken to Rover today?  Or ... seen the news?’ 
 
    He shook his head.  ‘No.  Why?’ 
 
    I sighed, and headed for the sofa.  ‘Come on.  I think I’d better fill you in.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    By the time I’d told him about the Minister’s latest announcement, Max was just as depressed about it as I was.  ‘So that’s it.  I was already afraid that things were going to be bad now that Finn’s been fired.  But now your coven can’t legally step in to help?  The rally is going to be a bloodbath.’ 
 
    I bit my lip.  ‘Maybe not.’  I explained Finn’s plan – or what I could of it, anyway. 
 
    ‘That’s something, I guess,’ said Max.  ‘I mean, I was going to go, bloodbath or not.  But I guess it’d be nice not to get arrested just for asking to be treated the same as everyone else.’ 
 
    I patted his hand.  ‘I know I keep saying things will change, Max.  But they will.  They already are.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’  He gave me a tight smile.  ‘Just really, really slowly.  So come on.  Give me some good news.  Did you find out anything about Candace?  Or Benny and the Jeffs?’ 
 
    ‘Candace’s parents haven’t even let the kid’s school friends in to see her, so I’m not sure I’ll have any more luck.  But I’ll give it a go tomorrow.  I’m heading to Riddler’s Cove for another flying lesson, anyway.  As for Benny and the Jeffs.’  I sighed.  ‘I’m having no luck there.  Hey, did Benny ever mention a vampire called Fontanella?’ 
 
    ‘Ooh, boy.  Yeah, he was a bit smitten there, to say the least.  Mad about her for ages.  Last week she finally agreed to go on a date with him.  He said it was the best night of his life.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm.’ 
 
    ‘What does “Hmm” mean?’ 
 
    ‘Dunno,’ I said.  ‘Just ... hmm.  Did he tell you he used to be hands on with the brooms in Plimpton’s, even doing quality control?’ 
 
    ‘Not so much told me.  But I’d hear them whispering about it from time to time.  Benny knew just as much as the two of them.  He did wizard training, even though weredogs aren’t officially allowed to, so he could even put a wizard broom together.  Benny was a talented guy, judging from what I heard them say.  Jeff the wizard used to share books and teach him stuff, and Jeff the witch used to ask Benny for suggestions on the best ways to arrange the bristles or sand the wood.  Stuff like that.’ 
 
    Anger and tears swelled, all of a sudden, as a memory of myself secretly studying Melissa’s magical text books came to mind.  Weredogs weren’t the only ones who needed the status quo to change.  I hoped that Finn’s boot-licking plan would lead to him finding something on his aunt – sooner, rather than later.  I had a feeling she was just the head of the beast, but until we cut off that head, we’d never know how many others were involved. 
 
    ‘Yeah, that pretty much echoed what Fontanella told me,’ I said, pushing down my anger.  ‘But y’know, I’m not sure how honest she was.  I’m having a hard time believing she told me everything she knows, no matter how friendly she may have been with the boys.’ 
 
    ‘Why?  Because she’s a vampire, and who better to hypnotise three suggestible young men into stabbing themselves with pool cues?’  Max shrugged.  ‘To be honest, she probably wouldn’t have had to hypnotise Benny.  He was infatuated with the girl.  He would have jumped off a bridge if she told him to.  But ... given what the Minister announced this afternoon, should you even be investigating this?’  He shook his head and raised his hands.  ‘Wait, don’t answer that.  I already know.  You’re going to investigate it even if it gets you arrested.  Because that’s what you do.  But in the meantime, my stomach is rumbling, so can we decide about dinner?’ 
 
    ‘Cat in a hat!’  I sprang up from my seat.  ‘I almost forgot.  I have to meet Gabriel’s dad tonight.’  I paused and glanced at Max.  ‘But if you are getting Chinese, order me some anyway.  I’ll be too nervous to eat at Gabriel’s, so I’m bound to be famished when I get home.’ 
 
    Max rolled his eyes.  ‘You?  Too nervous to eat?  I’ll believe it when I see it.  But you being hungry when you get home even if you stuff yourself senseless at dinner?  Now that I can believe.  So yeah, I’ll order enough for you.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    Dizzy, Kitty and Wolfie all managed to wake up in time to help me decide on an outfit.  Sorry, did I say help me decide?  Clearly I meant derail any ideas I might have, trash my personal taste, and make the whole process take three times longer than necessary. 
 
    ‘Not that red top,’ said Dizzy.  ‘It’s a little bit low cut.  Fine for a date with Gabe, but not for meeting his dad.’ 
 
    ‘Dizzy’s wrong,’ Wolfie argued.  ‘Jasper told me all men like low cut tops.  You should wear the red.’ 
 
    Well, that was the red out of the question, then.  I shrugged into a black blouse and buttoned it up.  ‘What do you think, Kitty?  Too prim?’ 
 
    Kitty looked at both tops for a long while.  ‘Do you have anything else?’ 
 
    ‘I wish I did.  I don’t have anything that Gabriel hasn’t seen a hundred times, anyway.  I haven’t exactly had time to go shopping lately.’  Downstairs, the doorbell chimed.  A moment later, I heard Max draw the door open.  ‘That’s Gabriel now.  I’m just going to have to go with this blouse.  There’s a skirt to match it somewhere.’  After throwing half of the contents of my wardrobe onto the floor, I found a black skirt and yanked it over my bottom half, and teamed it with knee-length boots.  If nothing else, at least the outfit was slimming. 
 
    ‘You need to undo a few buttons,’ Wolfie advised. 
 
    ‘Undo one button,’ said Dizzy. 
 
    ‘And you’ll need a flash of colour,’ Kitty added.  ‘When Candace has to wear her black robes for broom races she always puts a nice bright ribbon around her hat.’ 
 
    The kitten’s voice caught slightly as she said ‘Candace.’  The poor little thing hadn’t even been surprised when I told her I’d found out nothing new today.  But that aside, she was right about needing some colour.  I was looking a little on the funereal side. 
 
    ‘Y’know,’ I said, pausing as I searched my wardrobe again.  ‘I am going back to Riddler’s Cove tomorrow.  And I’m going to speak to Candace’s parents no matter what.  But I’ve been thinking about something.  When we met you said you didn’t think Candace was in physical danger, but she was in moral danger.  What do you mean by that?’ 
 
    The kitten looked down at her paws.  ‘You’ve met Candace.  You already know she’s struggling with who she is and who she could be.’ 
 
    I cleared my throat and looked away from the cat.  If Kitty meant that Candace was struggling between being a know-it-all or a smart-arse then the cat was right.  But I couldn’t insult the kid in front of her familiar. 
 
    ‘I know you don’t like Candace,’ said Kitty.  ‘That’s okay.  Most people don’t.  Well, most good people don’t, anyway.  But that’s not her fault.  She’s had a bad upbringing.  I followed her for days before I decided whether to become her familiar or not.  I was deciding between her and a little boy called Tommy.’ 
 
    ‘Tommy whose dad owns a pub in Warren Lane?’ 
 
    The cat nodded. 
 
    ‘Hmm.  I can see your quandary.  Tommy was in the classes I had to take a while back, too.  He seemed to have a problem with pretty much everyone who wasn’t a witch.’ 
 
    Kitty nodded sadly.  ‘He and Candace have both suffered from poor role models.  I wish I could have helped them both.  In the end, another cat chose Tommy, and so ... my decision was made.  There’s something you need to know about me, Wanda.  I come from a long line of empathic animals.  I mean, all familiars are empathic, to a certain degree.  But my family especially so.  So even though I could see all of Candace’s poor qualities, I could feel that there was something redeeming there.  Something worth drawing out.  With my help, she was changing, really she was.  When she saw you save those weredog children in the community hall at Halloween, I felt a swell of compassion in her that I hadn’t experienced before.’ 
 
    I carefully examined my chipped finger nails.  Fontanella was right – I was going to have to learn some glamour spells.  I had no idea Candace had been at the community hall that evening.  It had been one of the most shocking nights of my life.  When Lassie’s half-sister and another disturbed witch poisoned the chocolate meant for the weredog children, I had only just stopped it in time. 
 
    It was that very event that stirred the weredogs into their current run of marches and protests. 
 
    ‘And after that,’ Kitty went on, ‘Candace began to speak of you in an entirely different way.  She started paying more attention to stories about the original Wayfarer.  She knew the words off by heart before then, but she’d never really thought about the meaning.  Suddenly, she was asking her parents about the witching world, about why so many people hated weredogs.  They really didn’t like that.  The extra training at Everest was a distraction, if anything.  They thought if she could get back to her old competitive self, she’d forget everything else.’ 
 
    I finally found a belt that might help the outfit along.  It was a thick band in a copper colour.  ‘But something else obviously happened at Everest.  Seeing as you never saw her again.’  I buckled up the belt and looked at myself in the mirror.  Only slightly less drab, but it would have to do.  ‘You said her mother worked somewhere at Everest.  Where, exactly?’ 
 
    Kitty’s eyes looked thoughtful.  ‘I don’t actually know.  It was something for the Plimpton coven, anyway, because she was often on the phone with the Minister for Magical Law.  I do know that whatever she did, it was top secret.  She told everyone else she did some accounting work for the Minister in Warren Lane, but that was a big fat lie.’ 
 
    ‘And Candace never gave any clues as to where her mother might have really worked?  Even something in passing?’ 
 
    ‘No.  But she was starting to ask questions of her mother about it.  She was questioning everything.’  The kitten shivered.  ‘Her mother did her best to distract her with new flying gear and other fancy presents.  You know, at first I thought the whole thing was just about me.  But now that I hear she’s not even been at the Flying Club ... there’s more to this, Wanda.  I really believed that the biggest danger to Candace was of a moral nature.  But what if there’s something worse?  What if–’ 
 
    ‘Wanda!  Gabriel’s been here for ages.  Are you ready yet?’ Max shouted up the stairs, interrupting us.  He sounded far gruffer than usual. 
 
    ‘You’d better go,’ said Kitty.  ‘I’ll think about it all while you’re gone.  See if there’s anything else I might have forgotten.’ 
 
    I stroked the kitten’s tiny head.  ‘Sure.  But make sure you relax, too.  The boys will look after you.  Won’t you, boys?’ 
 
    Wolfie panted excitedly, his eyes wide.  ‘We could play chase the laser again.’ 
 
    The kitten looked slightly perked up, and I left the room. 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    When I arrived in the living room, the atmosphere was a little chilly.  Actually, it was a lot chilly, which concerned me.  Clearly, Max and Gabriel still hadn’t gotten over their spat from the night before. 
 
    Gabriel was standing, looking out through the window, while Max was watching television and pretending that Gabriel didn’t exist. 
 
    I bent down to give him a quick kiss on the cheek, whispering, ‘If you don’t want me to go, I won’t.’ 
 
    Max shook his head.  ‘Go.  Have fun.  You look really nice, by the way.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’  I flushed.  ‘Thanks.  I have the three fashionistas upstairs to thank for that.  Are you sure you don’t mind me going?  Because if he’s being an idiot to you–’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry about it,’ Max said.  ‘I’ll save you some Chinese.  Now get out of here before I miss any more of my show.’ 
 
    I gave him a little wave, and followed Gabriel outside. 
 
    As we stood on the porch, he carefully examined the bristles of his broom.  ‘So ... what were you and Max whispering about?’ 
 
    I let out a dainty little grunt.  Yes, even a grunt can be dainty.  Particularly when you’ve buckled your belt too tight.  ‘I don’t get it.  I thought you said you were going to sort things out with Max.’ 
 
    He had finished examining the bristles, so he turned his attention to the shaft.  ‘I did sort it out.  I told him I probably overreacted last night, and he shrugged his shoulders, which I took as an acceptance of my apology.  We’re fine now.’ 
 
    ‘Sure.  You really seemed fine – what with all the ignoring each other and all.’  I looked down at his broom.  ‘Wait, isn’t your dad’s house in Riddler’s Cove?  Won’t that take us forever on a witch broom?’ 
 
    Gabriel swung his leg over the broom, and grinned.  ‘This is a hybrid.  Looks like a witch broom, but has the power of a wizard one.  We’ll be there in a flash.  Trust me.’ 
 
    I climbed on the back, unsure of what to expect.  My own wizard broom could certainly get me to Riddler’s Cove quickly, but it had hyper-speed – not to mention a gravity field that kept my bum firmly in the seat.  This broom had no buttons that I could see, and seeing as there was no padding on the shaft, I really hoped it was as fast as he said. 
 
    Gabriel kicked off and we rose into the sky.  As soon as we were in the air, I could feel power radiating out of the broom and snaking around us.  And the speed, while not as fast as my own wizard broom, was certainly jaw-dropping. 
 
    It took us just over half an hour to get to Riddler’s Cove.  We didn’t talk the whole way there, but holding close to Gabriel worked its same old magic.  I soon forgot about his argument with Max.  They would sort it out in their own time.  Guys always did. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 9. Godbody House 
 
    Gabriel flew over to the east side of Riddler’s Cove, but he didn’t lower down when we arrived at the rows of mansions I’d come to think of as the posh area.  Instead, he rose further into the hills.  As we climbed higher and higher, I started to feel dizzy.  Just when I began to feel like I might throw up, Gabriel began to descend. 
 
    I gasped at the property below.  It was an enormous, ancient mansion.  It looked at least as old as Wayfarers’ Rest, but so much grander. 
 
    ‘Home sweet home,’ said Gabriel when his feet began to dangle on the ground.  ‘It’s called Godbody House.  Because my ancestors were incredibly imaginative.  So what do you think?’ 
 
    Seeing as my first response would have been something along the lines of Holy werewolf balls, I wisely decided to keep that one to myself.  It wasn’t the size, or the grandeur of the place, that was rendering me speechless.  Honestly, it was the creepiness.  Dizzy, Max and I had watched hundreds of old horror movies together, and this house wouldn’t have been out of place in any of them.  As if to underline my thoughts, a sudden howl sounded somewhere in the distance. 
 
    ‘It isn’t full moon,’ I said, dumbly.  I knew as well as anyone that werewolves – and weredogs – could turn outside of the full moon.  It wasn’t advisable for them to do it too often, but many threw caution to the wind.  Even so, there was something about that sound that troubled me more than the usual werewolf howls. 
 
    Gabriel shrugged.  ‘They tend to turn whenever they enter our land.  Dunno why.  We own a few thousand acres of forest and it’s always riddled with werewolves, full moon or not.’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ I said.  Again, I wasn’t sure why I was having so much trouble with the English language.  Seeing as I couldn’t think of anything intelligent to say, I looked at the building instead.  It was so tall that the uppermost tower was jutting into the clouds.  I say uppermost, because there were many towers.  There were also more gargoyles and chimeras than I had ever seen in the one place.  The front door was at least twelve feet tall, and had a wrought-iron door-knocker, shaped like a bat.  A bat that I swear was looking at me. 
 
    ‘That door knocker ...’ 
 
    Gabriel grinned, and patted the knocker.  ‘Hey, Dad.’ 
 
    My eyes widened.  ‘What the ...?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not really my dad.  He’s just using it at the moment.  He sensed us arrive, so he’s looking out through the bat’s eyes.  He controls the whole house himself.  No servants.’ 
 
    I blinked.  Gabriel’s dad must be one powerful guy.  Instead of feeling impressed, though, I felt terrified.  Just as I was trying to think of something I could pretend to have left at home, the door opened, and Gabriel pulled me inside. 
 
    The hallway was dimly lit with flaming torches that lined the walls.  Suits of armour stood next to paintings of dragons, bats, and toothy vampires.  Gabriel spun around, arms wide.  ‘Meet the ancestors.  Before we pledged allegiance to the Wayfairs during the last Inquisition, we made some ... interesting choices.  We’ve had dragon slayers on my mother’s side, vampires on my dad’s, a werewolf uncle who destroyed at least a dozen human villages ...’  He paused at one of the suits of armour.  ‘If you want to run away, now’s the time.’ 
 
    My hair straightener.  If I was still unempowered, I could say that I left my hair straightener plugged in and I had to go home in case the house burned down.  That wouldn’t work now, though – not when I could zap myself home and back in a matter of seconds.  I arranged a wide smile on my face.  ‘Run away?  Why on earth would I want to run away?’ 
 
    Dear Gretel, I wanted to run away so bad.  This house was so unlike the Gabriel I had come to know.  Sure, I could imagine his TV persona living here – I mean, if you added a few modern touches.  But scruffy, sweet Gabriel?  That Gabriel, the version I liked, seemed incredibly out of place in Godbody House. 
 
    ‘I think the house is ... very grand,’ I said.  ‘Can we go and meet your dad, now?’  So we can get this over with, once and for all, I neglected to add. 
 
    ‘Sure,’ he said, but he didn’t move.  ‘Actually, first ... would you like to meet my mother?’  He swallowed nervously, and pulled me to the largest painting of all.  It was situated near the staircase, and it looked newer – and far less dusty – than any of the other artwork. 
 
    The woman in the portrait had long, fair hair and lovely blue eyes.  Those eyes had a kindness about them, but also a faint nervousness. 
 
    ‘She’s the reason I got so weird the other night,’ he said.  ‘She jumped from the house’s tallest tower one day.  So.’ 
 
    Oh.  I felt a sudden wave of sympathy for him, and pulled him close.  ‘I’m so sorry, Gabriel.  You should have told me.  You should have told Max.’ 
 
    He gave me a wan smile.  ‘It’s not exactly something I like talking about.’  He grasped my hand, and kissed it softly.  ‘Come on.  My dad’ll be wondering what’s taking so long.’ 
 
    He led me down the hall and veered to the right, taking me into a huge drawing room, larger than every house in Westerly Crescent combined.  Despite its enormity, the room felt claustrophobic.  It was crammed with stuffed animals, antique furniture, and a collection of pointy weapons that lined every wall. 
 
    By a crackling fire at the far end of the room, a tall, thin man sat hunched in a chair. 
 
    ‘Excuse the lack of electricity.’  At the raspy sound of his voice, I almost jumped out of my boots.  ‘I find I hear too much travelling around inside the power lines.  Come.  Come warm yourself by the fire, Wayfarer.’ 
 
    I cast a scared-to-bejaysus look at Gabriel.  He gave me a reassuring smile in return, and walked me forward.  ‘My father is plagued by his power,’ Gabriel whispered.  ‘Energies affect him deeply.  As do emotions.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’  If that was true, then I wondered what he was making of my current emotional state.  ‘Is it the vampire ancestry?’ 
 
    ‘It is not, but you are wise to wonder.’  Once again, it was Gabriel’s raspy-voiced father who spoke.  ‘I do have a degree of vampire telepathy, but only a very small amount.  I am what I suppose you might call an empath.’ 
 
    Just like Kitty, I thought, although I said nothing out loud.  For some reason, I was reluctant to mention the kitten.  Perhaps it was due to the stuffed white cat I could see sitting next to the log basket. 
 
    ‘That is why I choose to live so far from the madding crowd.’  He let out a wheezing laugh.  ‘Brandy?’ 
 
    ‘Um, okay.’  No sooner had I accepted, than a glass of richly coloured brandy was sitting in my left hand.  I was so surprised I almost dropped it to the floor. 
 
    ‘Excuse me.  I should have warned you I was about to do that.’  Gabriel’s father extended a shaking hand.  ‘I am Gabriel Godbody the Twentieth.  Pleased to meet you, Wayfarer.’ 
 
    I took his hand.  It was warm and dry.  ‘Pleased to meet you, too.  But call me Wanda.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.  And you may call me Father.’ 
 
    I blinked.  ‘Father?’ 
 
    ‘Well ... I will be, very soon, I hope.  Or your father-in-law, certainly.’  Seeing the expression on my face, he broke out into raucous laughter, wiping his eyes and patting Gabriel’s back.  ‘Sorry, son.  I couldn’t resist.  Wanda, I have no idea what Gabriel’s future intentions hold.  I do know he likes you very much.  But you don’t need to worry about him moving quite so fast.’ 
 
    I laughed weakly for a few seconds before he said, ‘Please.  Sit.’ 
 
    I perched in the edge of the wing-backed chair directly across from his, while Gabriel sat in a similar chair alongside.  Even with only a small portion of my rear end on the chair, I could tell that it was filled with horsehair.  I could feel the ancient stuffing sticking out in places, making me itchy.  We made uncomfortable small talk for a short while.  I was far too busy avoiding the dead eyes of the stuffed animals to pay much attention to what was being said.  I was almost positive that there were at least three dragon heads and six unicorn horns on the wall to my left, but I was too afraid to take a better look. 
 
    ‘Family heirlooms,’ said Gabriel Godbody the Twentieth.  ‘I keep meaning to redecorate, but any change upsets me deeply.  Sends my power into overdrive.  So alas, I must live with these relics.’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t there anything you could take to lessen your discomfort?’ 
 
    He shook his head.  ‘I have tried everything available.  Why, I even had to get rid of the telephone and television.  If I watched the news, I could feel the emotion of each and every person on the screen.  The same thing with the telephone.’ 
 
    Okay, so he definitely knew I wanted to be anywhere but here. 
 
    ‘I know that this is nerve-wracking for you, Wayfarer,’ he said, confirming my suspicions.  ‘But it ought not be.  You certainly don’t need to impress me.  Gabriel is smitten with you, and that is all I need to know.  So be yourself.  Please.’ 
 
    In the distance, a gong rang out, saving me from responding. 
 
    ‘Ah, that will be the gong to tell me my dinner spell has completed.  Shall we move along to the dining room?’ 
 
    He led the way out of the enormous drawing room, down a long, dark corridor, and finally into the dining room.  The table must have been large enough to seat at least thirty guests.  It was lined with candelabras – the candles within them were the only light in the room. 
 
    There were three place settings.  Unfortunately, they were incredibly far away from one another.  Gabriel’s father wiggled his fingers, and a chair at the centre of the table pulled out.  ‘Take a seat, Wanda,’ he said, beaming at me.  ‘As our guest of honour, you shall be in the middle, the whole focus of our attention.’  He laughed as though he had said something hilarious.  I smiled feebly, and took my seat.  As I pulled myself closer to the table, I noticed Gabriel and his father taking seats at opposite heads. 
 
    The unnerving thing was that, even with all of us sitting so far apart, the room felt just as claustrophobic as the drawing room had.  In fact, I felt the same way I had earlier on, when I visited the residences of Benny and the Jeffs – like I was being stared at by unseen eyes.  Of course, the dining room walls were lined with even more animal heads than the drawing room walls had been, so that could have been the reason. 
 
    ‘Well.’  Gabriel Godbody the Twentieth waved his fingers once more, and the table filled with food.  ‘Shall we begin?’ 
 
    I gulped.  In the very centre of the table, staring directly at me, was an enormous dead pig, with an apple stuck in its mouth.  I glanced at the other food.  Every bit of it looked equally dead. 
 
    Gabriel’s eyes filled with horror.  ‘Dad!  You know Wanda and her family eat very little meat.’ 
 
    Actually, I hadn’t eaten any meat at all since moving in with Max. 
 
    ‘Oh.’  Gabriel’s father’s face fell.  ‘So sorry.  It’s been such a long time since I spent time with anyone.  Let alone the Wayfairs.  I’d forgotten about all of their little quirks.  Oh dear.  Well ... I suppose you could eat the potatoes.’ 
 
    I looked at the table.  The only potatoes were the roasted ones that surrounded each and every meat dish. 
 
    ‘Or ... the sprouts.  Actually, no.  I put little bits of bacon in those.  Well ... not to worry.  I can whip something else up in a flash.’ 
 
    I shook my head.  ‘No.  Thanks, but it would be wasted on me.  Even if I did eat meat, I’ve been so nervous at the thought of meeting you, Mr Godbody, that I’m afraid I wouldn’t be able to keep a morsel down.  Seriously.  The two of you go ahead and chow down.  I’ll sip at my wine.’ 
 
    Gabriel’s father didn’t seem to need much convincing.  Immediately, he began to load his plate, and Gabriel’s, with food.  I watched as they tucked in enthusiastically, feeling my stomach grow sicker and sicker by the minute.  I had lied.  I wasn’t nervous – not anymore, anyway.  The sick feeling in my stomach right now was one of disappointment.  I had hoped that by getting to know Gabriel’s family, I would get to know him a little better, too.  But neither this house, nor his father, seemed to be any reflection of who he was – or at least, who he was with me. 
 
    The Gabriel I knew ate pizza and watched movies with Max and me.  He walked Wolfie with us, while we tramped through the woodland mud, or threw balls along the beach.  He battled wayward witches alongside me, not caring that his hair was getting singed by the spells flying through the air. 
 
    But here, tonight, he was nothing like that.  I hadn’t paid much attention to his outfit at first, but now I noticed it was a suit made of velvet, almost exactly the same as his father was wearing.  His brown hair was slicked back – not quite to the degree that it was on TV, but close. 
 
    His father threw a bone to the floor, and Gabriel copied the action.  A moment later, the shadows in the room began to move.  I couldn’t see any animal, but the bones disappeared into something.  And as they did, chomping noises filled the air. 
 
    Wow.  Just ... wow.  In my purse, I felt my phone vibrate.  I stood up and excused myself, rushing into the labyrinthine corridors. 
 
    It was a number I didn’t recognise, but I picked it up anyway.  I would have happily spoken to the Minister herself if it kept me out of that dining room. 
 
    ‘Wanda?  Oh, thank goodness you answered.’ 
 
    I recognised Fontanella’s sultry voice.  ‘Is everything okay?’ 
 
    She paused for a moment.  ‘I’m ... not sure,’ she said eventually.  ‘I got an email from Benny.  It came through today, but he wrote it the day he died.  He says ... he says in the email that he’s afraid he might be murdered, and if that does happen, I need to show the email to you.’ 
 
    My blood ran cold.  ‘Okay.  I’m coming over.  Where do you live?’ 
 
    ‘Luna Park, in Northerly Crescent – number six.  But Wanda ... it’s really weird.  You have to see it.  Especially the photo that Benny attached.  Wanda ... all of this is making me feel really guilty.’ 
 
    ‘Guilty?  Why?’ 
 
    ‘Because I lied to you, Wanda.  When you came in earlier on.  I told you Facility B was in the basement, and it’s not.  I’m so sorry, but ... we’ve been told never to speak of Facility B to outsiders.  The boys work there, on and off, but I’ve never been there myself.  I don’t even know where it is.  And I really thought the boys killed themselves, so I had no way of knowing that Facility B had anything to do with it all.  But now I know that it does.  Oh, this is all so strange, Wanda.  It’s ... Oh, dear Dracula, no!’  She let out an eardrum-bursting scream.  ‘Wanda, I’m about to be murdered.  You need to look for the glitch, Wanda!  Look for the glitch!’  She let out another long scream, and the line went dead. 
 
    I glanced back into the dining room.  Gabriel and his father were throwing more bones to invisible animals.  They seemed like they were getting along perfectly well without me.  ‘Got to go,’ I said.  ‘So sorry, but it really is an emergency.’ 
 
    Before they could respond, I’d clicked my fingers, and disappeared. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 10. Going Batty 
 
    When I arrived at Northerly Crescent, I didn’t have to look too hard for number six.  It was the one with the Peacemakers trundling in and out. 
 
    One of them stepped in my way, with the usual grunt-voiced, ‘Sod off, Wayfair.’ 
 
    ‘It’s all right Lionel,’ said Gretel, striding towards me.  ‘Let her through.’ 
 
    Lionel’s eyes glared beadily out through the slits on his helmet.  ‘Minister’s not going to like that.’ 
 
    ‘Let me worry about the Minister,’ Gretel retorted.  ‘Just get back to work.’ 
 
    She pulled my hand, dragging me inside number six.  The décor was far from what I expected.  There were comfy couches and bean bags, a large-screen TV, and a coffee table with a vase of stunning red roses at its centre.  A foot or so away from the vase, there was an open laptop. 
 
    ‘Where’s the body?’ I asked, moving to the window.  The curtains were drawn, and the window itself was shut. 
 
    Gretel pointed to a pile of dirt on the floor next to the window.  ‘She was dusted.  Stake to the heart.’ 
 
    I blinked.  Dusting a vampire was a lot harder than the TV shows made it look.  It took strength, expertise, and dexterity.  Considering you were trying to murder a creature who could vaporize or turn into a bat, then you’d also better have crazy-fast speed.  There were very few people in the world who could manage it, which was why most vampire murders were carried out with poison, or by beheading.  Without a body, we’d have very little to go on. 
 
    ‘Well, that sucks,’ I said. 
 
    ‘And Fontanella doesn’t.  At least not anymore.’ 
 
    I found myself stifling a laugh.  ‘How come you guys got here so fast, anyway?  Did a neighbour call you about the screams?’ 
 
    Gretel sunk down into a couch and sighed.  ‘I was convinced that Fontanella had something to do with the murders of Benny and the Jeffs, so I was staking the place out.  Hah!  I hid out in the bushes in the park across the road with a pair of binoculars and a thermos of coffee.  Because, you know, I had nothing better to do on my night off.  Anyway, it all happened so quickly.  One second she was messing around on her laptop.  Next she was on the phone.  Then all of a sudden, every single curtain in the house closed, all at the same time.  I thought that was a bit weird – I mean a lot of vamps can do telepathy, but telekinesis?  I figured that if Fontanella had that power, then she was definitely our murderer.  So I started to run over here.  And then ... I heard the screams.’  She rubbed her ears.  ‘So did half the neighbourhood, which is why the other Peacemakers got called in.  I was going to try and get your coven in here before my own lot arrived, but no such luck.  Anyway, I broke the door down, and here I am.’  She shivered.  ‘When I walked into the house, though, even though Fontanella was dusted and there was no one else here, I felt sure I wasn’t alone.’ 
 
    ‘Like you were being watched?’ I asked, with a nervous thrill running through my veins. 
 
    ‘Yeah.  But it’s gone now.  Maybe I imagined it.’  She nodded to the magic scanner secured to her belt.  ‘No witchcraft was involved in the making of this murder.  But the telekinetic energy scanner?’  She prodded another smaller scanner.  ‘It stopped working tonight.  Convenient, huh?  But I know this was a vamp on vamp attack.  This whole thing stinks to high heaven.’  She kicked her feet up onto the coffee table, knocking the laptop off the edge.  I caught it just in time. 
 
    ‘Pixie piddle!’ cursed Gretel.  ‘Why do I have to be so clumsy all the time?  I think I’m getting worse since Finn was fired.  He made me feel at ease in my skin, y’know.  Even if I did something stupid, he just laughed it off and helped me sort it out.’  She shook her dark hair.  ‘Never mind.  Is there anything on the computer?’ 
 
    I pressed the power button.  Nothing happened. 
 
    Gretel wrinkled her nose.  ‘Maybe the battery’s dead.’ 
 
    I nodded to the lead coming out of the laptop.  ‘It’s plugged in, not running on battery power.’  I pulled the laptop close to my chest.  ‘Have any of your guys noticed this computer yet?’ 
 
    ‘Doubtful.  They’re just keeping nosey parkers out right now.  Only a couple of them have been inside, and all they noticed was that photo of Fontanella on the mantelpiece over there.’ 
 
    I followed Gretel’s gaze.  The photo was of Fontanella and a few female friends, sitting around a poolside in the dark.  All of them were wearing tiny bikinis, and each girl was more gorgeous than the next.  ‘Gee, I wonder why that’s what they focused on.  So ... can I take the laptop then?  Fontanella phoned me just before she got murdered.  There’s something on here that she wanted me to see, and I’m afraid if it goes with your guys, I might not get the chance to check it out.’ 
 
    Gretel nodded.  ‘Say no more.  But you’d better get yourself and that computer out of here, and quick.  I’ve already annoyed the Minister quite a few times today.  Pretty sure she’s going to fire me soon.’ 
 
    I squeezed her hand.  ‘You’re a real friend, Gretel,’ I said, before clicking my fingers and sending myself home. 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    When I arrived back home, Dizzy was staring out the window, shaking.  Max was stroking him, while Kitty and Wolfie were sitting on the couch, looking worriedly on. 
 
    I ran to the bat.  ‘What’s wrong, Dizzy?  Are you all right?’ 
 
    He pointed a shaky wing to the sky outside.  ‘D-did you s-see them?’ 
 
    ‘See who?’ 
 
    ‘The v-vampire bats.’ 
 
    Max sighed.  ‘We were watching Transylvania Nightmares Five, when Dizzy said he heard screams somewhere outside.  Dizzy flew to the window and ... well, he’s been like this ever since.  It’s been at least fifteen minutes now.  At first I thought he was scared because of the film, that he must have only imagined he heard the screams.  But then I remembered – it’s Dizzy.  He doesn’t get scared of scary movies.  He laughs at them and points out their flaws.’ 
 
    I stroked him gently behind his ears.  ‘When you say vampire bats, you don’t mean the species, do you?  You mean vampires who turned into bats?’ 
 
    Dizzy nodded.  ‘You saw them too, didn’t you?’ 
 
    ‘No.  But a vampire got murdered about fifteen minutes ago.  That’s who you heard screaming.  And I think it might have been another vampire who did it.’ 
 
    Dizzy shook his head.  ‘Not just one vampire.  Wanda, I think it could have been the Dark Team.’ 
 
    ‘Who are the Dark Team, Dizzy?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t even believe they were real.  When I was Harry Berry’s familiar, I heard them talked about by the Berry coven all the time.  Like they were this scary story.  You know – you’d better get that work finished or I’m going to hire the Dark Team to kill you.  Vampire assassins, Wanda.  But they are real.  I saw them tonight.  They flew over the park as bats, but they were vampires.  A bat can tell these things, Wanda.  A bat can tell.’ 
 
    I glanced at Max.  ‘You ever hear of them?’ 
 
    ‘Never.  What’s with the laptop?  Oh – and how did the dinner go?’ 
 
    I suppressed a groan.  ‘I’m not sure I want to relive the dinner just now.  But speaking of the laptop, do you know what time Paul gets off work?’  I held up the laptop.  ‘It was the murder victim’s, but it won’t even turn on.’ 
 
    Max glanced at his watch.  ‘Round about now, I should imagine.’ 
 
    I cuddled Dizzy into my chest and kissed his little head.  ‘You did see the Dark Team, Dizzy.  But it’s okay.  Because I’m going to track them all down – and whoever else was behind Fontanella’s murder.’ 
 
    ‘Fontanella was the one who was murdered?’  Max’s expression grew grim.  ‘Okay, let’s get to Paul’s.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 11. Cheese Wizard 
 
    Wolfie and Kitty had somehow managed to fall asleep in the short time since I arrived home, so Max and I made our way along the street with Dizzy flying nervously to the side.  He kept his eyes upwards the whole time, like he was expecting the Dark Team to strike. 
 
    As we approached the house where our wizard neighbours lived, Paul was arriving home on a broom.  His vehicle had even more buttons than mine. 
 
    ‘Hey Max.  Hey Wanda.  Did you guys hear those screams a while ago?  What the hell was that?’ 
 
    Paul was a short, skinny guy, prematurely balding, who always looked like he was about to dash off somewhere.  He had only been our neighbour for a couple of weeks, because he preferred to live in the human world.  His new girlfriend, Maria, did not prefer to live in the human world.  She had lived in Westerly Crescent for years, and had no intention of moving.  Seeing as Maria looked like a supermodel and Paul looked like Paul, she had won the argument. 
 
    Although I didn’t know Paul very long, he had already repaired my mobile phone (after I dropped it down the toilet) and my laptop (after Wolfie knocked it off the kitchen counter).  Plus, he worked in the human world, so he was unlikely to lose his job for helping me with this. 
 
    I held the computer up.  ‘It’s completely dead.  I have no idea what to do with it.  Usual payment?  A pound of Stinking Warlock?  I can pick it up tomorrow when I’m in Riddler’s Cove.’ 
 
    Paul rubbed his hands together.  ‘Oh, yes please.  I went through the last stuff you got me in a week.  Come on, let’s get the computer inside,’ he said, opening his front door with a button on his keyring.  As we walked into the darkened hallway, he used the same device to turn on the lights, set the kettle boiling, and turn on a tall, black robot. 
 
    ‘Evening, Ten,’ he said to the robot. 
 
    ‘Good evening, Paul,’ Ten replied in an incredibly human voice.  ‘I hope you had a pleasant day at work.  Can I get you anything?’ 
 
    Paul turned to us.  ‘Do you guys want a snack?’ he asked.  ‘I’m going to have some cheese on toast and a cuppa.’ 
 
    ‘I just had Chinese, so I’m fairly full.  I’ll take a cuppa, though,’ said Max.  ‘If you’ve got plant milk.  Hey, I’ll bet Wanda is hungry.  Wanda’s always hungry.’ 
 
    I thought about the pig with the apple stuck in its mouth.  ‘Just tea, thanks.’ 
 
    ‘Mango,’ whispered Dizzy into my ear.  ‘Ask him if he has any mango.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, do you have any mango?’ 
 
    ‘I think Maria has some in the freezer.  She puts it in smoothies.  And she only drinks plant milk so you’re good to go there.’  Paul turned to the robot, and gave him our orders. 
 
    After a moment, Ten nodded, and began to move around the kitchen.  He was human-shaped, about five feet four or five, with joints that moved seamlessly.  He walked straight to the fridge, where he took out cheese and began to slice it.  I’m saying he for no reason other than I like to anthropomorphise pretty much everything.  In reality, the robot had no features that would mark it as male or female.  But he just seemed like a he to me.  Because, y’know, I’m crazy. 
 
    As the robot arranged the cheese onto slices of bread and placed them under the grill, we sat at the kitchen table with Paul while he opened up the computer.  He had just about as much luck with the power button as I had, so he turned the laptop over to the back instead, pulling a small case of screwdrivers and computer bits and bobs from his pockets.  Don’t laugh at me.  Bits and bobs is about as technical as I get. 
 
    He opened up the back of the machine, replacing bits with bobs and bobs with bits.  Ahem.  At the same time, Ten delivered cheese on toast for Paul, and cups of tea for Max and me.  For Dizzy, the robot thawed out some sliced mango in the microwave.  I wasn’t sure which to be more amazed about – the fact that Paul had created a robot that could do so much, or the fact that Paul himself seemed to think nothing of the achievement. 
 
    After a few more minutes of doing confusing technical things, Paul pressed the power button again, and the computer actually displayed signs of life.  With a triumphant fist pump, Paul said, ‘We’re in.  What do you need me to find?’ 
 
    ‘An email,’ I said.  ‘It should be the last one opened.  There’ll be a photo attachment with the email, too.’ 
 
    I craned my neck so I could get a look at the screen.  I might as well not have bothered.  It was dark blue, with numbers and words that meant nothing to me scrolling across.  Paul seemed unfazed, and began to type manically.  After a while, the computer began to reboot all over again.  This time, it opened to a normal looking screen.  The photo that Fontanella used as a screensaver was a shot of her with Benny and the Jeffs, sitting outside the Hungry Hippy.  Fontanella wore a wide smile and a pair of dark glasses, while the three boys looked adoringly in her direction. 
 
    Next, Paul tried her email icon.  An inbox opened, but there was nothing inside.  ‘Wiped,’ said Paul.  ‘Don’t worry.  I’ll find it.’  He continued doing his thing, while Max and I slurped our tea and Dizzy chewed on his fruit.  Ten brought another round of cheese on toast, and Paul patted his back fondly and said, ‘Thanks, Ten.  What would I do without you?’ 
 
    Dizzy whispered into my ear, ‘Make Eleven, probably.’ 
 
    A few more minutes passed.  And then a few more.  Max and I shared a confused glance.  Paul never took this long.  He seemed to be feeling the same himself, because he let out a groan and held his head in his hands. 
 
    ‘It’s gone.  All gone.  How can I not find it?  Me?’  He looked up at us, his eyes filled with disbelief.  ‘Listen, leave it with me, okay?  No one’s beaten me before, and I’m not about to let them start.  But ...’  He bit his lip and looked intently at me.  ‘If this is from a crime scene, then whoever is responsible ... they know how to cover their tracks.  They’re real pros, Wanda, so you should be careful.’ 
 
    I stood up from the table.  ‘If only that were an option,’ I said.  ‘Give me a call when it’s ready.  I’ll drop your cheese off tomorrow – and seeing as it’s such a big job, I’ll bring double your usual.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 12. Old Ma Flowers 
 
    When I woke up the next morning, I didn’t want to get out of bed.  Dizzy was hanging from the light fixture above me.  Kitty was curled up in the crook of my arm, purring in her sleep.  In the next room, I could hear the loud snores of Wolfie – or maybe it was Max.  It all felt so lovely and homely.  If only there weren’t four murders and the case of a missing witch to solve, I could stay like this all day.  Maybe get up and make some toast, take it back to bed, watch some TV ... 
 
    I dragged myself up eventually, sliding out from under Kitty and sneaking to the bathroom.  I guess I must have left my phone in there the night before, because it was sitting next to the sink, vibrating.  With a weary sigh, I picked it up.  There were five messages from Gabriel. 
 
    The first: 
 
    Where have you gone?  What’s the emergency?  Tell me and I’ll come help. 
 
      
 
    The second: 
 
    Just heard about that vampire getting dusted, so I’m guessing that’s where you’ve gone.  Let me know what’s happening. 
 
      
 
    The third: 
 
    Okay, now I’m starting to think this is about more than the vampire.  I know my dad’s a bit weird, but he’s a good guy, and he really liked you.  He wasn’t even all that offended by the rude way you just took off.  So if you’re worried you’ve messed things up, you haven’t.  I’m just as crazy for you as ever. XXX. 
 
      
 
    The fourth: 
 
    Maybe the feeling’s not mutual? 
 
      
 
    The fifth: 
 
    Oh please, Wanda.  Text back.  I’m getting seriously worried now. 
 
      
 
    I turned on the shower and, while I waited for it to get warm, wrote a quick message: 
 
      
 
    So sorry.  Fell asleep without checking my phone.  Didn’t notice the messages until now.  Have a crazy busy day ahead of me, but will call you later. 
 
      
 
    My finger hovered over the keypad.  The truth was, I wanted to write something different.  Something along the lines of: You’re calling me rude? You spent the evening throwing bones to invisible animals.  Or: Rude? You think I should have prioritised staring at a dead pig rather than trying to solve a murder? 
 
    I bit back my annoyance, decided that the original message was probably better than a snark-filled one, and hit the send button. 
 
    When I finally emerged from the shower and dressed, Kitty and Dizzy had already left the bedroom.  I wandered downstairs and found them in the kitchen with Max and Wolfie.  Max was slipping a collar around Wolfie’s neck, and they both looked close to tears. 
 
    ‘What’s the matter?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Max is sending me back to Jasper early,’ Wolfie morosely replied. 
 
    ‘It’s not like I want to,’ said Max.  ‘But I have to spend the day organising things with Rover.  And I could be arrested at the protest tonight.  If that happens, who knows how long I’ll be in jail?  But Jasper is looking forward to having you back sooner than he thought.  He told me he’s bought you a new load of tennis balls, too.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want new tennis balls.  I want to stay here.  Dizzy said he’ll look after me.’ 
 
    Dizzy smiled.  ‘I’m looking after Kitty.  I can look after Wolfie, too.’ 
 
    ‘And how, exactly, are you going to open the door when Wolfie needs to go to the toilet, Dizzy?’ Max pointed out.  ‘It’s not like he can hop out through an open window like you and Kitty can.’ 
 
    It was true.  We didn’t have a single window that could open wide enough for Wolfie.  And seeing as it was late November, we could hardly leave the back door open.  I happened to believe Finn – as long as the protest took place in Riddler’s Cove instead of the Wyrd Court, the Peacemakers wouldn’t be able to get there in time to arrest anyone.  But there was still a slight chance that Max – and probably me along with him – could be thrown into Witchfield. 
 
    ‘Dizzy and Kitty aren’t going to be here,’ I said softly to Wolfie.  ‘I’m going to drop them off at Wayfarers’ Rest this morning.  So you can either go there with them, or you can go back to Jasper’s.  Which would you prefer?’ 
 
    Wolfie gulped.  ‘Will your coven’s cats be there?’ 
 
    ‘They will.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll go to Jasper’s, then.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    Somehow, I managed to magic my way to Wayfarers’ Rest with a cat, a bat, and two broomsticks in tow.  As soon as I appeared in the kitchen, my mother ran to greet me. 
 
    ‘You look exhausted.  Sit down and have some breakfast.’ 
 
    I could smell muffins baking, so I sat.  Princess and Queenie – Melissa’s and Christine’s familiars – began to rub up against Kitty, before taking her for a tour of the house.  Dizzy flew upstairs to the attic to greet the bats that lived up there. 
 
    ‘No Mischief?’  Mischief, my mother’s familiar, was normally either planted in his bed by the wood-burning stove, or else taking up temporary residence on a nearby lap. 
 
    My mother cleared her throat as she placed a plate-full of muffins in the centre of the table.  ‘I might have sent him out to do a bit of recon around the Minister’s local office.’ 
 
    ‘Recon?’ 
 
    ‘Y’know.  Sniff out any booby traps.  See if there are any surprises hanging around the area.  He can get into all the little gaps.  He often spots things I can’t detect.  With the sióga involved, who knows what could be lying in wait.  Pixies.  Gnomes.  Anything.  I mean, I trust Finn.  But it pays to be careful.’ 
 
    I nodded glumly.  She was right.  I trusted Finn too.  But just because I was sure he was telling the truth didn’t mean everyone else was on the up and up.  I’d never met this sióga queen.  I still couldn’t be sure that she didn’t have some other agenda. 
 
    ‘So fill me in,’ my mother said, pouring us tea and sitting across from me.  ‘Did Fontanella manage to tell you anything that made sense before she was killed?’ 
 
    I had told my mother the details on the phone last night, but it was much better to hash things out face to face, so we went through it all again.  She had plenty to fill me in on too, particularly on the subject of the Dark Team. 
 
    ‘Dizzy is right,’ she confirmed.  ‘The Dark Team is real – and incredibly slippery.  Their MO is always the same.  Telekinetic energy at the scene.  No other evidence of them being there except for the body – or the dust – that they leave behind.  Some people spot bats leaving the scene, just as Dizzy did.  But in all these years, I’ve never managed to get past the rumours.  I have no idea if they simply work for the highest bidder, or if they have a political affiliation.  Either way, Fontanella’s murder fits the bill.’ 
 
    ‘And they could have compelled Benny and the Jeffs?’ 
 
    My mother nodded.  ‘Without a doubt.  You said they looked like they were sleepwalking, and that it happened when the Plimpton’s Brooms jingle came on.  So that advertisement was probably the trigger.  And some very powerful suggestion must have taken place beforehand, to make them watch the news and that ad in the first place.  Definitely Dark Team tactics.’  She rubbed her hands together.  ‘Now, all we have to do is find a way to tie this to Justine.  We’ll get her out of the Wyrd Court, Wanda.  One way or another.’ 
 
    I sure hoped so, before I resorted to murder myself.  Just as I tucked into muffin number three (chocolate chip) I saw her eyes wander to the two brooms I’d brought with me. 
 
    ‘Did you get that from your dad’s shed?’  Her eyes turned cloudy, and she stood up, approaching the broom Will Berry had given me. 
 
    I gulped.  I had been meaning to tell my coven about this broom since the day it was given to me.  But how could I explain that, despite Will’s duplicity, I was reluctant to break it in two?  ‘No.  I ... I found it in Bargain Brooms on Warren Lane,’ I lied.  ‘Someone brought it in as part trade for a new broom.  I think it was thrown in a Lost and Found bin, but I don’t know where.’ 
 
    I did know where – it was in a hotel in Nepal, according to Will.  Or at least the stranger who sold it to him in the tavern had said so.  But the more I thought of the broom’s iffy origins, the less willing I was to divulge anything that even approached the truth. 
 
    ‘Oh.’  Her eyes were still cloudy as she examined the bristles.  ‘I suppose it could be one of your dad’s, though.  I mean, it looks brand new, but it feels just like one of his.  The power, I mean.  So much stronger than the usual witch broom.  But still more nuanced than the power wizard brooms are given.  Strange.’ 
 
    I wasn’t able to feel the power that came off my father’s brooms when I was a child, due to the fact that I was unempowered back then.  But it didn’t surprise me to hear that this broom gave off the same energy.  The moment I first held it in Will Berry’s broom closet, it felt familiar to me. 
 
    ‘Maybe whoever owned it never used it.  Or kept it in good nick,’ I suggested, warming to the idea that this really could be one of my father’s.  I hadn’t let myself think too much about it since I received the broom, but now that I had flown it, the likelihood was impossible to ignore. 
 
    ‘It’s possible.  Have you flown it?’ 
 
    I nodded.  ‘Did I tell you about my lessons with Amelia?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes.  She’s a great teacher.’  She let out a shaky little breath.  ‘I’m glad you’ve taken up flying.  But why the two brooms?’ 
 
    I pushed the crumbs of my muffin around my plate.  ‘I’m going to need the wizard broom for something special later on.’ 
 
    ‘Tell me more than that.  You know how nosey I am.’ 
 
    I giggled.  ‘You and me both.  I’ll tell you what I’m up to.  But I might just need another muffin while I talk.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    Despite the chill in the air, Riddler’s Cove was just as beautiful as ever.  The morning mist hadn’t fully lifted, and it made everything look vaguely ethereal.  I could see the ocean in the distance, glistening and rolling, making me wish I could spend the day with Max and Wolfie, walking along the shore. 
 
    I made my first stop quickly, dashing into Dervla’s Deli for Paul’s cheese.  He said that her Stinking Warlock was the best cheese he had ever tasted.  I was going to take his word for that one, because considering how it smelled, I sure wasn’t going to start spreading it on my crackers anytime soon.  And let’s face it – he could have asked for a lot more than some fancy cheese in return for his computer skills. 
 
    After Dervla’s, I made my way to Lavender Cottage.  I hadn’t been there since childhood.  It was where Old Ma Flowers lived.  Yes, that was really her name.  Well, I imagine she probably had a first name, too, but I’d never heard it.  Old Ma had been my healer when I was a child.  Not that I got sick much.  But whenever I did, she had me cured in a jiffy.  She also carried an excellent range in lollipops. 
 
    I had just put my hand on her wooden garden gate, when her front door opened.  I made my way through the herb garden, and went inside. 
 
    The ground floor was one big room, filled with bubbling cauldrons and hanging herbs.  There was a little couch by the fire, and a curtain that could be pulled around it for privacy.  Simple, but perfect. 
 
    Old Ma was standing in front of one of her many cauldrons as I entered, stirring something that smelled like socks.  Okay – maybe I’d been wrong about perfect.  She didn’t seem to have changed since my childhood.  She was still a wiry, ruddy-faced woman with wild grey hair, who wore flip flops and billowy skirts all year round. 
 
    ‘Been a long time since I treated you for anything, Wanda.  Not anything serious, I hope.’ 
 
    I took a seat on the couch and swung my legs.  ‘I hope not.  It’s like you said – it’s been a while since I saw a healer.  Thought I could do with a check-up.’ 
 
    She gave me the sort of look that said she didn’t believe a word of it, but approached me anyway, opening up a large box next to the couch.  In it were about a dozen wands, all different lengths and widths.  ‘I’d forgotten you used wands,’ I said.  ‘I’m a bit of a mess with the things, myself.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, it takes a great deal of concentration.  But for delicate healing work, I find them best.  Lie back now, and I’ll see just how healthy you are.’ 
 
    I lay back on the couch, and let her do her work.  She ran different wands along my body, muttering incantations all the while.  Every now and then she prodded me, or stared into my eyes (not at all creepy), or made me cough.  She even had me hold a few of the wands myself, and made me use them to perform a couple of simple spells.  At first I thought it was to check there was no issue with my magic, but after I’d boiled the kettle and opened the tin of biscuits, I was starting to think she was just in the mood for elevenses. 
 
    ‘Well, that’s that,’ she said, taking a sip from the tea that she had me float towards her.  ‘You’re in rude health, as they say.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, thank goodness,’ I said, sitting up.  ‘I was a bit worried.  I started at the Flying Club the other day, and it seems there’s a flu bug doing the rounds.’ 
 
    She arched a brow.  ‘A flu?  I haven’t had anyone in with the flu.  Oh, my stars!  Witches do not do well with the flu.  Spells going haywire everywhere.  Not to mention the worse than usual moods.  Did you hear about how many people had it?’ 
 
    ‘Actually, I was only told about one kid.  But I figured, once one has it, it won’t be long before they all do.’ 
 
    She shook her head irritably.  ‘I don’t understand it.  I gave out free flu shots to every child and every old person in Riddler’s Cove back in October.  My shots never fail.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe Candace didn’t get one of yours,’ I replied.  ‘Her folks could have taken her up to Healer’s Hollow for one instead.’ 
 
    Her eyes came out on stalks (not literally, but pretty darn close).  ‘Candace?  But she was first in line when I–’  Old Ma clapped a hand over her mouth.  ‘Forget I said that.  Healer-patient confidentiality.  Listen, you’re all done here, Wanda.  I have to go and pay a visit to ... a certain patient.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.  Of course.  I sat up.  But before I go ... do you have any lollipops?’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    Ten minutes later I stood across the road from Candace’s house, sucking on a strawberry-flavoured lollipop and hovering on my wizard broom, keeping myself cloaked with the broom’s invisibility button.  The house was just about as large and fancy as I’d expected.  The garden was perfectly manicured, and the windows were so clean that they were gleaming.  Candace’s mother, however, was not in such good condition.  She was standing at the door, arms out, refusing to let Old Ma inside.  Her dark hair was coming loose from its bun.  Her skirt seemed to be on backwards, and she was only wearing one shoe. 
 
    ‘My daughter is fine!’ she shrieked.  ‘We’ve got a private healer.’ 
 
    ‘But if you could just let me see her for a few minutes, Goodwitch Plimpton,’ Old Ma Flowers beseeched.  ‘I need to see what went wrong with my flu jab.  No one else has had the same problem, but it could be just a matter of time.  If I could study Candace’s symptoms …’ 
 
    Candace’s mother prepared to slam the door, but Old Ma was having none of that nonsense, thank you very much.  She raised her hands, making the door open wide, and then she pushed her way into the house 
 
    I resisted the urge to smirk, and rose into the air.  The sound of the argument in the hallway could be heard for miles around, most likely.  I didn’t care how loud it got, as long as it went on for a while.  When I saw the enormous, toothy dog tied to a tree, I knew that Candace’s room must be directly above.  I pointed at the dog, whispered, ‘Dul a chodladh,’ and watched him fall asleep.  I flew up higher, and soon found Candace’s window. 
 
    Candace was in a bedroom that probably had been gorgeous before she began throwing spells around the place.  She was screaming at the top of her lungs, cracking and splitting all of the furniture, sending shattering spells at the doors and windows.  Basically, she was one angry ten-year-old.  Unfortunately no amount of anger – or magic – seemed to work.  Whoever had locked Candace in that room had made very sure that she couldn’t leave. 
 
    ‘Let me out, Mother!’ she screamed, pulling at the door handle.  ‘Let me out!’ 
 
    I approached the window, and tried to open it.  First with my hand, next with magic.  It was sealed tight with an incredibly strong spell.  I guess I wasn’t as quiet as I thought I was being, because Candace’s head snapped around and she rushed to the window. 
 
    ‘Who’s there?  Kitty, is that you?’ 
 
    I pressed a button on my broom, turning off the invisibility.  Candace’s eyes grew round and her hands flew to her mouth.  I moved as close as I could to the window. 
 
    ‘Kitty is fine,’ I said.  ‘I’m looking after her.  Candace, you have to tell me why you’re being kept away from everyone.  Because you sure don’t look sick to me.’ 
 
    She shook her head.  ‘I’m not sick.  Wanda ... I have something I need to say to you.  And it’s not going to be easy, so please give me a chance to get it all out.  I ... I may have been mistaken about you.  Kitty seems to think so, and after what you did at Halloween, I think I might agree.  But you know, you’re partially to blame.  You’re incredibly annoying.  You never shut up.  You have to be a smart alec all the time.  So I could hardly be blamed for believing my coven when they said you were horrible.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, you might want to work on your apology skills there, Candace.  But never mind for now.  Why have they locked you up?  What happened at Everest?’ 
 
    Just as Candace opened her mouth to tell me, her door snapped open and her mother marched into the room.  ‘Get away from there, Wanda Wayfair!  This is all your fault.  You and that stupid cat.’ 
 
    She grabbed hold of Candace and began to drag her out of the room.  As she was being pulled away, Candace looked back at me and cried out, ‘Look for Facility B, Wanda.  You have to find Facility B!’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    Despite the fact that I was incredibly distracted, my flying lesson didn’t go too badly.  I didn’t fall off my broom again, which was a definite improvement.  At the end of the lesson, I took Amelia for lunch.  Her appetite was almost as big as mine, so we took quite a while over the meal.  I was so hungry after my morning’s activities, that I almost didn’t care about the fact that Will Berry and Mandy Parker were having lunch at the club once again.  Because why shouldn’t I have to look at their stupid smug faces everywhere I went? 
 
    ‘You did really well today.  Y’know, for someone who clearly has a lot on her mind,’ said Amelia as we started on dessert. 
 
    ‘I think that might be more to do with your teaching than anything I did.  But flying does seem to clear my head.  Even if I am only a few feet in the air.’ 
 
    ‘A few feet higher than yesterday.’ 
 
    It was true.  After the first half hour of the lesson, Amelia had changed the restrictions, and I flew up twenty feet into the air. 
 
    ‘I have absolutely no problem with you taking your broom out in the open,’ she went on.  ‘In fact ... you could even come to Everest with me tomorrow, if you wanted.  There’s an Adult Beginner competition that I think you’d do well in.’ 
 
    I almost spat out my orange juice.  ‘Hah.  As if I’m ready for that!’  I suddenly realised how amazingly stupid I was being, and I rearranged my features from outright scoffing, to only mildly humble.  ‘You know what?  I’ll give it a bash, as long as you think I’ll be able for the challenge.  But I thought the competition wasn’t for a few more days.’ 
 
    ‘The main event is.  Before that we have some time to practice.  And the minor competitions, like the one you are going to enter, take place the day before.  You’ll need a dark hat and robes, though.  The competition is pretty traditional.  I might have something I can get altered for you if you’ve nothing yourself.’ 
 
    ‘That’s okay.  I’ll dig something out.  So how does it work?  When do we leave?  As you can see, I’m not at all excited.’ 
 
    She laughed, and we went over the details.  I was beginning to feel excited about the competition.  But more than anything, I now had an iron-clad excuse to go snooping around Everest. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 13. The Bloodbath 
 
    The kitchen at Wayfarers’ Rest was in chaos when I returned.  Max was there with Lassie, Rover and about a dozen other weredogs.  I knew this was only a small section of who would be protesting later on. 
 
    ‘Tell her to go home,’ Max said as I approached him and Lassie. 
 
    Lassie planted her hands on her hips and said, ‘Tell him he’s not the boss of me.’ 
 
    ‘Um ... what’s going on?’  I looked from one to the other.  ‘Actually, don’t bother.  Max, you don’t want Lassie to protest because you’re afraid you guys will get arrested?’ 
 
    ‘Exactly.  Lassie’s already been in Witchfield.  I don’t want her going through that again.’ 
 
    To be honest, I was surprised that Lassie wasn’t more worried about that outcome herself.  When she had been falsely imprisoned in Witchfield she hadn’t exactly received the spa treatment. 
 
    Her hands went to her head, and she pulled at her long brown hair.  ‘There aren’t going to be any arrests.  Finn promised Wanda, and I trust him.’ 
 
    ‘Trust him!’ scoffed Max.  ‘You barely even know him.’ 
 
    ‘I do know him as a matter of fact.  He often stops by my stall when he’s on patrol.  Or at least he used to, until his aunt fired him.  We’ve had some lovely chats.  He’s a decent guy, Max.  If he says the Peacemakers are going to be stuck at the Wyrd Court, then I believe him.’ 
 
    Max sighed.  ‘Please, Wanda, talk some sense into her.’ 
 
    I opened my mouth to say something, but they just began talking at each other all over again. 
 
    ‘Hey!’ I cried, standing between them.  ‘We have way too much to organise right now.  We can’t waste time sniping at each other.  Especially when the whole reason you’re sniping is because you love each other so blooming much.  But Max ... you can’t tell Lassie what to do, and neither can I.  And she’s right about Finn.  For tonight at least, we can trust him to come through for us.’ 
 
    Oh dear.  I stopped speaking before I said anything else idiotic, but I saw Max narrow his eyes.  He would spot my lies by omission from space.  Luckily, Rover stood up then, and began to organise the weredogs. 
 
    Each person in the kitchen was to be head of a small pack for the night.  Considering all they were going to be doing was waving placards and shouting about the Minister, it might have seemed overboard.  But I had been to so many protests that had been cut short over the past few weeks.  If you didn’t keep an eye out for everyone, bad things could happen.  Peacemakers had been known to get far too enthusiastic with their truncheons, and I had seen some anti-weredog witches cast painful, illegal spells to disrupt things.  One weredog was still in Night and Gale hospital with a tail coming out of the back of his head.  The spell had been locked down so tightly that all he could do was wait for it to wear off.  And according to the healer, that could be at least another month. 
 
    So really, there was no such thing as over-organisation.  Not when you had bigoted witches and truncheon-happy Peacemakers to deal with.  And don’t get me started on what might happen if some of the less forward-thinking werewolves turned up. 
 
    Tonight was going to be one big mess, with or without arrests.  As if he were reading my thoughts, I heard Max mutter, ‘I wish you’d stay home, Lassie, I really do.  It’s going to be a bloodbath.’ 
 
    As we milled around, getting everything ready, Gabriel finally arrived.  He was in his full Wyrd News gear, seeing as we were going to be broadcasting the event.  As he crossed the room to me, I did my best to smile. 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ he said before I could even turn up the corners of my mouth.  ‘I mean it.  I’ve been one big giant pain in the rear, and I know it.  You weren’t the one being rude last night.  My dad was.  And so was I.  No wonder you took off the way you did.’ 
 
    For a moment I just stood there, confused.  He was basically saying everything that I hadn’t had the courage to say earlier on.  He had been rude, he and his father, stuffing their faces and throwing bones all over the place when they knew how uncomfortable I was. 
 
    He leaned into me, and my nostrils filled with cinnamon.  ‘You weren’t that bad,’ I said, for some unfathomable reason.  ‘And your dad is just ... quirky.  Anyway, I didn’t leave because of that.  It really was an emergency.  Gabriel, Fontanella called me right as she was being murdered.’ 
 
    His eyes rounded.  ‘The vampire?  Wow.  What did she say?’ 
 
    I shrugged my shoulders.  ‘It doesn’t matter now.  Let’s just get tonight over with.’ 
 
    He pulled me into a hug.  ‘Of course.  And tomorrow we can get our relationship back on track.  I’m going to take you to the most amazing restaurant for dinner.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’  I pulled away.  ‘See, the thing is ... I’ve sort of signed up for the Everest Climb.  I’m going there with Amelia tomorrow, to get acclimatised to the course.  The Beginners’ obviously.’ 
 
    His face fell for a moment, but then his mood picked up.  ‘Hey, I can go too!  I haven’t done the Everest Climb for a couple of years.  Plus I’ve got a chalet out there.  You can stay with me.  We can have a proper holiday together.’ 
 
    I found myself saying, ‘Oh,’ again.  ‘See, the thing is, my whole family are going.  Y’know – to cheer me on.  And I don’t see my mother being happy about me spending the whole time at your chalet when she’s already paid for my room.’  I felt my eyes begin to twitch as I spun my lie.  I hadn’t actually had the chance to speak to my mother about Everest yet, but of course she would want to come.  The whole coven would, once I told them I suspected the real Facility B was there. 
 
    I was a little bit perplexed, though, as to why I was so against staying at Gabriel’s chalet.  Maybe it would take a few days to get the image of him and his father in their matching velvet suits out of my mind.  ‘So you see, I can’t stay at your chalet, much as I’d love to,’ I went on.  ‘But we’ll still get to spend lots of time together.  I’m really looking forward to it.’ 
 
    ‘That’s okay.’  He softly kissed my cheek.  ‘We have the whole future to visit my chalet.  And like you say, we’ll still see plenty of each other.  It’ll be great.’ 
 
    I melted back into his arms, letting the smell of him envelop me.  Now that we were this close again, I was beginning to wonder what the hell I’d felt weird about in the first place.  Maybe I would spend a few hours at that chalet of his, after all. 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    When we arrived at the Minister’s office in Riddler’s Cove, there were mainly weredogs and Wayfairs there.  Only a few trusted witches had been told of our plans – like Emily Caulfield, who was approaching Max with a shy smile on her face. 
 
    I imagined that quite a lot of witches were waiting impatiently on the steps of the Wyrd Court so they could enjoy a bit of racism.  It wouldn’t be long, I knew, before they found their way here.  Gabriel’s show would be broadcasting live (an extra effort to avoid violence) so they would soon hear about the change of location. 
 
    Gabriel hopped up onto the erected stage and began the proceedings.  I was glad to see that he didn’t hog the limelight for too long.  This was about the weredogs, and he seemed to respect that.  He said a few brief words before introducing Lassie. 
 
    ‘Most of you will know who I am,’ she said.  ‘You’ll have seen me on the news, when I was wrongfully arrested for a crime I didn’t commit.  But I was lucky.  I had amazing friends in the witching world who did their best to discover the real culprits, and set me free.  But what if I hadn’t had friends like Wanda Wayfair or the rest of her coven?  What then?  As a weredog, I have very few rights.  There’s no good reason for this.  It’s just the way it is.  I wouldn’t have been entitled to any legal representation.  I wouldn’t have been able to prove my innocence.  I would have spent the rest of my life in Witchfield, for something I didn’t do.  And more importantly than all of that – the real culprit would have managed to murder countless innocent children.  Now, I’m not asking for special treatment.  None of us are.  We’re asking for the same treatment.  The same rights to live where we choose, work where we choose, go to school where we choose – and the same legal rights, too.’ 
 
    Her speech went on for a while more.  Witches were beginning to turn up, appearing all over the place as I’d expected them to.  A few idiots tried to shout Lassie down, but for the most part the crowd seemed to be supportive.  I was happily surprised by the way things were going. 
 
    When Rover stepped up a short while later, it was much the same.  While he spoke, weredogs and Wayfairs weaved through the crowd handing out leaflets, letting everyone know exactly what rights weredogs – and all supernaturals known as others – did and didn’t have. 
 
    Of course there always has to be one troublemaker.  In this case, it was a witch who came armed with tins of dog food.  As he threw one in Max’s direction, Emily Caulfield extended a finger.  She didn’t simply stop the tin from smacking Max.  She sent it right back at the witch who had thrown it, making it spill open all over his head.  The witch spluttered something unintelligible and left the area.  If that didn’t earn Emily brownie points with Max, I wasn’t sure what would. 
 
    The rally had been going on for about forty-five minutes when Minister Plimpton arrived.  Her face was puce as she marched towards me.  ‘This was supposed to be at the Wyrd Court.’ 
 
    I batted my lashes.  ‘Change of plans.  Why?  Is there a problem?’ 
 
    She ground her teeth.  ‘No.  Yes.  What if there’s trouble?  There are no Peacemakers here to police things.’ 
 
    My mother sidled over to us.  ‘It doesn’t look like there’s anything to police, far as I can see.  Although I must admit, it is strange.  The Peacemakers have plagued every single rally for weeks now.  They’ve turned at least a dozen peaceful protests into bloodbaths.  How come they’re not here tonight doing the same?’ 
 
    The Minister’s nostril’s flared.  When she finally spoke, spittle followed every word.  ‘You’re not supposed to be here.  I’ve made my stance on the Wayfairs quite clear.’ 
 
    My mother and I shared an innocent smile.  ‘You said we can’t investigate crimes,’ my mother pointed out.  ‘Does this look like a crime?  Oh, I forgot – the crimes only seem to occur when your so-called Peacemakers turn up.  Don’t they?’ 
 
    While the Minister floundered, opening and closing her mouth and looking like she wanted to send a stream of hexes and expletives our way, the protesters began to chant: 
 
    ‘Rights for weredogs now 
 
    Minister Plimpton out!’ 
 
    As they repeated the chant, the Minister narrowed her eyes, clicked her fingers, and left the rally. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 14. Snowy Hollow 
 
    When we arrived at Everest, I was a little bit dumbstruck by how amazing it all was.  My childhood memories of the place had always been marred by the fact that it was where my father died.  Now, as an adult, I felt like I was looking at it with new eyes. 
 
    You know when you see those Christmas movies, about kids who wind up in the North Pole?  There are all of these gorgeous little log cabins where the elves live, and a bigger building where they make the presents in Santa’s workshop?  Well, when you imagine the supernatural enclave at Everest, think along those lines. 
 
    The enclave was called Snowy Hollow, and it was situated close to the human base camp on the Nepalese side of the mountain.  It was contained inside an invisible globe, with weather control within.  And seeing as witches came to Snowy Hollow for the winter sports, the white stuff was always falling softly to the ground, no matter the weather in the human enclaves all around.  It was, basically, a real life snow globe. 
 
    There were perfect little wooden chalets dotted everywhere around the competition grounds.  My mother had rented one on the grounds of the Snowy Inn, the largest hotel in the area.  The chalet had four bedrooms.  My mother and Christine were sharing one room, Melissa and I were sharing another, and the remaining rooms were for other members of our coven.  Once I revealed that I believed Facility B was somewhere in the area, quite a few Wayfairs had offered to join in with the search.  With so much going on back in Ireland, they would be on a constant rotation between the two places. 
 
    I had begged Max to come along, but he remained behind at Westerly Crescent.  He had shifts at the Water Bowl that he couldn’t afford to miss.  He was also looking after Wolfie once again, because Jasper’s band, the Call of the Wild, were booked to play the opening and closing ceremonies at the Everest Climb. 
 
    We had all taken our familiars along with us, so Kitty would have plenty of company whenever we were away from the chalet.  I could tell that being here was stirring up painful memories for her, but she was being the strongest, cutest kitten ever.  I had the feeling I might be a little heartbroken when the time finally came to reunite her with Candace. 
 
    The opening ceremony was taking place on the edge of Snowy Hollow, at the point where the Everest Climb would begin.  We took a flying sleigh from the hotel to the ceremony (no reindeer were involved – the sleigh flew using wizard technology).  As I took my seat, I saw vendors walking about, selling hot chocolate, cider and mulled wine. 
 
    Melissa grabbed hot chocolates for us all, and we sipped them happily while we waited for the ceremony to begin.  It started right on time, with two hosts running jauntily onto the stage and saying, ‘Hello Snowy Hollow!’ not quite in unison. 
 
    I recognised the male host, a famous vampire sportsman called Sven the Speedster.  He had won driving competitions, biking competitions, and even excelled at skiing.  He was tall but muscular, with the highest cheekbones I had ever seen, and short, bleached hair. 
 
    Christine looked a bit hot under the collar as Sven took the mike and began to rally the crowd.  A lot of women were having the same reaction.  I was barely paying attention to the handsome vampire, though.  I was far more interested in his female co-host. 
 
    I peered closer.  ‘Is that ...?’ 
 
    My mother followed my eyes.  ‘Mandy Parker,’ she confirmed.  ‘She got the co-host job at the last minute, after Veronica Berry pulled out.’ 
 
    Veronica Berry was an even more famous actress than Mandy.  At least according to Dizzy.  I had yet to watch one of her movies.  But even if she was the worst actress in the world, I would rather a hundred of her over Mandy Parker. 
 
    Mandy giggled and pouted next to Sven on the stage, and said something supposedly funny every now and then.  The rest of the crowd seemed to think so, anyway.  After what felt like an eternity, they introduced the first act of the evening. 
 
    ‘And now,’ said Mandy, ‘let’s welcome our favourite werewolf rockers, the Call of the Wild!’ 
 
    As the crowd went wild with applause, I nudged Melissa.  ‘Looking forward to seeing your boyfriend?’ 
 
    She glowered at me.  ‘Callum Cool will never be my boyfriend.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe I wasn’t talking about Callum,’ I said with a wink as the band ran out onto the stage.  I nodded towards the tall, handsome, blond-haired singer.  ‘Maybe I was talking about him.  What’s his name again?  Gorgeous McLovely?  Handsome McYummy?’ 
 
    Melissa’s glower remained intact.  It did, however, have the sudden addition of flaming red cheeks to set it off.  ‘You know perfectly well that his name is Mack McAdams.  And I do not fancy him.  I just ...  think he’s a good singer.’ 
 
    ‘Sure.  The best.’ 
 
    We quietened down, as Lovely McYummy – I mean, Mack – began to sing.  His voice was spectacular, husky in places, angelic in others.  He didn’t strut nearly as much as the other band members, and yet he managed to hold the audience’s attention.  I guess he had it.  Whatever it was.  I could see why Melissa was pretending not to be smitten. 
 
    When they finished their set and left the stage, I noticed her slump a little, as though she were disappointed to see him go. 
 
    ‘Jasper invited us to their after-show party when he dropped Wolfie off this afternoon,’ I said.  ‘Do you want to go along?’ 
 
    Her jaw began to saw.  ‘Nah.  We came here to investigate.  Anyway, Callum will just drape himself all over me as usual.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’  I shrugged.  ‘But all work and no play seems to make Melissa a little bit frustrated.  Just saying.’ 
 
    She let out a fake-sounding laugh.  ‘You big eejit.  I don’t have any work these days.  I forgot to tell you, but Justine got around to officially firing me today.’ 
 
    I squeezed her close.  ‘She’s an idiot.  But she’s an idiot who’s on the way out.  You saw how the crowd reacted to her at the weredog rally.  It’s not just weredogs who want her out – most of the witches who turned up were chanting, too.  It’s only a matter of time, maybe even sooner if we find something iffy at Facility B.  And whoever comes after her will give you the sort of job that you actually deserve.’ 
 
    She forced a smile on her face.  ‘I hope you’re right.  Anyway, what do you say we stay for the Fancy Flyers, and then get to work on the case?’ 
 
    We bought another round of hot chocolate, then sat back and watched in amazement as the Fancy Flyers arrived in the air above.  Some of them were like aerial acrobats, jumping from broom to broom, riding on each other’s shoulders, while some other riders stayed seated, looping and spinning through the air.  Each and every one of them was a stunning-looking female witch, and they wore skimpy silver dresses, and crowns carved magically from ice that could never melt.  Their brooms left trails of glittering snowflakes in the air, spelling out, ‘Welcome to the Everest Climb.’ 
 
    Watching it, I felt like a little girl again, amazed and inspired, and thinking that being a witch was just about the best thing in the world.  But I also couldn’t help but blink back a tear or two, and I noticed that my mother was doing the same – because the last time we watched the Fancy Flyers was the last day we saw my father alive. 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    A log-fire was burning in the grate back at our chalet, and the cats were dozing on the fireside rug.  Even Dizzy stayed close to the flames, although he was hanging down from the mantelpiece as he slept.  It was enough to make me want to head off to bed myself, but I forced my eyes awake. 
 
    My mother had a huge map laid out on the table.  It was a paper map, but a magical one.  Pointing to an area was enough to make that area shine.  You could mark parts of it with simple commands, and use it to plot out travelling times, too. 
 
    ‘Most of the businesses in Snowy Hollow have been running for centuries,’ she said.  ‘They’re well known to us.  There are a dozen small broom-making factories, and not a single one is registered to Justine Plimpton.  She does own property here, but it’s residential.’  My mother pointed to an area at the east of Snowy Hollow, and a large house began to shimmer.  The name of the house lit up, too.  It was called the Rise.  ‘I suppose we could check it out, see if there’s anything hidden there.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a good place to start,’ I agreed.  ‘But I think we need to do flyovers of the whole area, while we’re here.  Candace told me to find Facility B, and everyone else mentioned looking for the glitch.  If Facility B was somewhere at the Rise, then wouldn’t they have just told me to find the Rise?’ 
 
    The others looked thoughtful.  ‘Possibly,’ Christine said after a while.  ‘But what if there’s some sort of spell that Justine has surrounding her chalet?  Something that hides Facility B in plain sight.  Maybe this glitch they all mention is a glitch in that spell.  It fails at certain times of the day or night, revealing what’s actually there.’ 
 
    ‘That sounds like Paul’s theory,’ I admitted.  ‘He called me this morning, and I asked him to look out for any glitches on Fontanella’s laptop.  Y’know – other than the one that’s deleted all of her emails.  He started going on about a deliberate glitch he managed to sneak into a Peacemaker’s truncheon.  He’d seen this Peacemaker be a total jerk to a friend of his, so Paul swiped the truncheon while the Peacemaker was having lunch one day.  He made it so that every time the Peacemaker tries to electro-shock someone, he’ll electro-shock himself.’ 
 
    Ronnie whistled.  ‘Impressive.  Pity he can’t roll the same thing out to all of their truncheons.’ 
 
    ‘He ... um ... he might have suggested he could make that work.  If there was enough cheese on offer.  Anyway, what if this glitch I was told about isn’t a mistake at all?  If Benny and the Jeffs wanted me to find Facility B, then one of them could have messed around with whatever spell is hiding it.  The glitch could be a purposely-created one.’ 
 
    As we talked on, discussing possibilities and strategies, a knock came to the door.  Melissa went to answer it.  ‘It’s Gabriel,’ she said, winking at me as he followed her inside. 
 
    I felt myself begin to flush.  He was dressed like his real self, with messy hair and scruffy jeans.  He gave me a shy smile.  ‘Hey there.  I em ... I was wondering if you’d like to come over to my chalet for dinner, Wanda.’  His eyes strayed to my mother.  ‘If that’s all right with your mam, of course.’ 
 
    She laughed.  ‘Of course it’s all right.  Wanda doesn’t need my permission to spend time with her boyfriend.  We were about to finish up here anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Okay,’ I said.  ‘I am kind of hungry, actually.’ 
 
    ‘And your mother and I will take the first shift at the Rise,’ Christine said.  ‘Then you and Melissa can take over when you get back.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    Gabriel’s chalet was enormous.  Thankfully, it wasn’t as creepy as Godbody House.  There were comfy chairs, beautiful wooden floorboards, and a large, woven rug in front of a roaring fire. 
 
    There was a modern kitchen, with a dining table laid out and ready for our meal. 
 
    ‘Candles and wine?’ I said, looking at the table.  ‘Very romantic.’ 
 
    He pulled me in towards him.  ‘I hope so,’ he said, looking deeply into my eyes.  ‘Because that’s what I want, Wanda.  To spend some real time with you.  To take our relationship to the next level.’ 
 
    Oh dear.  Was it me or was it getting very hot in here?  I felt sweat begin to bead on my forehead, and my palms grew clammy.  Hot, yes.  Sexy, no. 
 
    ‘I want that too,’ I said, planting a soft but quick kiss on his lips.  ‘And when we’ve found Facility B, we’ll have lots of time to get there.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’  He looked disappointed.  ‘I mean, I knew you wouldn’t be spending the night or anything.  But I hoped you’d at least stay for a few hours.’ 
 
    I reached for the bottle of wine on the table, and poured two glasses.  ‘I’ll stay as long as I can,’ I promised.  ‘Don’t you want to find Facility B, too?’ 
 
    He took a seat and gulped his wine.  ‘Sure,’ he rasped.  ‘You know I do.  If you say that those guys and the vampire were murdered, and that the answers are here at Everest, then I trust your gut.  And I’ll help you one hundred percent.  But I can’t help but fear that when this case is over, there’ll be another.  And then another.’ 
 
    I sat down across from him.  ‘But that’s what we do.  We’re Wayfairs.’ 
 
    ‘Sure.’  He reached across the table.  ‘But we’re also you and me.  You, the most amazing, most wonderful, most beautiful woman I’ve ever known.  And me, the guy who’s dying to spend some real time with you.’ 
 
    He was looking so intently at me that I found it hard to meet his eyes.  I was beginning to think I might have a few self-esteem issues, because I could never quite believe that he did like me as much as he insisted.  For now, I was going to make myself believe it, because not only was he looking particularly gorgeous tonight, but he was also looking at me – and looking at me in a way that made me feel extremely hot again. 
 
    ‘Okay,’ I said, my throat a little dry.  ‘Why don’t we skip that meal then?  And spend some time together in front of the fire?’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    By the time I arrived at the Rise, I was really regretting missing dinner. 
 
    ‘Did you guys see anything interesting?’ I asked, speaking loud enough to drown out the rumble in my stomach. 
 
    ‘Nothing,’ said my mother.  ‘The only people to come and go have been a maid service.  They gave the house a good clean, which I'm guessing means Justine will be getting here soon.’ 
 
    We were all riding wizard brooms, and Paul had informed me of a neat way to network them so that, whilst each broom was cloaked, those of us in the network could still see and hear one another.  The more wizard tricks I learned, the more I wanted to go back and finish my course at Wentforth’s College for Wizards. 
 
    Unfulfilled ambitions aside, it was a thrill to be able to sneak around and keep track of each other with no chance of being discovered.  Taking advantage of the situation, I had a good long look through every window.  There was no one there now.  The house was bigger than your typical chalet, and had almost as many dead animals mounted on the walls as I’d seen in Godbody House.  The rug by the fire was a bearskin, with the head intact. 
 
    ‘Your hair’s a little messy,’ Christine pointed out. 
 
    ‘It was windy,’ I said. 
 
    Melissa smirked at me.  ‘Uh-huh.  Is that why your face is so flushed, then?’ 
 
    ‘No.  That’s because I’m cold.’ 
 
    ‘Your eyes are shining,’ said my mother with a lift of her eyebrows.  ‘I wonder what imaginary weather could have caused that.’ 
 
    I kept peering in through the chalet windows, refusing to answer.  ‘Shouldn’t you two be getting on home now?  I hear older ladies need their sleep.’ 
 
    Cackling like ... well, like witches, my mother and Christine flew back to the Snowy Inn. 
 
    ‘Ronnie and Agatha will take the next shift in four hours,’ said Melissa, passing me a flask of coffee.  ‘One of us is bound to see this glitch – and hopefully find Facility B.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm.’ 
 
    ‘What does “Hmm” mean?  And why is your stomach growling like a monster?  Didn’t you just have dinner?’ 
 
    I sighed.  ‘There wasn’t time.  I wanted to get here as soon as possible.’ 
 
    Melissa sniggered.  ‘Four hours sounds like plenty of time to get some food in your gob.  Unless you were busy doing something else.  I always did think Gabriel would be a good kisser.  He’s very confident, isn’t he?  I’ll bet he’s the sort of guy who takes the lead.’ 
 
    ‘I think I’ll fly around the grounds,’ I said.  ‘See you when I no longer want to throttle you.’ 
 
    As I flew away from her, she echoed our mothers’ cackle and began to sing, ‘Wanda and Gabriel up a tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G!’  When she saw the annoyance on my face, she just laughed some more and said, ‘Bet you wish you didn’t tease me so much about Mack now.  Eh, Mrs Godbody?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 15. Chaos Chasm 
 
    A few hours later, I turned up exhausted and ill-prepared for my flying lesson with Amelia.  It was the crack of dawn, and all I’d had to eat since the previous afternoon was an energy bar.  Okay, a six-pack of energy bars, three bananas and some hot chocolate and croissants that Agatha brought for us when they turned up at the Rise.  But that was almost nothing for a constitution like mine. 
 
    Breakfast would have to wait, though, because my race would be taking place the next day.  I felt like I hadn’t got a chance in hell.  Not that it mattered, seeing as the real reason I was here was to ferret out Facility B.  Even so, I might have been harbouring the slightest competitive streak. 
 
    ‘Oh, good,’ said Amelia as I flew towards her.  ‘You’re wearing your competition gear like I asked.  It can take a while to get used to the old-fashioned getup, so it’s good to practise in it.’ 
 
    All I could do was grunt.  And then readjust a bit, as my cloak rode up and gathered at my thighs.  The outfit I was wearing was some old competition clothing of my mother’s.  The pointy hat, robe and cloak might have looked okay, if I didn’t also happen to be wearing an enormous woollen sweater, leggings, balaclava and gloves along with it all.  I could do a spell to create physical warmth, but it was one of those spells that tended to waver along with my concentration – concentration which would be thoroughly stretched while I was still learning to fly a witch broom.  Until I was a tad more settled on the vehicle, I had decided that winter clothing might be my best bet if I didn’t want to freeze to death. 
 
    We did some drills in the training field first.  The wind on the competition course was supposed to be mild for the next few days, but there was no guarantee that it wouldn’t become dangerous, even in the beginners’ races.  Amelia taught me how to maintain a steady hold in case I got whipped upside down, and we practised how to roll safely in case I fell off – my many layers of clothing actually came in handy there. 
 
    ‘You look exhausted,’ she said as I picked myself up, once again, from the ground.  ‘It wouldn’t have anything to do with the fact that, while I was coming home from the Call of the Wild after-party, I happened to notice an awful lot of Wayfairs going in and out of your chalet.’ 
 
    I tried to pull an innocent expression.  It was difficult, what with all the shivering I was doing. 
 
    She gave me a suspicious once-over.  ‘The Wayfairs haven’t come to Everest for years, and now you’re all here at once, your mother included.  Wanda ...’  She paused and let out a long sigh.  ‘I don’t care if you guys are investigating something.  You should know by now that almost no one agrees with the decisions of Justine Plimpton.  Has this got anything to do with Candace?’ 
 
    My inner monologue was mouthing off a mile a minute.  And each little inner chatterbox was nattering at cross purposes to the next.  To trust or not to trust, that was the main question.  I liked Amelia, and trusted her instinctively, but my gut was so off lately.  I’d hated Gabriel Godbody on sight, and now I was seriously in like with him.  I’d fallen for Will Berry pretty much instantly, and he had turned out to be the nastiest son of a witch on the planet. 
 
    ‘Everyone’s here to cheer me on,’ I said.  ‘And they might have been giving me one or two flying lessons while they’re at it.  I really don’t want to embarrass myself in my race.’ 
 
    I could tell she didn’t believe a word of it, but she smiled nonetheless.  ‘You’re not going to embarrass yourself, Wanda.  Come on – let’s get to the course.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s actually the same course as the experienced flyers take,’ Amelia explained as we arrived at the starting line.  ‘Except that it stops short of Chaos Chasm.’ 
 
    She looked carefully at her fingernails as she mentioned the chasm.  Chaos Chasm was situated close to the region known to humans as the Khumbu Icefall, and it was where my father was believed to have died.  There was no evidence to support the theory, other than the fact that hundreds of witches had lost their lives there since the inception of the Everest Climb. 
 
    We called it Chaos Chasm because it was one of the many areas on the planet containing a Chaos Field – an area of magical interference.  A Chaos Field caused witch magic to lessen, or even disappear, while the witch was in the area.  The magical interference was supposed to stretch over the entire chasm, but tests had shown that once you travelled down through it a certain distance, magic began to function normally once again.  The lucky few witches who remained conscious after falling into the chasm had even managed to click their fingers and send themselves to the healing tent. 
 
    During the Everest Climb, witches used many methods to overcome the magical interference.  Some set incredibly strong upward-momentum spells into motion a certain distance before the chasm.  If their spell was strong enough, the momentum they had built up would be (hopefully) strong enough to carry them over, even if they lost all magic at the chasm.  Others chose to fly higher in the air, escaping the Chaos Field altogether.  Of course, this usually meant that they would have a lot of time to make up once they passed over the chasm. 
 
    Despite the danger, Chaos Chasm was the reason why the Everest Climb was the most famous of all broom races.  It wasn’t merely a test of flying skill.  It was a test of endurance and ability to adapt.  And for some reason, the risk of plunging to an icy death held a macabre thrill for participants and spectators alike.  Because, y’know, people are weird. 
 
    ‘So would Candace have had to fly over the chasm?’ I wondered.  I couldn’t remember much about the Under Sixteens’ Advanced.  All of my attention had been on my dad when I was a kid. 
 
    Amelia nodded.  ‘She would.  But there are always precautions in place during all of the races.  There are more Whizzers over the chasm than anywhere else.’ 
 
    ‘Whizzers?’ I asked, and then suddenly remembered.  ‘Oh yeah, that’s what we call the safety crew who fly along with each race, right?’ 
 
    ‘Exactly.  Plenty of healers and experienced rescue flyers among them.  They ride wizard brooms.  The Chaos Field has no effect on those.’ 
 
    ‘And how do you cope with the magical interference?’ I asked her.  ‘A momentum spell or flying higher?’ 
 
    ‘Neither.’ 
 
    I stared at her.  ‘Neither?  Seriously?  So what do you do?’ 
 
    Again, she was looking at her fingernails.  Because she was easily able to maintain a warmth spell whilst flying, she wasn’t wearing the same sort of big, ugly gloves as I was.  Her nails were beautifully polished, with tiny pictures of brooms painted on each.  ‘I ... I use your father’s method, actually.  I renew the bond with my broom just before I reach the chasm.  And then I just let our combined magic, and my flying ability, do its work.  No one loses all magic at the chasm, so I figure it’s like your dad always said.’ 
 
    I swallowed.  My father always said that if you had confidence in your flying skills, and a good relationship with your broom, it would see you through anything.  He believed that if you had those two things in place, then even a little bit of magic would be enough to get you across Chaos Chasm.  When he went missing, just about every witch newspaper in the world repeated his theory.  I remember feeling as though they were blaming his death on his over-confidence. 
 
    ‘You’ve won the Everest Climb before, haven’t you?’ I said to Amelia. 
 
    She smiled shyly.  ‘And placed in the top three six times.  Your father’s method works, Wanda.  And I’m not the only competitor who uses it.  Last year’s champion pipped me to the post using the very same technique.’ 
 
    Last year I had been firmly ensconced in the human world.  I had no idea who won the race.  ‘So who beat you?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘It was Will.  Will Berry.’ 
 
    I had no reply to that, so instead I just put my head down, and flew even faster.  When the lesson was finally over, I felt exhilarated enough to take on the whole world.  But apparently, there is no amount of elation that can withstand Mandy Parker. 
 
    As we flew back towards the Snowy Inn, I saw her flying our way.  If Amelia hadn’t been with me, I might have resorted to an invisibility spell.  Like Amelia, Mandy appeared to have no problem holding a warmth spell whilst flying.  Her mini-skirt and short-sleeved top attested to the fact.  She also seemed to have some sort of stay-put glamour on her hair, so that not a strand was out of place.  She looked perfect.  And I didn’t need a mirror to know that my face was red and sweaty, and that my many layers made me look ten times bigger than usual. 
 
    As she drew closer, Mandy looked at me and laughed.  ‘Struggling a bit, are we, Wanda?  Y’know, if your robes were white, I might have mistaken you for a yeti.’ 
 
    I thought about saying something smart in return.  I had a hundred scathing comebacks in mind.  Unfortunately, I hadn’t fully acclimatised to the decrease in oxygen – not to mention the cold air that was blowing my way – and I knew my voice would come out as more of a breathless pant than anything. 
 
    A low growl sounded in Amelia’s throat.  ‘What in Hecate’s name do you think you’re doing on this route?  Shouldn’t you be sticking to hosting, Mandy?  I remember your last attempt at the Everest Climb.  Last place, wasn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not competing, as a matter of fact,’ Mandy replied with a sour scowl.  ‘Some of us are sensible enough to recognise our strengths and faults.  I, for example, might not be the best competitive flyer.  But I am an excellent actress and an even more excellent girlfriend.  Which is why I’m here right now.  Not to compete, but to bring hot tea and scones to Will for when he’s finished his training.’ 
 
    My throat began to burn.  ‘Will ... Will is here?’  I thought of my many awkward rolls of the morning.  I knew that I shouldn’t care whether he saw me or not.  I knew it shouldn’t matter.  How many times did I need to remind myself that he wasn’t worth the angst? 
 
    ‘Of course he is.  Oh, and he’s hinted that while we’re here at Snowy Hollow – both staying in his amazing chalet together – he might have a question to pop.  This time next week, you could be looking at Will’s fiancée.’  She gave me a smug smile.  ‘And I just know you’ll be the first to congratulate us.’ 
 
    I was still at a loss for words when I saw Will, flying back down from the peak.  ‘Well, toodles.’  Mandy gave us a wave.  ‘Got to go bring nourishment to my almost-husband.’ 
 
    As Mandy flew towards him, Will’s eyes met mine.  As usual, I had absolutely no idea what I saw in his.  I did notice that his gaze drifted down to the broom I was on. 
 
    ‘Hey Amelia.’  He gave her a warm smile, then dropped it as he added, ‘Hey Wanda,’ before flying off with Mandy. 
 
    ‘Are you all right?’ asked Amelia, when they were out of sight. 
 
    ‘Of course,’ I lied.  ‘Why wouldn’t I be?  So ... I guess I’ll see you for one last practice tomorrow morning?’ 
 
    She tilted her head and looked at me curiously.  ‘Sure.  Hey, is it just me or did Will have a really weird smile on his face when he checked out your broom?’ 
 
    I tried out a nonchalant shrug.  ‘I don’t know how well you know that guy, but in my experience he has a weird reaction to everything.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’  She sounded unconvinced.  ‘I know Will fairly well, actually.  We’ve been to the same parties on the competition circuit, even had our share of chats.  He always seemed pretty straightforward to me.  Well, at least until he got together with Mandy Parker.  Anyway.’  She shook her head like she was trying to shake off something nasty.  ‘The less said about that particular witch, the better.  And Wanda?  Who gives a crap what she thinks of your outfit?  All you need to do is keep your head high and win your competition.  Pay no attention to the likes of her.’ 
 
    I nodded weakly, said, ‘Sure,’ and flew back to the Snowy Inn. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 16. How to Lose Friends and Irritate People 
 
      
 
    When I walked into the Snowy Inn, the bar was still busy with leftovers from the night before.  By leftovers, I mean Jasper, Callum, and a bevy of Fancy Flyers.  Jasper was trying to convince one of them to come to his room for a private performance, while Callum was dozing, head down on the bar, with an empty bottle of something called Worm on a Broom still clutched in his hand. 
 
    The Fancy Flyers looked just as perfect as they had the day before, despite the fact that they’d clearly spent the night drinking. 
 
    I chatted with Jasper for a minute or two, until he said, ‘Y’know, the air here really suits you, Wanda.  Puts a real glow in your cheeks.  Hey, maybe I could help make that glow last a bit longer?’ 
 
    ‘Not today, thanks,’ I said, extricating myself from the arm that I hadn’t even noticed snaking its way around my waist. 
 
    I skedaddled through a wide archway into the breakfast room, where Gabriel was eating with my mother, Melissa and Christine.  As soon as he saw me, he crossed the room and wrapped his arms around me.  He smelled better than the food that was cooking in the kitchen. 
 
    ‘You look frozen to the bone, you poor thing,’ he said.  ‘Why didn’t you do a warming spell?’ 
 
    I shrugged.  ‘I’ve only been flying a witch broom for a few days.  Keeping up in the air takes enough effort as it is.’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’  I felt warmth radiating out of his fingertips and into my body.  ‘Well, here.  Let me do it for you.’ 
 
    As the heat poured through me, I felt like I was melting.  It was so delicious that it took Melissa loudly clearing her throat to bring me back to my senses.  I jumped away from Gabriel, red-faced, and we went to join my coven at the table. 
 
    ‘Sorry for interrupting,’ said Melissa with a mischievous smile on her face.  ‘But the pancakes have arrived, Wanda.  And I knew you wouldn’t want to miss pancakes even if it was for a cuddle with Gabriel Goodbody.  Oh, sorry.  Did I say Goodbody?  I meant Godbody, obviously.  You would know better than me if he deserves either of those names.’ 
 
    My cheeks were flaming by that stage, so I concentrated on my food, piling pancakes on my plate, before drowning them in maple syrup and slicing a banana on top. 
 
    ‘Melissa told me neither of you had any luck,’ said Christine.  ‘Agatha and Ronnie won’t be back for another while, but I’ve spoken to them on the phone.  They’ve seen nothing unusual so far.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll keep it up, though,’ my mother said, passing a steaming mug of hot chocolate my way.  ‘We have plenty of volunteers.  We can fly over the whole of Everest, too, like you suggested, Wanda.  Just in case Facility B isn’t at the Rise.  We might have to leave the course itself until after dark, though.  It’s the only time the area will be clear of competitors.’ 
 
    I peeked over my mug at her.  She was trying so hard to be business-like about this whole thing, but it can’t have been easy.  After my father went missing, she had spent months combing the mountain for signs of him.  I knew she still came out from time to time, even though he had long been declared dead.  But actually coming to the competition?  I had no doubt that it was even harder for her than it was for me.  It probably wasn’t the time to tell her how much I loved her, so I gave her a smile instead. 
 
    ‘What’s all this then?’ 
 
    All of us snapped our heads around at the sound of Finn’s voice.  He was standing in the archway that separated the bar from the breakfast room, his back turned to us, picking Jasper up by the scruff of his collar.  Finn’s helmet was pulled down over his head, but I was in no doubt that it was him. 
 
    Jasper looked at him through bloodshot eyes.  ‘What do you mean?  We’re just having some fun!’ 
 
    Finn let go of Jasper, and the werewolf slid to the ground.  ‘Fun?  You know you’re only in this enclave by the good grace of my aunt, right?  She’s been nice to you werewolves, given most of you permanent Pendants of Privilege.  And how do you repay her?  By making the place untidy, that’s how.  Get up to your room.’  He kicked Callum’s stool out from under him.  ‘You too, Little Drummer Boy.’ 
 
    Callum’s eyes flickered open as he joined his friend on the floor.  ‘Hey.  It’s Captain Finn.  I thought you were fired.’ 
 
    Finn pointed his truncheon.  ‘You thought wrong.  Now get the hell out of this bar before I throw you out of Snowy Hollow altogether.  Typical werewolves.  Don’t have any self-control.’ 
 
    As they stood up and shuffled away, looking half-puzzled, half-terrified, back at Finn, I noticed that they weren’t alone in their feelings.  Gretel was with Finn, standing close to a potted plant, looking like she wished she could disappear behind it. 
 
    With Jasper and Callum gone, Finn cast his eye over the rest of the hotel’s ground floor.  As he spied us, he took off his helmet. 
 
    ‘Finn?’  Christine looked at him with concern.  ‘Is everything all right?  We weren’t expecting to see you here.’ 
 
    He stalked towards the table.  ‘What’s the problem?’ he said in a mirthless voice.  ‘Up to something you don’t want the Peacemakers to know about?’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’  Gabriel laughed uncertainly.  ‘This is a joke, right?  You got your job back and you thought that throwing your weight around would be a funny way to tell us all?’ 
 
    I shrank back behind my stack of pancakes.  Turns out there are other good reasons for piling so much food on your plate – makes a good defensive wall.  I knew all too well that this wasn’t a joke.  A ruse, maybe.  A joke, definitely not.  He had warned me he would have to play at being his aunt’s bully boy if he wanted to find out anything of use.  And fair play to him – he was doing a very good impression of being a bully. 
 
    ‘Joke?’  He arched a brow.  ‘Did I say something funny?  Listen ... I suppose I do need to have a chat with you all.  Things got a bit out of hand for a while.  I had the stupid notion that we could all work together, but clearly I was wrong.’ 
 
    ‘You weren’t wrong,’ Melissa said.  ‘It’s your aunt who’s wrong.’ 
 
    Finn sighed.  ‘Is she?  I’m not so sure anymore.  All that happened when we tried it was that a whole lot of people got hurt.  I’m beginning to think she has the right idea.  The only unified force we need is the one that already exists – the Peacemakers.  So I’ll give you guys the heads-up, seeing as we used to be friends.  If you’re here for any reason other than the competition, then I’d advise you all to go home.  I don’t want to find a reason to arrest you all, but if it comes down to it, I’ll do exactly what I’m paid to do.’ 
 
    My mother opened her mouth to respond, but Finn turned away and marched back towards the bar.  ‘Gretel!’ he barked.  ‘Get your helmet on and your behind in gear – we have a vampire hotel to raid.’ 
 
    Gretel cast a panicked glance our way, then dropped her helmet with a clang to the ground as she struggled to put it on. 
 
    ‘Hurry it along!’ Finn shouted.  ‘And try not to drop anything else along the way.  You’re just one more clumsy move away from being kicked off the force.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 17. Seeing Stars ... and Lights 
 
    When the next morning arrived, we were no closer to finding Facility B.  Despite my frustration, my second practice session on the course went far better than the first.  By the time we finished up, I had a little more confidence in my skills – it might have helped that I didn’t have to endure Mandy Parker calling me a yeti again. 
 
    Back at the chalet, Melissa helped me freshen up my competition clothing. 
 
    ‘I picked this up for you,’ she said, producing a purple ribbon and fixing it to my hat.  ‘I know you love purple.’ 
 
    I hugged her briefly and checked myself out in the mirror.  The pop of colour might not have been able to disguise the fact that I was wearing a dozen layers, but at least it cheered me up.  Satisfied that I was looking as good as I was ever going to look in my outfit, I went to watch the Under Sixteens’ Beginners. 
 
    When I was a kid, witches who weren’t competing used to be able to fly along on wizard brooms, keeping up with the progress of those on the climb.  It made for a health and safety hazard, to say the least, and in recent years things had changed.  Now, spectators stayed firmly at the starting point of the race, watching the progress on enormous screens. 
 
    I was really tempted to buy some mulled wine to calm my nerves, but I went for hot chocolate instead.  And some roasted chestnuts.  And a small bucket of popcorn.  Hey, I would need all my concentration to stay on my broom, and as you know by now – where I’m concerned, calories equal concentration. 
 
    Gabriel sat close to me, pointing out the competitors.  I recognised one or two of them from Amelia’s flying lessons at the club.  Amelia herself was standing by the starting line, giving her students last-minute advice. 
 
    The first climb was over quickly.  A twelve-year-old witch called Michael Mahony won, and as Mandy Parker handed him his trophy, he looked like he might just faint.  Mandy looked a little pale herself, and as soon as the prizes were handed out, she ran off stage.  Sven was close behind her. 
 
    I finished up what was left of my popcorn and got up from my seat, about to go and warm up, when an announcement came over the PA system. 
 
    ‘Adult Beginners, your competition has been delayed.  Repeat – Adult Beginners, your competition has been delayed.’ 
 
    A man I didn’t recognise stood up on the stage, cleared his throat and tapped the microphone.  ‘Terribly sorry.  But Sven the Speedster and Mandy Parker are feeling a tad unwell.  Your competition will be delayed just a little bit.  Not to worry, though.  We have yet another display from the Fancy Flyers to pass the time.’ 
 
    Much as I enjoyed watching the aerial acrobatics, I felt that same odd sense of foreboding once again.  My witchy senses were tingling, and I almost didn’t want the race to begin. 
 
    Mandy had looked a little unwell, it was true.  But as she never tired of telling me, she was an excellent actress.  If I were a paranoid sort of person, I might think she had convinced Sven to help her delay things, just to annoy me.  Little did she know, I was almost as relieved as I was annoyed. 
 
    A half an hour passed.  And then another.  We saw three more displays from the Fancy Flyers.  Even they were beginning to look bored.  The Call of the Wild took to the stage, next.  I watched them half-heartedly, humming along to their track, ‘The Witch Who Won my Heart.’  It was a new one, and I liked it.  And it was kind of hilarious to watch Callum Cool make moon-eyes at Melissa while she did her best not to make moon-eyes at Mack McAdams. 
 
    Too nervous to just sit there, I made my way to the warm-up area, wishing I could calm my nerves.  I knew I would race, anyway.  My competitive (and stubborn) streak hadn’t gone anywhere. 
 
    By the time Sven and Mandy arrived on stage, twilight had well and truly arrived.  I thought that the race might be postponed because of the poor light, but Mandy (seeming far less jaunty than usual) said, ‘Let’s get started everyone.  As they say the show – or the race in this case – must go on!’ 
 
    I swung my leg over, flew to the starting line, and thought of all of the potions I should have taken to calm my nerves.  Oh well, too late now.  Honestly, I had no idea why we had to wait for Mandy and Sven before we could go ahead with the competition.  All Mandy did was cut the ribbon, while Sven shot the starting pistol.  Anyone could have done the same. 
 
    As the pistol fired, I took off.  Already I could feel just how severely the temperature had dipped.  The light was growing dimmer, too.  The safety crew up above shone Solas spells down from their brooms, but the small balls of light looked eerie in the gloaming, more like will-o’-the-wisps than anything. 
 
    To my surprise, I was just behind the leader of the pack.  I could hear the enthusiastic cries of my coven from back at the starting line, and I pushed myself harder and harder.  Just when I thought I might break out to the front, the coldest, fiercest wind I had ever felt arrived, and whipped us all off course. 
 
    I did my best to hang on, but I wasn’t sure how long I could manage.  All my hours of acclimatisation meant nothing.  This wind was coming from behind, pushing us on far faster than we would like, turning some racers upside down, knocking others off their brooms altogether.  I could see the dim lights flickering above us, as the Whizzers desperately tried to get to us.  If even they were finding it difficult, what chance did we have? 
 
    This wind was like nothing I’d known before.  It felt as if a great hand had picked me up and was hurling and spinning me through the air.  Then I saw what I really wished I weren’t seeing: the finishing point for the Adult Beginners, just a few feet shy of Chaos Chasm.  I was whooshed past the finishing line, and sent right to the centre of the chasm.  And then, all of a sudden, the strange wind ceased. 
 
    The cessation of the wind might have been a relief, in any other circumstances.  Unfortunately, I was now smack bang in the middle of Chaos Chasm, and the Chaos Field was so much stronger than I could have imagined.  Perhaps if I weren’t already so disorientated, after being knocked about by the wind, I might have a chance of flying myself out of there.  As it was, I wasn’t sure I had the strength to get through the magical interference. 
 
    My broom began to drop, and my body along with it.  I clutched desperately at the air, knowing I shouldn’t look down, but unable to stop myself.  Where was the bottom?  Was there even a bottom?  I could see so many hard, icy shelves on all sides.  If I could veer towards one of them, it’d still be a hard fall, but not as bad as falling straight to the bottom.  Right? 
 
    As I looked around, trying to direct myself, my breath caught in my throat.  About a hundred feet down, I could have sworn I saw a streak of zig-zagging light, fast and forked, looking like a bolt of lightning.  I gaped at the space below me, and a brightly lit dome suddenly appeared, sitting on top of an ice shelf about a hundred feet down.  I blinked, and then it was gone. 
 
    I tried to fly towards the ice shelf, but just as I tipped the shaft of my broom downwards, the world went black. 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    I felt something wet on my face.  As I snapped my eyelids open, the face of an enormous dog was staring down at me. 
 
    ‘Wolfie?’ I said groggily. 
 
    He gave me another huge lick, and then said, ‘Max!  Max, she’s awake!’ 
 
    As I sat up in bed, I saw Max fly into the room, with Gabriel and my mother close behind.  ‘I told you she’d wake up the second we left the room,’ Max grumbled. 
 
    Wolfie licked me a few more times, and Dizzy and Kitty settled onto my chest, while Gabriel and my mother took the seats closest to the bed and Max stood behind them.  A quick look around told me that I was not at home in Westerly Crescent.  I was still in my room in Snowy Hollow. 
 
    ‘Oh, thank the stars,’ said Gabriel.  ‘We thought you’d never wake up.’ 
 
    I tried to talk, but realised my mouth felt dry. 
 
    ‘Here.’  My mother passed me a glass of orange juice.  ‘How are you feeling?’ 
 
    I slowly sipped the juice, eventually feeling lubricated enough to say, ‘I ... I saw lights.’ 
 
    ‘Stars, more like,’ my mother replied.  ‘And no wonder, with that bang to your head.  You were knocked right off your broom.’ 
 
    My hand went to my head.  I felt a bump the size of an egg on top.  ‘But then ... how ...’ 
 
    ‘Gabriel,’ said my mother, as his face went puce.  ‘The second that wind whipped up, he was on his broom.  He managed to grab your hand just as your broom got away from you.  Unfortunately, it seemed like you’d already smashed off one of the chasm walls before then, and knocked yourself out in the process.’ 
 
    I looked at him.  ‘You saved me?  But ... how?  The magical interference was so strong.’ 
 
    He shrugged.  ‘I’ve flown over Chaos Chasm hundreds of times.  I’m used to it.’ 
 
    ‘Well, thank you.  So much.’  I looked behind him, to where Max was shuffling from foot to foot.  ‘I can’t believe you came all this way, Max.  It’s so good to see you.’ 
 
    ‘You silly sod,’ he said, moving to the bed and ruffling my hair.  ‘Where else would I be after the tumble you took?  I’m just glad you’re all right, Wanda.  That was a nasty spell.’ 
 
    ‘Spell?’  I looked more carefully at them all.  ‘What do you mean?  What spell?’ 
 
    My mother cleared her throat.  ‘Someone sabotaged your race, Wanda.  The winds here can get bad, but that was something else altogether.  The air has been scanned for magical traces, and there was an almighty surge at the time the wind went wild.  It was a spell, without a doubt.  Three of the other competitors have broken limbs.  One of them is still unconscious.’  She looked at Gabriel.  Clearly, there was something they weren’t telling me. 
 
    ‘No one is dead, though.  Right?’ 
 
    ‘Not so far.’  Gabriel shook his head.  ‘But ... Justine Plimpton arrived just before your competition, Wanda.  We have no proof yet, but ...’ 
 
    ‘No.’  I wasn’t sure who I was trying to convince.  ‘I mean, she hates me, sure.  And seeing as she owns the company where four murder victims worked, then she’s probably afraid of what we’re investigating here.  But to endanger innocent people just to get to me?  That’s ...’ 
 
    ‘That’s Justine,’ said my mother, sadly.  ‘I know all too well just how far that woman will go to get what she wants.  And right now, she wants you out of the way.  It’s been confirmed that Mandy and Sven both had food-poisoning before your race.  We believe the Minister might have been behind it, to give her enough time to set up her spell.’ 
 
    I swallowed.  Some people say that it’s better to be hated than ignored?  Maybe – as long as the people who hate you aren’t incredibly powerful witches.  But despite the fact that I was all the wrong kinds of popular, there was something more urgent niggling at my brain.  ‘Wait ... I did see lights.  The glitch, Mam!  I saw the glitch!  I think I found Facility B.  We need to get to Chaos Chasm.’ 
 
    ‘Chaos Chasm?’  My mother’s eyes lit up.  ‘You think Facility B is in Chaos Chasm?’ 
 
    ‘Definitely.  I mean, there’s no property registered there, and I saw it for a split second before it disappeared.  Some sort of glass dome type of thing, on a ledge really far down.  We should be able to get there with wizard brooms.’ 
 
    ‘We will,’ said my mother excitedly.  ‘I only wish we didn’t have to wait so long.’ 
 
    ‘So long?’  I gasped as I drained the last of my juice.  ‘Why do we have to wait?  Why can’t we just go there now?’ 
 
    ‘Because,’ said Max.  ‘The main race is just about to begin.’ 
 
    I stared from Max to Gabriel.  ‘The main race?  The race you’re supposed to be in?’ 
 
    Gabriel hung his head.  ‘I wasn’t going to leave your side just to be in some stupid race, now was I?’ 
 
    I pulled him to me, and for once I didn’t care if my mother was in the room or not.  I planted an enormous kiss right on his lips.  The only reason I pulled back was that I remembered: if I’d been unconscious for almost twenty-four hours, then my breath probably didn’t smell minty fresh.  ‘Well, go on,’ I said, pushing him away from me as I climbed out of the bed.  ‘Get to your race.  And just so you know.’  I leaned in closer again, bringing my lips to his ear.  ‘There’ll be a much better kiss than that one when you’re finished.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 18. Race to the Bottom 
 
    After Gabriel left, it took me a little longer than I would have liked to get ready.  Turns out, enormous bumps on the head have a tendency to make me slightly dizzy.  Melissa and Christine returned from their latest shift at the Rise while I was struggling to get my sweater over my head.  It took their efforts, combined with my mother’s and Max’s (and some commentary from Wolfie and the familiars on the sidelines) to get me fully dressed. 
 
    We took another flying sleigh to the spectator area.  The place was packed, but Jasper and Callum waved us over to their private box.  They had hot cider with cinnamon, and yummy little pastries and chestnuts too.  I instantly began to eat, because it would have been rude to offend our hosts. 
 
    I had been worried that my comical struggles to dress myself would make everyone miss the beginning, but I needn’t have been concerned.  Although we got there a few minutes late, the competitors hadn’t been told to line up, and the Fancy Flyers were performing yet again. 
 
    At first I feared that Mandy Parker and Sven had been hit with another dose of food poisoning, but I soon saw them.  Mandy was standing off to the side of the stage, with her hands on her hips and her nose just as perky as ever.  She looked impatient, to say the least, and seemed to be arguing with Sven – possibly because they were both wearing identical black skinny jeans. 
 
    The Fancy Flyers finished up, and after a frustrated squeal that we all heard, Sven and Mandy made their way to the microphone.  I’d like to be able to tell you it was an elegant and grown-up affair; in reality, there was only one microphone, and two attention-hungry hosts. 
 
    Sven pipped Mandy to the post, and breathlessly began to speak.  His voice was a little higher than usual (once again, I think the skinny jeans might have been to blame).  ‘There’s another little bit of a delay today, folks,’ he said with a slight squeak.  ‘But don’t worry.  The Fancy Flyers have told us they’ll be happy to do a third performance.  On an, ahem, unrelated side-note ... is anyone interested in becoming a Whizzer and joining our famous safety crew for the race?’ 
 
    There was a collective gasp.  Mandy rolled her eyes and stepped forward, prising the mike from Sven’s hands.  ‘We all know about the terrible weather conditions that besieged yesterday afternoon’s competition.  During the rescue, many of our Whizzers were injured.  We had just enough to cover this morning’s competition, but we can hardly ask the same exhausted people to go out again right now.  If we have any capable flyers in the audience, you will be provided with the very latest wizard brooms, keeping you safe from the weather, and from any magical fluctuations, so that you can concentrate on our brave competitors.  Any takers?’ 
 
    I instantly stood up.  Less than a second later, my mother pulled me back down.  ‘You just woke up half an hour ago, Wanda.  You’re not volunteering.’ 
 
    ‘But–’ 
 
    ‘I know exactly what you want to do.  You want to fly back over Chaos Chasm again.  It can wait, Wanda.  We’ll go out as soon as the race is over, I promise.’ 
 
    ‘She’s right,’ Christine said softly.  ‘You go out there right now, and whoever tried to hurt you yesterday might just make another attempt.  You’re better off waiting, so we can all go out together.’ 
 
    I huffed and puffed a bit, but they had a point.  I was hardly going to get the chance to investigate with the race going on.  If I did go down into the chasm, the cameras might catch me doing so.  ‘Fine, then,’ I said reluctantly.  ‘But I can’t wait until it’s dark.  I say we go out the second this whole dealio settles down.’ 
 
    My mother gave me a smile.  ‘Well, not quite after.  You did make an appointment to smooch Gabriel, if I heard things correctly.’ 
 
    Just when I thought I couldn’t get any redder, Melissa stood up and raised her hand.  ‘I’d like to volunteer,’ she said, rushing towards the stage.  I looked over at Callum, who let out a heartbroken sigh – for all of about five seconds.  As soon as Melissa was out of sight, he turned around in his seat and said, ‘Hey, darling,’ to a blonde woman who was sitting nearby.  ‘Like to come and sit in our private box?’ 
 
    Finally, there were enough volunteers, and Mandy took her place in front of the ribbon, while Sven palmed the pistol. 
 
    Mandy glowered at his jeans for a moment before she said, ‘On your brooms.  Get set!’ and cut the ribbon. 
 
    Sven wriggled uncomfortably, then fired his starting pistol while Mandy shouted, ‘Go!’ 
 
    The racers took off instantly, and a leap of excitement rose in my belly.  Gabriel, Amelia and Will all went out in front straight away, the three of them vying for the lead.  It was neck and neck between all three.  At first, Will looked like he might be pulling out ahead.  Mandy certainly thought so, if her screams from the stage were anything to go by. 
 
    Just as his broom nudged out in front, Amelia sped up and took the lead.  The camera zoomed in on Gabriel’s face, taut with concentration as he lowered his head down and urged his broom faster. 
 
    The rest of the competitors may as well not have existed, they were so far back.  But the real test would come at Chaos Chasm, and as they drew nearer, I found myself growing truly nervous.  They were excellent flyers, all of them – otherwise they wouldn’t be taking part in the most difficult broom race in the world.  But I had felt the interference at the chasm, and I worried for every one of them.  To my utter irritation, I even worried for Will. 
 
    I should have left him out of my worries, though, because as the three of them flew across the gap, he was having the least problems of all.  Both Gabriel’s and Amelia’s brooms wavered, while Will flew straight and steady.  Within a few seconds, though, Gabriel had righted himself and crossed the gap, with Will just a short distance ahead. 
 
    It was only when I saw Will look back that I realised Amelia’s problems were bigger than a wavering broom.  She was looking down in panic at the shaft of her vehicle, as it began to split in two.  Will doubled back, returning to the chasm.  By then, Gabriel had pulled so far ahead that he hadn’t even noticed what was happening. 
 
    He wasn’t the only one who noticed nothing.  Despite Amelia’s screams, I saw at least two Whizzers fly over her head, not even giving her a second glance.  That same unease I’d been feeling for some time grew stronger than ever. 
 
    I stood up, not waiting for my mother to argue, and snapped my fingers.  A moment later I was back in the chalet, throwing my leg over my wizard broom and setting it to hyper-speed. 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    I reached the chasm in a few seconds.  By then, Amelia was freefalling to the bottom, with Will struggling to follow.  I looked around, but the Whizzers still seemed oblivious to Amelia’s problems.  I even called out to one, but he just flew on, as though I had said nothing at all.  My panic began to increase, and I followed Will down into Chaos Chasm, and right into the Chaos Field. 
 
    On my wizard broom, it was a totally different experience.  I could feel some odd lurches in my own body, followed by a dullness that told me my power was being affected.  But my broom didn’t care how much power I had – it had enough power of its own.  I caught up with Will quickly.  This deep down into the Chaos Field, the magical interference finally seemed to be affecting him. 
 
    ‘Wanda!’  He pointed, panicked, at Amelia.  ‘She’s going to hit the bottom in a minute.  My broom isn’t fast enough in here.  I’m barely hanging on myself.’ 
 
    I nodded, said nothing, and streaked down after her.  My broom flew steady and true, and I reached Amelia about five feet from the jagged, icy rocks at the bottom of the chasm.  I grasped her hand in mine, just in time.  We both watched in shock as her broom smashed onto the rocks.  There must have been hundreds of brooms there, some totally enveloped in ice, some peeping through, as though they desperately wanted to fly free.  Of course, the lost brooms weren’t quite as saddening as the piles of bones. 
 
    I summoned every bit of strength I had, trying to heave Amelia upwards while I flew my broom away from the bottom.  She grasped the shaft of my broom with one hand, while still awkwardly clutching my palm with the other.  I could tell she was struggling, and try though I might, I just wasn’t strong enough to pull her fully onto my broom. 
 
    Above us, some shards of ice fell loose from the walls of the chasm.  With Amelia hanging on, I tried to fly out of their path, but a large piece smacked her clean on the head. 
 
    ‘Are you all right?’ I screamed at her, terrified she was going to fall unconscious. 
 
    ‘Just about,’ she replied weakly.  ‘But Wanda, I don’t know how much longer I can hang on.’ 
 
    Just as we were both close to tears with the effort, Will arrived.  The strained look on his face told me that he was finding every inch of flight difficult, but nevertheless he manoeuvred himself under Amelia, pulling her by the waist, and neatly setting her down in front of him. 
 
    I was a little bit in awe, I have to say.  He flew up to the closest ledge, and I followed. 
 
    For a minute we were too out of breath to speak. 
 
    ‘Oh, thank the stars,’ Amelia said eventually.  Her voice was shaking a little, and her eyes looked slightly unfocused.  ‘I thought I was a gonner when that ice smashed against my head.’  She crawled to the edge and looked over.  ‘I can’t even see my poor broom anymore.  I don’t understand it.  It just ...’ 
 
    ‘Broke,’ Will finished her sentence, sounding just as shocked.  ‘I mean, that’s a Cackle Five Thousand.  Same model as mine.  These brooms can withstand anything.’ 
 
    I glanced at Will’s broom.  Sure enough, it was the same as Amelia’s.  His, however, looked pristine.  Amelia stopped looking down, and looked at Will instead.  ‘What are you doing here anyway?  You could have won that race.’ 
 
    He cleared his throat.  ‘Nah.  You would have beaten me.  This way I save myself some embarrassment.’ 
 
    Unlike me, Amelia didn’t seem remotely surprised by Will’s heroic move.  ‘Just like you, Berry.  I still remember the time you ditched the Bayou Broom Race because you saw an alligator going after a little girl.  You were almost at the finish line, and you had it in the bag.’  She grasped his hand warmly.  ‘You’re a good friend, Will.  And you too, Wanda.  Without the two of you ...’  She shuddered.  ‘Anyway, the less said, the better.’ 
 
    ‘What was with the Whizzers though?’ said Will.  ‘They were all ... weird looking.  And they didn’t even notice your broom falling apart.’ 
 
    Just as I was about to reply, one of those very Whizzers arrived.  It was Melissa, looking out of breath and thoroughly ticked off.  ‘Oh, thank goodness,’ she said.  ‘I thought I’d be too late.’  She bent down to Amelia.  ‘Are you all right?  I saw you fall on my on-broom monitor.’ 
 
    I glanced at the wizard broom Melissa had been given.  It had even more bells and whistles than my own.  It was a two-seater, with panniers packed full of first-aid gear and a stretcher attached to the bottom.  There was a tiny screen attached to the shaft.  Even now, we could see the race progressing.  Gabriel had the lead, and the Whizzers were flying above, still ignoring the fact that one of the racers had almost plunged to her death. 
 
    ‘There’s something weird about this whole thing,’ said Melissa.  ‘The race organiser gave us a little pep talk before we took off.  He was that guy who announced the delays yesterday, when Mandy and Sven were sick.  Seems he’s Sven the Speedster’s uncle or something.  Anyway, we were given mulled wine, and there was a little speech thanking us for our bravery and all that.  The whole scenario just felt ... creepy.  I think the others might have been hypno-potioned.  They kept scratching their ears.  And then I heard a whisper, too.  It sounded like someone telling me to keep my eyes on the finish line, and to ignore everything else.  I shook it off, but this has vamp attack written all over it.’ 
 
    ‘So why weren’t you affected?’ Will asked.  ‘You heard the whispers, so someone obviously tried to compel you.  Didn’t you drink the wine?’ 
 
    Melissa looked at me.  I knew full well why she would have been able to withstand a hypno-potion, not to mention being compelled.  Melissa had vampire ancestry, and strong powers of her own.  Vampires were amazing at convincing others to do their bidding – but it was incredibly hard for one of them to be influenced by any sort of hypnosis. 
 
    ‘Melissa hates mulled wine,’ I lied.  ‘You probably spat it out, didn’t you?’ 
 
    She gave me a grateful smile.  ‘Yeah.  Yeah that’s what happened.  I spat it out.  I tried to speak to the steward about it, but he just ran off, and the rest of the Whizzers took off too.  Then I heard the starting pistol and I figured I’d better get out there in case something was going to happen.  Which it did.  It seemed like this was a targeted attack.  Amelia, can you think of any reason someone would want to hurt you?’ 
 
    Amelia snorted.  ‘Hurt me?  Melissa, whoever did this ... I doubt it was personal.  This is the most competitive broom race in the world.  Suspicious accidents happen all the time.’ 
 
    ‘It’s true,’ Will agreed.  ‘I wasn’t even going to compete this year because I hate all the nonsense that goes along with it.  But Amelia, this isn’t itching powder in your robes or laxative in your drink.  To find a way to break a Cackle Five Thousand at that precise time, never mind to mess with all of the Whizzers so that no one would come to your rescue.  That is a big effort.  And after what happened to Wanda and the other beginners yesterday, I’m starting to think there’s a lot more going on here than meets the eye.’ 
 
    I couldn’t help it.  I gazed at him.  Outright, unashamedly gazed.  I just could not work this guy out.  He was temporary head of the most nefarious coven around.  He had actually made excuses to me about his father’s and his aunt’s murder sprees.  And yet here he was, not only helping to save Amelia’s life, but being just as aware of the danger as I was. 
 
    He felt me looking at him, and looked up at the opening of the chasm instead.  ‘Well, whatever’s going on, we’re not going to solve it down here.  Amelia, I think you’ll be safer riding with Melissa on her wizard broom.’ 
 
    Amelia looked longingly at the stretcher, then wobbled a bit.  ‘Yeah, I think you might be right.’ 
 
    Melissa gave a curt nod.  ‘Good.  I’ll take you straight to Night and Gale.  Get you seen to by someone we trust.  Wanda, Will ... will you be all right getting up?’ 
 
    Will nodded.  ‘I didn’t have much of a problem with the Chaos Field.  I’ll be able to fly up, and Wanda will be fine on her wizard broom.’ 
 
    Melissa was clearly eager to get Amelia to hospital, so she didn’t say anymore.  By the time Amelia was in the stretcher, her eyes were closing and her face had gone white.  We watched them fly up, but I stayed put. 
 
    ‘Go on,’ I told Will.  ‘I’ll be right behind you.’ 
 
    He narrowed his eyes.  ‘You’re up to something.’ 
 
    ‘No.  Nothing at all.’  Okay, so I’m a big fat liar.  Of course I was up to something.  Now that I was down here, I had no intention of leaving until I’d found Facility B. 
 
    ‘Whatever.  It doesn’t matter what you’re up to, because it’ll um ... it’ll have to wait.  The thing is, I lied through my teeth to Melissa.  I didn’t have an easy time with the Chaos Field.  I only got through the magical interference by sheer willpower, because I was desperate to save Amelia.  I think we’re going to have to travel back together.’ 
 
    ‘So why didn’t you just say that?’ 
 
    ‘Because.’  He looked me straight in the eyes.  ‘I thought we should have a conversation first.  An important one.  There’s something I need to tell you, Wanda.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 19. The Stranger in the Tavern 
 
      
 
    I looked down at my gloved fingers.  ‘Fine.  Go ahead.  But if this is about you proposing to Little Miss Perky Nose, I already know.’ 
 
    ‘What?  Who told you that?’ 
 
    ‘She did.  She said you were going to pop the question after the Everest Climb.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’  He went quiet for a moment.  ‘Well, yeah, that’s the way things are going.  But that’s not what’s important right now.  Wanda, it’s about your broom.  The one I gave you.’ 
 
    I peered over the ledge.  ‘You mean the one that’s currently down there, probably never to be seen again.  What about it?’ 
 
    ‘I told you I bought it off a stranger in the tavern.  Well, it was the truth, or at least I thought so at the time.  The thing is, I know who he was now.  He was one of those guys.  The three who stabbed themselves with the pool cues the other day.’ 
 
    I felt my pulse begin to quicken.  ‘Which one?  The witch, the wizard or the weredog?’ 
 
    ‘The witch.  He said his name was Jeff.  Anyway, I told you that he said he found it in Nepal, in some Lost and Found.  Well, now I know he must have been lying.  It said on the news he worked for Plimpton’s Brooms, right?  So I thought maybe he stole it from work.  But that doesn’t make sense either, because the factory doesn’t produce a model like that.  And that’s not all.’ 
 
    Considering that everything he was saying was incredibly revealing, I was impatient to hear more.  ‘Well?’ I prompted.  ‘What else, Will?’ 
 
    ‘I was drunk at the time, but now that I think back to the conversation ... Wanda, he meant you to have that broom all along.  I’m sure of it.’ 
 
    I thought back to Benny and the Jeffs in the Water Bowl.  Benny had spoken about a broom.  ‘Yeah.  Yeah, I think you might be right.  Will, Jeff and his friends meant to tell me something before they died, but they never got the chance.  So if there’s anything else you can remember about the conversation, I really need to know.’ 
 
    For some reason, his face was turning red.  ‘Nothing important.  Oh, look, like I said, I was drunk.  It was the night after your first day at Berrys’ Bottlers.  I’d left the chocolate and everything for you, in your locker?’ 
 
    I nodded.  ‘I remember.  Your aunt saw me grinning like a maniac when I found it.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.  Well, she caught up with me later that evening and had a right go at me.  The coven wanted me and Mandy together, even back then, but as far as I could see they weren’t very good at making matches.  My mam and dad were a coven match, and look how that turned out.  At the time they didn’t even see each other, but they were arguing on the phone every other day.  Anyway, me and Aunt Alice had a massive row, I went to Three Witches Brew, and that’s where I got talking to Jeff.  Now that I think about it, I guess he knew who I was before we ever started talking.  He said he heard I’d hired you.  And I might have said ... I might have said I fancied the pants off you and wanted to get you the most amazing birthday present in the known universe so you’d see how serious I was.’  Will’s face grew redder than ever.  ‘That’s when he popped off and came back with the broom.  Told me the story about finding it in Nepal and said he’d only give it to me so I could give it to you.  As a matter of fact, he didn’t even want money for it.  I had to force some cash into his pocket.  So.  That’s the story of the broom.’ 
 
    I began to feel dizzy, and I didn’t think the thin air was to blame.  My head was swimming, and my eyes were stinging.  It was too painful to focus on the parts of the story that involved Will liking me.  I knew that those feelings were long gone for him.  I needed to focus on what mattered here, and that was getting inside Facility B.  The mystery of this place hadn’t begun with the recent murders.  It had begun much, much longer ago than that. 
 
    ‘Okay, thanks for telling me,’ I said matter-of-factly.  ‘Listen, I’ll drop you off now okay?’ 
 
    He shook his head.  ‘No way.  I want to know what all this is about, Wanda.  This is big enough that someone has tried to kill you and Amelia.  That they have killed those three guys and probably that vampire, too.  And now that I know Jeff worked for Plimpton’s Brooms, I’m guessing that this has our wonderful Minister’s grubby hands all over it.’ 
 
    I fought to hide the fact that I was impressed.  Most people had swallowed the lies about the recent murders.  But the fact remained that I needed to do this on my own.  Not so long ago, he had tattled to the Minister about me, telling her that I was investigating when she had outright barred me.  Now, I was once again barred from investigating – but this time, so was my entire coven.  I might have been coming up with one or two sneaky plans just then, but they were plans I was going to keep under my own crumpled hat, not just for my sake, but for everyone else’s too. 
 
    ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ I said.  ‘Let’s just get back up there, so you and Mandy can live happily ever after.’ 
 
    He looked like he was about to reply with a big fat no, but his attention was caught by the one thing I hoped he wouldn’t notice.  A few feet above us, something was lighting up. 
 
    ‘What the ...?’  Will peered upwards.  An enormous, dome shaped structure had appeared on the next ledge up.  From this close, I could see far more than I had before.  It was filled with people in white coats, some flying around on brooms, others working behind desks. 
 
    Will looked at me.  ‘You knew about this place.  That’s why you were trying to get rid of me.’ 
 
    I crossed my arms.  ‘I have no idea what that place is.’ 
 
    ‘Yes you do.  Does the Minister own it?  Is it some secret branch of Plimpton’s Brooms?  Did Benny and the Jeffs and that vampire know about it?  Was that why they were murdered?’ 
 
    ‘Cat in a hat!’ I exclaimed, keeping my eyes on the structure above.  The dome wasn’t quite a dome, but more like three quarters of one.  The rest of the operation seemed to be within the mountain itself.  ‘You really are a tenacious bugger, aren’t you Will?’ 
 
    He moved closer to me.  I could feel the heat from his warmth spell, travelling into my body.  ‘Look, Wanda, I don’t like you and you don’t like me.  That doesn’t matter right now.  What matters is that Minister Plimpton is up to something, and I want to know what.  I’m going up there, with or without you.’ 
 
    ‘Good luck with that.  They’ll see you coming from a mile off.  Unless you can manage to do an invisibility spell while flying up there.  I’ll be impressed if you can.’ 
 
    ‘Your broom has a cloaking button,’ he pointed out. 
 
    ‘Yes.  My broom does.’ 
 
    ‘I could take it off you.’ 
 
    ‘You could try.’ 
 
    He sighed.  ‘I’m not going to report you to the Minister, Wanda.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not going to report me again, you mean.  Why are you so interested in all of this, Will?  And tell me the truth.’ 
 
    ‘The truth?’  He looked at the ground.  His warmth spell was making his feet melt through the ice, and a little pool of water had formed around his boots.  He kicked at it, sending sprays of cold water through the air.  ‘Fine.  I’ll tell you what you need to know.  I think Minister Plimpton is getting too big for her boots.  I think her coven will soon be large enough and powerful enough to compete with the Berrys, and I can’t have that.  I want dirt on her, and I think this is where I’ll find it.’ 
 
    I looked him up and down.  His expression was just as unreadable as ever, and his body language told me nothing.  But his words had been the first thing that rang true since we’d wound up down here together.  ‘That sounds more like the Will I’ve come to know and loathe,’ I told him.  ‘And you know what?  I think it might be easier with two of us.  But cloaking ourselves on the broom isn’t going to cut it.  We need to get inside and snoop without being seen, and that’s going to be difficult when we’re taking corners or negotiating through narrow spaces.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’  He nodded eagerly.  ‘So then, what do we do?  A spell?’ 
 
    I glanced up at the ledge.  The glitch was lasting longer this time, and I could still see the dome.  But who knew how long it would last?  ‘Yeah,’ I replied.  ‘The Chaos Field doesn’t seem to have an effect on me this far down.  You feel up to an invisibility spell?  It’ll need to be a hybrid, mind you.  We’ll have to dull our sounds, too, make it so we can hear each other but no one can hear us.  Can you do that?’ 
 
    He looked unsure.  ‘If memory serves, you’re far better at invisibility spells than I am.  Especially those of the hybrid variety.’ 
 
    He gave me a funny smile, and the memory of when he’d bumped into invisible me when we found the Wizard’s Graveyard hit me full force. 
 
    ‘Fine,’ I said, looking away from him.  ‘I’ll do it.’  I swung my leg over my broom.  ‘But only if you hurry your arse up and get on back.  We need to get up there soon.’ 
 
    He left his broom on the ledge, and joined me.  I thought I heard a faint swallow from him as he sat behind me, but maybe I was imagining it.  Concentrating hard, I formed an incantation in my mind, and began: 
 
    ‘Unheard and unseen to everyone’s eyes 
 
    But we two alone shall see through the lie.’ 
 
    I took a deep breath.  ‘That’s it done.  Let’s go.’  I kicked off the ground.  ‘Oh, and Will?’ I said as we began to fly.  ‘If you double-cross me, I’ll make you suffer in painful, brutal ways.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    Will rested one hand on my waist as we flew.  He would have had a much steadier seat if he just wrapped both of his arms around me, but I wasn’t going to suggest that. 
 
    Even with the hyper-speed button on, we didn’t make it in time.  By the time we alighted on the icy shelf, the dome had completely disappeared. 
 
    ‘I think there was a door off to the left side,’ I said, jumping down.  ‘I guess we’re just going to have to feel about for it.’ 
 
    Will dismounted, and I held the broom in my hands as we walked towards where I hoped the door was situated. 
 
    Just as I was about to put my hand to where I thought the handle might be, the door pushed outwards.  The two of us moved quickly aside while a flushed-looking witch came out, talking on her mobile phone.  ‘I told you not to call me at work, Colin,’ she barked into her phone.  ‘The baby’s formula is where it always is.  In the cupboard above the fridge.  Yes!  Her nappies are where they always are, too.’ 
 
    We left her to her chat and made our way inside.  The hallway was long, narrow, and low-ceilinged, with areas where people could hang up their coats and leave their snow boots.  I guessed that even if they travelled to and from work using magic, they must still go outside for some fresh air – or maybe just to argue with their friends and family on the phone. 
 
    ‘She didn’t see us,’ I gasped, relieved. 
 
    ‘Of course she didn’t,’ Will replied.  ‘Your spells are amazing.’ 
 
    I pushed open the next door, wishing my cheeks weren’t beginning to burn, and we found ourselves in the large, open area we had seen from the ledge below.  Although there was a packing area, where witches were boxing up brooms, there mostly seemed to be research going on.  I could see a table where different sorts of bristles were laid out, and another table where a group of workers were carefully examining different lengths of wood.  Over by the bright, curved window, some flying experiments were taking place. 
 
    So far, so normal – for a magical broom-making facility, at least.  There wasn’t much here that hadn’t been in the Warren Lane branch. 
 
    I felt an insistent tapping on my shoulder.  ‘Look over in that trolley, Wanda,’ Will said.  ‘By that back hallway.  The brooms inside it look just like the one I gave you.’ 
 
    I walked over, with him following close behind.  The trolley Will had noticed was a low, long, hand-operated vehicle, with the words, ‘Defective brooms.  To be shredded once full,’ painted on its side. 
 
    Just as I was drawing close, a tired-looking young man came out through a door marked Quality Control and began to push the trolley. 
 
    The door he had just come out through opened once again, and the face I hated more than any in the world peeped out.  ‘I have a camera over the shredder, Matthew!’ said Minister Plimpton, glaring at the young man.  ‘So just you be sure and destroy every single one of those brooms.  If you don’t want to go the same way as Benny and his friends.  And hurry back once you’ve done that lot, will you?  The brooms don’t check themselves.’ 
 
    She slammed the door shut behind her, and disappeared from view.  The young man gritted his teeth, and began to push the trolley away. ‘Should we follow him?’ asked Will.  ‘Or should we try and get into that room?’ 
 
    I shrugged my shoulders.  The only thing I really wanted to do just then was dive into bed and pull the covers over my head.  Something big was happening here.  Something involving brooms that were just like the ones my father used to make.  I didn’t want to think about what that meant.  My heart began to thud way too fast, and my hands began to shake. 
 
    ‘Hey.’  Will pressed his hand into mine.  ‘Are you all right?’ 
 
    I brushed him off.  ‘Of course I am.  We need to stay on that Matthew guy.  That’s what we need to do.  He’s our best way into that Quality Control room.  Even if the door isn’t locked, the Minister could be right behind it.  She’ll hardly not notice us opening a door, no matter how invisible we are.’ 
 
    We rushed after Matthew.  He was approaching a set of swinging doors, and we stayed close to him as he awkwardly pushed the trolley through.  He was really struggling, and not a single person in the building offered to help.  It went against every fibre of my being not to hold the doors open for him, but I couldn’t give myself away. 
 
    ‘Poor guy,’ said Will.  ‘Why does everyone give the weredogs the crappiest jobs?’ 
 
    I arched a brow, and Will cleared his throat. 
 
    ‘I mean, not that I care,’ he amended.  ‘Why would I?  The more cheap labour, the better.’ 
 
    Matthew didn’t go too far.  There was a huge shredding machine, and I watched in agony as he placed one perfect broom after another into it.  He looked down at each and every broom before he placed it inside, and shook his head miserably. 
 
    ‘Can’t say I blame him for hating having to do this,’ said Will.  ‘I’m itching to go and rescue all of those brooms myself.  Do you reckon that’s what happened with the broom I gave you?  Maybe that Jeff guy had to shred them, but he managed to sneak one out?’ 
 
    ‘Quality Control was one of Benny’s many jobs,’ I replied.  ‘The weredog.  But all three of those guys were obsessed with brooms.  I have the feeling that each of them wanted to get that broom out, and for me to find this place.  I just can’t believe it’s been here all this time.  I knew that the broom you gave me was special.  I should have figured this out months ago.’ 
 
    ‘How could you?’ Will spoke soothingly.  ‘You can’t be expected to solve every single mystery in the magical world.  Even if you are amazing at it.  Do you think ... Wanda ... do you think there’s even more to this?  Do you think ...?’ 
 
    I shook my head and scrunched my eyes shut.  I couldn’t stand Will being so nice to me.  It meant that he and I had come to the same conclusion.  ‘I think that if I do think too much about this, I might just seize up with nerves.  Come on.  Matthew is finished shredding.  Let’s stay close to him.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 20. No Small Matter 
 
    When we arrived back at Quality Control, Mathew punched so many numbers into the keypad by the door that I struggled to follow the sequence.  When it finally opened, we had plenty of time to get in around him. 
 
    I guess I’d been expecting a big revelation to come once we were inside.  Instead, I was faced with another enormous room.  There was a kitchenette area to the side, and another trolley – although this one had no writing on it at all.  On the far wall of the room, a conveyor belt was chugging along, sending brooms into the Quality Control room from somewhere beyond. 
 
    The conveyor moved slowly, stopping and starting, sending one broom through every five minutes or so.  Matthew picked each one up, took a great deal of time examining it for flaws, and then placed it into one of the two trolleys. 
 
    Almost all of the brooms that came through were stunning pieces – Plimpton Elites, according to Will.  The whole time we stood there, though, only one of the other brooms arrived.  Just like when Matthew was at the shredder, he balked when he saw the superior broom.  Reluctantly, he placed it into the trolley to be discarded.  Will and I winced, knowing full well that it would be going into the shredder very soon. 
 
    On the same wall through which the conveyor belt seemed to be travelling, there was another door.  The sign upon it said, ‘Private: No entry.’ 
 
    ‘I guess that’s where the Minister went,’ said Will.  ‘Judging by the keypad, that section is locked down tight, too.  Kind of reminds me of that movie – The Wizard of Oz.  Makes me wonder who – or what – is behind the curtain.’ 
 
    I looked at the wall, hardly daring to wonder the same thing myself.  Who was behind there?  Man or machine? 
 
    ‘So what do we do?’ Will asked.  ‘Wait it out?’ 
 
    It seemed like the only option.  I would just have to ignore the fact that I had really needed to pee for quite a while now.  We couldn’t even slump down into a chair – the only one in the room was a swivel chair on wheels, and there was no way my bum was going to make it onto that seat without making the chair move.  I eyed the second locked door, trying to think of an appropriate spell to get us through. 
 
    ‘If we were vampires we could get in there without anyone noticing,’ Will mused.  ‘Vaporize ourselves and fly in through a crack.  I guess we could use a walk through walls spell, but something tells me that this place will have wards up against that sort of thing.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe.’  I eyed the conveyor belt.  It had stopped, and a little bell next to the door began to ring. 
 
    Mathew rolled his eyes and walked to the kitchenette.  He pulled a tray, a plate, a small jug and a glass from a cupboard above the counter, then opened up the refrigerator, and took out an enormous apple tart.  As he sliced it and arranged a little bowl of cream on the tray alongside, I felt my mouth begin to water.  When he filled the glass to the brim with orange juice, he nearly sent me over the edge. 
 
    ‘You’re salivating,’ Will said with a smile. 
 
    ‘I just realised I haven’t eaten much since yesterday.’  My stomach rumbled, confirming what I said.  ‘Some roasted chestnuts before the race.  A few pastries.  I’m so tempted to steal that apple tart right now.  You think we could convince him we’re ghosts?’ 
 
    ‘Sure.  Hungry ghosts.  He’s not going to panic at that at all.  Hey, I think I’ve got some mints in my pocket.’  He fished out a packet of mints and passed it to me.  There were only four left.  I crammed two into my mouth and passed the packet back to Will. 
 
    Just when I expected Matthew to sit down and devour the food he’d prepared, he went to the door marked Private, and hit a buzzer.  A few moments later, Justine appeared, opening the door the merest crack and surveying the tray of food. 
 
    ‘Is that a bowl of cream, Matthew?’ 
 
    Matthew’s hands began to shake.  ‘Y-yes.  There was no ice cream, so I thought I’d improvise.’ 
 
    ‘You are not paid to improvise.’  She snatched the tray from his hand.  ‘Now get out to the main floor and empty the rubbish bins, before I fire you.’ 
 
    She gave him one last look of loathing, and slammed the door in his face. 
 
    ‘What do we do now?’ Will kicked the chair in anger.  Luckily, Matthew had chosen that moment to kick the trolley of the Plimpton Elite brooms, and hadn’t noticed Will’s outburst.  As he pushed the brooms outside, I finally slumped into the chair, my eyes straying once again to the conveyor belt. 
 
    ‘We might not be vampires,’ I said.  ‘But we can make ourselves fairly small with a shrinking spell.’ 
 
    Wills face paled.  ‘A shrinking spell.  Wanda, they require just as much of a matter redistribution as walking through walls.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe,’ I agreed.  ‘But at least we won’t have the trouble of wards to get past if we shrink ourselves.’ 
 
    He looked confused for a moment, until he realised where I was looking.  His eyes followed mine to the small gap – perhaps six or seven inches or so – above the conveyor belt.  ‘You want us to shrink ourselves tiny enough to get through that gap?  And I suppose you expect us to remain invisible while we do it, too.  Do you know how difficult even the shrinking part is?  You need to feel it.  Feel every small particle of yourself, feel how separate each one is from the other.  Feel how they can break apart, shrink away to nothing, and somehow come back together again.’  His voice trailed off for the last few words, and he looked at the floor. 
 
    ‘I’ve done a shrinking spell before,’ I said.  ‘My mother taught me.  I’m good to go on that score.  And you already know I can hold more than one spell at once.  Well, most of the time.’ 
 
    His eyes stayed firmly down.  ‘Here’s the thing, Wanda.  You and I might have both gotten our power pretty late in life, but when you did get yours you got a whole lot more.’ 
 
    ‘Are you saying you want me to do a spell for both of us again?  I can do that.’ 
 
    He seemed to be biting his tongue for some reason.  Even wringing his fingers.  ‘This is a lot bigger, and you know it.  You’ll need physical contact with me.  And I’ll need to, y’know, bond my life force to yours willingly, otherwise you won’t be able to shrink me.  Either that, or you’ll have to go in without me.  And what if something happens to you once you do go through alone?  I won’t be able to do anything about it.’ 
 
    I tilted my head, studying his expression.  ‘You’re saying you’d be worried about me?’ 
 
    ‘In a way.’  He refused to meet my eyes.  ‘I told you – I want to oust Minister Plimpton for my own reasons.  And I can’t very well do it without you.  So yeah, I’d be worried.’ 
 
    ‘I hardly thought your reasons would be altruistic, Will, never mind emotional.  Although I’ve gotta say, I do find it a bit odd that you feel the need to reiterate your lack of feelings for me over and over.  What’s that saying about protesting too much?’ 
 
    He snorted.  ‘Yeah, right.  Because a guy with a girl like Mandy Parker on his arm is really going to give you a second glance.  Look, are you taking me through with you or not?’ 
 
    ‘Come on then.’  I held out my hand.  ‘Physical contact doesn’t bother me.  I already had your sweaty hand holding onto me for dear life on the broom.  And I don’t have girl cooties either, if that’s what you’re worried about.’ 
 
    He let out an exasperated laugh as he slowly took my palm in his.  ‘You’re the most annoying person I’ve ever known.’ 
 
    ‘The feeling is mutual, Will.  Believe me.’ 
 
    His skin was cold and clammy, but then so was mine.  It did surprise me that his hand was shaking just a little.  But what surprised me even more was the jolt I felt, as soon as we connected.  It started off as a sharp, concentrated surge of electricity, but turned into a warm, delicious fizz that travelled from my hand, all the way up through my body.  I glanced at him in wonder. 
 
    ‘It’s just because I’m bonding my life force to yours,’ he said in a croaky voice.  ‘That irritating itch will be gone once the spell is done.  Now can we just get on with this?  Mandy will be worried about me.’ 
 
    I didn’t answer.  Instead, I gritted my teeth, and began the spell: 
 
    ‘Matter we are, 
 
    Matter is all, 
 
    Matter through matter, 
 
    Make our matter small.’ 
 
    Will swallowed, and looked down at our joined hands, both growing smaller along with the rest of our bodies.  To my surprise, the wizard broom was shrinking, too.  It must have been because I was holding it with my other hand.  It was a spot of luck, though, because I hadn’t exactly planned ahead.  Until I saw the broom begin to shrink, I hadn’t even considered how we were going to climb up onto the conveyor belt once we were pint-sized cuties. 
 
    The feeling of coming apart and back together again was intoxicating and terrifying, all at once.  The super-secret truth, that I would never ever tell, was that holding Will’s hand made it a lot less scary.  What was with that?  Why did I feel so at home with him, even when he was being the biggest jerk in the world? 
 
    By the time we were as small as we were going to get, his hand was still in mine.  I quickly pulled away and threw my leg over the broom.  ‘Come on, Berry.  Let’s get this show on the road.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 21. Behind the Curtain 
 
    He perched on the back, holding onto the shaft this time, not touching me as we flew.  The gap was just big enough for us to make it through – although we did have to lower our heads as we passed under. 
 
    When we came out at the other side, I expected to find more of the same – a high-tech, modern room with shining equipment.  Instead, I found myself gawping at what looked like someone’s living quarters.  There was an unmade bed on the far wall, and an open door revealed a small bathroom.  There was a small table with two chairs, and a couch and television.  There was a work area, albeit a messy one.  A large table was spread with wood and bristles, tools and designs.  An auburn-haired man sat on a high stool at the table, with his arms crossed at his chest.  Minister Plimpton stood over him, clearly annoyed. 
 
    ‘You have to take a break, my darling,’ she said.  ‘You’ve been working all day.  Come over to the dining table and eat your afternoon snack.’ 
 
    He picked up a piece of wood and began to sand it, ignoring her. 
 
    ‘This is because we only have cream instead of ice cream, isn’t it?’ the Minister persisted.  ‘I told you, I can pop out and be back in a jiffy.’ 
 
    He finally fixed his eyes on hers.  They were large, pale blue, and intelligent.  ‘I couldn’t care less if you milked the cow yourself, Justine.  I know what day today is.  I’m not an idiot.’ 
 
    ‘Here.’  She slid a small plastic cup across the table.  In it were two dark-coloured pills.  ‘Take these.  It’ll help with the stress.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not stressed!’  He swept his hand out and knocked the pills to the floor.  ‘I want to go out there!  I want to go and finish my race!’ 
 
    She sighed, bending down and picking up the pills.  She moved towards him and, swift as you like, shoved them in his mouth and clamped it shut. 
 
    ‘Who am I?’ she said, a moment after he had swallowed. 
 
    He looked up at her, smiling.  His hand reached out to stroke her arm. ‘Justine!  My beautiful wife.  When did you get here?’ 
 
    She smiled lovingly back at him and placed a kiss on his cheek.  ‘Never mind that.  How are you feeling today, my love?’ 
 
    He beamed.  ‘I made thirty Elites, Justine.  Thirty!’ 
 
    ‘Goodness.  That’s just wonderful, my darling.  And ... you didn’t make any other brooms, did you?’ 
 
    He scrunched up his forehead.  ‘Other brooms?  Why would I make other brooms?  Hey, is it snack time yet?’ 
 
    She pulled him by the arm and led him to the table.  ‘Here you are.  Fresh juice, just the way you like it.  And just because I love you so much, I am going to pop out and get you some of your favourite vanilla ice cream.’  She kissed him again, walked to the door and let herself out. 
 
    Will and I sat, unmoving, on the hovering broom.  ‘Wanda,’ he said quietly.  ‘Are you all right?’ 
 
    I swallowed.  ‘What do you care?  You’ve finally got all the dirt on the Minister you need.’  I jumped down off the broom.  ‘Are you ready?’ 
 
    ‘Ready?  Ready for what?  Shouldn’t we go and get your coven?’ 
 
    I shook my head.  ‘No.  Thanks to the Leadership Clause, Justine is in charge of everything right now.  We were lucky to get in here when we did.  No one else will stand a chance, and they definitely won’t be given a search warrant.  We have to get him out of here.  That’s the only way we’ll ever prove this.’ 
 
    He sighed, but nodded.  ‘You’re right.  But Wanda ... if he doesn’t ... you know what I’m trying to say.  Just don’t take it personally, okay?’ 
 
    I smiled tightly.  ‘Me?  Never.  Now hold my hand.’ 
 
    Will grasped my hand, firmly this time.  Once again, I felt the almighty surge as our bond re-established. 
 
    ‘Matter we are, 
 
    Matter is all, 
 
    Matter through matter, 
 
    Make our matter tall.’ 
 
    As we grew, I murmured, ‘We were unheard and out of sight, now bring our forms back to the light.’ 
 
    It took a moment for the man to notice that two people had suddenly appeared in his room.  When he finally did, he dropped his glass to the ground. 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ he cried.  ‘What are you doing here?  I don’t like people.  I don’t see people!’  He stopped shouting suddenly, and his head slanted to the side.  He looked at me curiously.  ‘Do I know you?  There’s something a little bit familiar about you.’ 
 
    I sucked back my tears.  ‘I should hope so, Dad.  But then, it’s been a very long time.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 22. Call in the Cavalry 
 
    ‘Dad?’  He looked perplexedly at me.  ‘Justine and I don’t have any children.’  He looked past me, and examined Will.  ‘You really can’t be in here, you know.  Either of you.  I’m awful with people, so I am.  I don’t go out in public at all, in case I have one of my episodes.  You should leave before I do something a bit mad.’ 
 
    Will stepped forward.  ‘Sir, do you know who you are?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.  I’m Aengus Plimpton.  And who are you, young man?’ 
 
    Plimpton?  I swallowed.  He had never been a Plimpton.  Before he joined my mother’s coven, he had been a McCumhaill. 
 
    ‘I’m Will,’ he said carefully.  ‘And I’m a huge admirer of your work, Aengus.  But ... it’s been a very long time since I’ve had the pleasure of travelling on one of your brooms.  Have you ... have you been here all this time?’ 
 
    He looked at Will like he was not just going around the bend, but had already gone all the way round and was now approaching the next corner.  ‘My brooms have never been out of production, young man.’  He nodded to the workbench he had just vacated.  ‘The Plimpton Elite.  Justine sells them in our shop each and every day.  I’m sure she’d be happy to give you the address if you asked.’  His lashes fluttered a few times, as he wiped his forehead and said, ‘Excuse me.  I’ve only just had my medication.  It can sometimes take me a while to normalise.’ 
 
    ‘We saw you take those dark-coloured pills.  Do you take them every day?’ Will asked.  I was grateful he was doing the talking.  Having my dad look at me like I was a stranger was going to take me a minute or two to get over. 
 
    My father nodded.  ‘It used to be once a day, but now it seems I have to take them more and more.  I get these funny turns, you see.  It’s a mental illness, so the healers tell me.  I start to remember things I never experienced.  People I’ve never met.  And I get incredibly agitated when it happens.  It’s a terrible affliction, which is why I must stay here at all times.’ 
 
    ‘You never go out?’ asked Will, looking around the small living-space.  ‘Do you at least leave this area?’ 
 
    He began to wring his wrists.  ‘You’re not here about the recent ... incident, are you?  I thought that was all over and done with.  Justine said she forgave me!’ 
 
    Will and I shared a glance, then he asked my father, ‘What incident was that, Aengus?’ 
 
    My father began to shake, and then to pace the room.  ‘I didn’t take my pills, you see.  They taste funny, and I don’t like them.  I ... I put them in my mouth that day, and pretended to swallow, but I spat them out as soon as I could.  So ... so I went the way I usually did when I don’t take them.  I ... I went outside.’  His eyes grew wide.  ‘There were hardly any people there, but they all got so frightened when they saw me.  A nice young weredog was there with two of the broom-makers, and he knew who I was even though I never met him!  And there was a little girl there with Justine’s accountant.  I mean, the accountant already knew me, because she was here on her own the last time I broke out.  But the little girl ... the little girl recognised me too.  Except ...’  He paused and looked perplexed.  ‘She called me by a different coven name.  Wayfair.  I still can’t shake the feeling that I know that name.’ 
 
    I placed a hand on the table to steady myself.  This was it – the reason Candace was being kept away from the world, the reason Benny, the Jeffs and Fontanella had been murdered.  Benny and his friends had obviously suspected something for a very long time – which was why they wanted me to have the broom.  But that day, they actually saw my father, and Candace did too. 
 
    Justine had them murdered, all so that they could never tell the truth.  Only Candace had escaped that fate.  But I had a sickening suspicion that, if she kept trying to break out of her bedroom, Justine would hesitate at nothing to keep Candace quiet. 
 
    ‘It was all most disturbing,’ my father continued.  ‘So I just ran back in here, and I have no intention of going out again anytime soon.  Anyway, it’s like Justine always tells me.  I have quite enough here to keep me busy.  More work than I can keep up with.  A beautiful wife who sticks by me no matter how bad I get.’ 
 
    I felt my chest begin to contract.  ‘How ... how long have you and Justine been married?’ 
 
    He blinked at me.  ‘It’s funny you should ask.  I have no memory of marrying her, so I can’t tell you exactly how long it’s been.  But that is just one more cross my poor wife has to bear.  What’s your name, young lady?  You look vaguely familiar.’ 
 
    I was having greater and greater difficulty not crying.  ‘You said that already.  Dad, I’m Wanda.  Your Wanda.  You and Mam named me after the Wayfarer.  You must remember me.’ 
 
    ‘Ah.  The Wayfarer.  Now that is who you remind me of.  You do have a bit of her look about you.  No wonder your parents named you after her.’ 
 
    My knees began to go weak again, and this time I didn’t think that holding onto the table was going to help.  Luckily, Will reached out, grasping me by the waist and holding me steady. 
 
    ‘And this is your beau?’ my father went on.  ‘You make a handsome couple, the two of you.  Like you were made for each other.’ 
 
    I was grateful that the remark didn’t make Will let go, because I really would have crumpled to the ground if he had.  What had Justine done to my father?  Had he been here, all this time, when the world thought he was missing?  When the people who loved him grieved for him?  Buried an empty coffin in his honour? 
 
    I was trying to think of what to say to him, to think of anything that could possibly make him remember me, but I couldn’t come up with a thing.  I needed my mother.  She should be here.  Sod the lack of a warrant.  Once I told her Dad was here, there wasn’t a power in the world that would stop her getting to him.  And if he remembered anyone, it would be her.  I plucked my phone from my pocket and looked at the screen.  ‘No signal,’ I said to Will. 
 
    He pulled his own phone out.  ‘Nor mine.  And who knows how much longer we have?  I think we just have to take him out of here.  Justine said she was popping out for ice cream, meaning she must be able to travel by finger click from the building.  So we ought to be able to, too.’  He looked at my father.  ‘Sir, we need to leave now.  The three of us.  Okay?’ 
 
    ‘Leave?’  Once again, my father seemed to think that Will was quite mad.  ‘Oh, no.  I can’t leave here.  But you two do need to go away.’ 
 
    A great big sob erupted from my mouth.  We had to leave, but how the hell were we going to get him to come along with us?  Grab him and force him against his will? 
 
    To my shock, Will wiped away my tears.  ‘It’s okay, Wanda.  You’ve found him now.  After this, it only gets easier.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’  I nodded, trying to make myself feel more confident.  ‘Dad – Aengus – can you please grab onto my hand?  I know you don’t understand what’s going on, but trust me.  Please.  Just look into my eyes.  You’ll see that I only want what’s best for you.’ 
 
    His eyes met mine, and for one precious moment I thought I saw a flicker of recognition.  But just as soon as it had come, it was gone again.  He nodded his head towards the door.  ‘She’s coming now.  You can talk to Justine and see what she has to say.’ 
 
    I grabbed his hand, looking desperately into his eyes.  ‘Please, Dad.  Please.  We need to go now.’ 
 
    He pulled away, agitated.  ‘You don’t understand, young lady.  It doesn’t matter whether or not I want to go.  I can’t.  None of us can.  Not from in here.  Not unless Justine says so.’ 
 
    I heard her footsteps, growing closer and closer.  A moment later, the Minister entered the room, a tub of ice cream in her hands.  ‘Aengus is right,’ she said.  ‘Neither of you will leave this room alive.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    I glared at the woman.  Every time I thought I couldn’t despise her more, she gave me yet another reason to raise the hate level. 
 
    ‘You’ve been keeping my father here.  Against his will all of these years.  And then you murdered all of those poor people, just so you could keep your secret.  What sort of a person are you?’ 
 
    She gave me a patronising smile.  ‘I have no qualms in admitting to my actions.  Everything I did, I did for love.  Although, I would just point out that I didn’t murder anyone.  I have people to do that for me.’ 
 
    I was beginning to ponder the line between crazy and evil – and not for the first time.  Whichever of the two she was, I couldn’t bear to look at her any longer.  I turned back to my father.  I could see his eyes looking curiously back at mine.  Something was churning in that great big brain of his.  Something was trying to shake free.  All I had to do was help it along. 
 
    ‘You have no idea what love is, Justine.  It didn’t matter how many pills you fed my father.  How warped you tried to make his mind.  He always loved us.  My mother and me.  He always remembered us.  Even now, he makes those brooms that you don’t want him to.  Brooms just like the one he and I rode, the last time we flew together in the field behind our house.’  I felt him look at me even more closely, so I kept looking at him, like he was the only person in the room.  ‘You remember, don’t you Dad?  You remember wrapping your arms around me and flying up above Wayfarers’ Rest?  You remember riding one of those same brooms in the Everest Climb, the day that Justine stole you from our lives?’ 
 
    Tears began to spill from his eyes, and his head was shaking with confusion and hurt.  ‘I ... Wanda?  My little Wanda?  I didn’t make you up?’ 
 
    ‘No.’  My own face was soaking wet, and my voice was quivering with emotion.  ‘You’re not mad, Dad.  There’s nothing wrong with you.  Nothing except those pills she forces down your throat.’  I grasped his hand in mine.  He didn’t let go.  In fact, he held on so tightly that it made me cry even more.  I wanted to pull him into my arms, hug him until I’d cried myself out, but there would be time for that later.  I raised my hand and prepared to click my fingers.  ‘I’m taking my father home,’ I told the Minister.  ‘But don’t worry.  I will be back to deal with you.’ 
 
    She laughed, a great big cackling laugh.  ‘You can try.  Go on.  Click your fingers.’ 
 
    Even though I feared what she was saying was true, my stubborn streak came out, strong as ever, and I clicked.  Unsurprisingly, I stayed exactly where I was. 
 
    Will grabbed onto me, furiously clicking the fingers of his free hand.  Just like me, he stayed put. 
 
    ‘There is no travelling to or from this particular room,’ said the Minister.  ‘Even I have to come in through the door.  Nor will your little telephones work, so don’t bother trying those, either.’  She looked us all up and down, her eyes finally settling on Will.  ‘It’s a shame about you, Mr Berry.  I have the utmost respect for your coven.  But here you are.  With this troublemaker.  What is it about her, anyway?  It certainly can’t be her slim figure.’ 
 
    I could hear Will’s teeth begin to grind.  ‘I don’t know what you think you’re doing here, Minister.  But it stops.  Now.  Wanda’s father is going home, where he belongs.  Your sick little game is over.’ 
 
    She smirked.  ‘It’s never over.  I might have failed the last time I tried to kill Wanda, but I won’t fail this time.  No more tricks.  No more sending magical winds to knock her off her broom.  This time, I’ll keep it simple.’  She approached a button next to the conveyor belt we’d entered through.  There was a crackling sound, and then a deep voice said, ‘Security here.  What can we do for you, Minister?’ 
 
    ‘Get in here.  And call the Peacemakers while you’re at it.’ 
 
    Seconds later, I could hear dozens of boots marching through the Quality Control room.  The Minister keyed in a code, and opened the door.  Ten guards entered.  They were dressed a little like the Peacemakers, with grey and black body armour.  They didn’t, however, wear helmets.  There were badges across their breastplates that said: Facility B Security Team. 
 
    A brown-haired woman stood at the head.  She saluted the Minister and said, ‘Peacemakers are on their way, Ma’am.’ 
 
    ‘How many?’ asked Justine. 
 
    The woman saluted again.  ‘Your nephew said to tell you he will take as many as he can fit in the carriage.’ 
 
    No sooner had she finished speaking, than Finn and Gretel rushed into the room, truncheons up, with a horde of Peacemakers behind them.  As soon as he saw Will and me, Finn lowered his truncheon and cocked a brow in my direction.  I thought that he was about to say something, but his eyes suddenly drifted to my father. 
 
    ‘Aengus Wayfair!’ he gasped.  ‘What the–’ 
 
    Justine looked questioningly at her nephew.  ‘Is this going to be a problem for you?  You did, after all, agree to my terms.’ 
 
    Finn pulled off his helmet, and a slow smile spread across his face.  ‘Ah, yes.  Our terms.  You told me that I would need to do anything you asked, no matter how much it rankled with my ... what did you call it?  Oh, yeah – my ridiculously naïve ideas of morality.  So shoot, Auntie J.  What is it you want me to do?  Kill Aengus Wayfair?  Kill Wanda?  I know you don’t want me to kill Will Berry.’ 
 
    I could feel my father’s hand shaking in mine.  He was beginning to sweat, too.  ‘What’s happening?’ he said.  ‘Things are going funny again.  I ... I don’t know what’s real.’  He turned to stare at me.  ‘Little Wanda?’ 
 
    I wanted to calm him down, but I felt frightened to death myself.  Just how far was Finn going to take this thing? 
 
    Justine seemed to be wondering the same.  Her eyes narrowed as she looked at her nephew.  ‘Finn, I want you to take Wanda and Mr Berry out back.  And I want you to kill them – yes, even Mr Berry.  Dump their bodies at the bottom of the chasm.  We’ll say that they met with a tragic flying accident.’ 
 
    Finn gawped at his aunt.  ‘Not in a million years.  You’re crazy, you know that.’ 
 
    She emitted a theatrical sigh.  ‘Finn, Finn, Finn ...  And here I was hoping that you would surprise me.  But no.  You’ve done exactly what I thought you would.  You’ve attempted to play me, haven’t you?’ 
 
    He shrugged.  ‘Of course I was playing you, you nut loaf.  I was playing you until I had dirt on you.  Now, I have dirt.  The biggest load I ever saw.  It’s over, Auntie.  Now move out of the way so I can get this man back to his family where he belongs.’  He nodded to Gretel.  ‘Arrest the Minister.’ 
 
    A look of relief spread across Gretel’s face.  As she moved forward, cuffs in her hands, Justine smiled, looked at the security guards and other Peacemakers and said, ‘You all know who’s in charge here.  Arrest me and it’ll be the end for all of you.’ 
 
    I could see the Peacemakers argue amongst themselves.  Most of them were Finn’s hires, so I had to hope they’d be loyal to him.  But as for the security guards?  The brown-haired woman looked apologetically at Finn, raised a truncheon of her own, and sent an electro-shock spell in Gretel’s direction. 
 
    As Finn bent to see to his friend, he glared at the security guard. ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ 
 
    The woman avoided his eyes.  ‘What you should have done.  The job that I’m being paid for.  Now move so I can take these people out back.’ 
 
    ‘These people!’ spat Finn.  ‘That’s Wanda Wayfair and Will Berry.  Not to mention Wanda’s father, who your boss has clearly been keeping locked up all these years.  Stand down, or this is not going to go well for you.’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ Justine added.  ‘You can kill that writhing moron on the ground while you’re at it.  And my nephew too.  I’ve had quite enough of both of them to last a lifetime.’  She looked at Finn and shrugged.  ‘I was hoping you’d be a better employee this time around.  But it is what it is.  And your mother will understand.  She’s not too fond of you either, these days.’ 
 
    As the security guards surged forward, half of the Peacemakers moved at their side.  I didn’t need to be an accountant to see that we were drastically outnumbered.  I clung to my father, desperately trying to think of spells.  Will and Finn moved out in front to stave off the onslaught. 
 
    ‘You’ve got to get back, Will,’ hissed Finn.  ‘My uniform is designed to deflect spells.  You’re a sitting duck.’ 
 
    Will stayed put, repelling spell after spell, surprising me with his power.  Considering how ably he was handling himself, I was surprised that he had needed my help with a shrinking spell.  ‘We just need to keep the heat off Wanda long enough for her to think of something,’ he said, barely breaking a sweat.  ‘Wanda always thinks of something.’ 
 
    Finn didn’t reply.  Along with the too-few Peacemakers who had taken our side, he was busy countering the dozens of spells that were being sent our way.  I had no idea whether Finn shared Will’s confidence in me.  I wasn’t even sure that I shared that confidence.  We couldn’t travel out of this room.  There were more and more guards arriving, blocking the way through the door.  We were quite literally backed up against a wall.  No matter how much of a fight we put up, could we really win this one? 
 
    I glanced at my father.  He was growing more and more agitated, but he hadn’t once tried to pull away from me.  That meant something.  No matter what Justine might have done to him, there was a part of him that still knew me.  I was sure of it.  And no matter how small that part might be, it was worth fighting for.  I summoned up as much power as I could, waved my free hand in a circular motion, and incanted: 
 
    ‘Those who would harm us shan’t invade 
 
    This sacred bubble love has made.’ 
 
    A thick, see-through bubble formed around us, just in time, enclosing my father, Finn, Will and Gretel along with me.  It was strong, sending the spells that came our way bouncing back at those who cast them.  Although the Minister and her henchmen looked irritated by it, they didn’t stop.  Still, it would give us time to catch a breather. 
 
    ‘Listen to reason,’ said Finn, panting as he checked on Gretel once again.  She seemed to be coming around, but her poor body was still convulsing.  ‘Wanda is a Wayfair.  Her coven won’t rest till they get to the bottom of this.  And as for Will Berry ... well ... he’s Will Berry.  Do you really all want to be involved in the murder of a Berry?’ 
 
    Although one or two looked unsure, they didn’t stop moving.  More and more spells flew at the bubble.  I repeated the incantation, trying to keep it intact, but how long could I hold out against a barrage like this? 
 
    ‘We’ll break through that amateur force field soon enough, so I suggest you let go of the brat,’ Justine ordered my father.  ‘I don’t want you damaged.’ 
 
    My father looked from me, to her.  He didn’t let go.  ‘I know her, Justine.  She looks like ... I know her.  I’m not letting you hurt her, or her friends.’ 
 
    She shrugged, pulled out her mobile phone, and clicked on the screen.  All of a sudden, a vent in the wall opened. 
 
    ‘You know perfectly well that my phone is the only one that works in here.  And I have an app that controls everything in this room.’  She spoke with a sad sigh, shaking her head at my father like he was a child.  ‘When you went wild making too many of those stupid old brooms of yours last week, what did I do?’ 
 
    My father’s shivers grew violent.  ‘You ... you cut off my magic.’ 
 
    She smiled.  ‘Precisely, my love.  The wall-vent that has just opened is pulling in air from the Chaos Field.  In a few seconds time, all magic will cease to work inside this room.  But ...’  She pulled a gun from her pocket.  ‘... you don’t always need magic to get things done.’ 
 
    Behind her, each and every security guard joined her in pulling out guns. 
 
    As the bubble faded completely, I pulled and pulled at my magic – but just like when I flew over the chasm on my witch broom, it was sorely lacking.  There’s an expression in the witching world that says there’s no point in bringing a gun to a magic fight.  I guess they didn’t take Chaos Fields into account when they came up with that one. 
 
    Will held his hands up.  ‘Wait a minute.  Listen to Finn.  Listen to me.  You can’t think this is right.  Your boss kidnapped Wanda’s father, kept him prisoner all these years.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t think it’s right,’ said the woman with long brown hair.  ‘But better that than end up like Benny and the Jeffs, or Fontanella.’ 
 
    ‘Also,’ said another security guard.  ‘It’s nearly December.  I need my end of year bonus.’ 
 
    I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.  I hadn’t got the energy to try and argue anymore.  I was trapped in a room with an evil woman, and all of these people were going to kill us because they were afraid they wouldn’t get a bonus otherwise? 
 
    ‘Fine,’ said Will.  ‘How about this?  How about I pay your bonus?  Come on.  You know I can afford it.’ 
 
    A ripple of hesitation passed through the room.  The brown-haired lady looked suspiciously at Will.  ‘You could just be saying that.  We could let you out of here, and then you could arrest us all.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not going to happen,’ Will insisted.  ‘I promise you.  Finn promises you.  Don’t you, Finn?’ 
 
    Finn nodded.  ‘It’s like he says.  Help us now.  Arrest my aunt, let us out of here, and nothing will happen to you.  The only one arrested will be Justine.’ 
 
    One of the guards eyed me.  ‘What about her?  She’s a Wayfair.  She’s hardly going to let us off.  They’re bloody do-gooders, her lot.’ 
 
    I sighed.  ‘This is what the world’s come to?  Doing good is a source of irritation?  Wow.  I’ll try and remember that next time I’m tempted to solve a crime.  Listen, none of you deserves to be let off, to be honest.  But I’ll give you my word anyway.  Because that’s the thing about do-gooders – we tend to stick to our word.  The Wayfairs won’t arrest any of you.  But only if you make a decision right now.’ 
 
    There was a little chat.  A moment later, the brown-haired woman had clearly been chosen to be the spokesperson.  ‘We’d like twice our usual bonus.’  She stared defensively in my direction.  ‘And I’m not being mercenary, no matter what the Wayfair girl thinks.  This place will shut down when it all comes out.  We have families to feed and clothe.’ 
 
    Will shrugged and shook the woman’s hand.  ‘Fine.  Double your bonus.  You’ve got it.’ 
 
    I sank against my father, looking around in disbelief as the tide finally turned on Justine Plimpton. 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    We stood in the main area of Justine’s mountain lair, with dozens of staff members staring our way.  Most of those stares were in my father’s direction.  Some people looked truly shocked.  Others had an odd look of resignation – a look that told me they had known, or at least suspected, that he was here all along. 
 
    Gretel was still the worse for wear after her electro-shock, and she was sitting in a chair while the rest of the Peacemakers surrounded the Minister.  Justine was trying to convince them to let her go, but something inside of every single one of them had changed.  Even those who had been on her side just a few minutes earlier no longer looked at her with fear. 
 
    The Minister for Magical Law had just been overthrown, and every one of them knew it. 
 
    The Peacemaker carriage had transported directly into Facility B when it arrived, and now the Púca snorted impatiently and kicked at the ground. 
 
    ‘We’re taking my aunt to maximum security, Wanda,’ Finn said.  ‘You can click your fingers from here.  Just get your dad home, and I’ll check in with you as soon as I can.’ 
 
    He shoved his aunt inside the carriage, and as soon as the rest of the Peacemakers piled on board, they disappeared. 
 
    ‘Well, that’s my part done,’ said Will.  ‘I’d better get off.’ 
 
    My father reached out to him.  ‘Aren’t you coming with us?’ 
 
    Will shook his head.  ‘I have to get home, Mr Wayfair.  It really was an honour to meet you, sir.’  He gave me the briefest glance, then clicked his fingers and left the room. 
 
    ‘I don’t understand,’ my father said.  ‘Why isn’t he coming with us?  He’s your beau, isn’t he?’ 
 
    I forced a smile on my face and shook my head.  ‘No.  He’s not my beau, Dad.  He’s just a guy who helped us out today.  Come on.  Let’s get you home.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 23. The Cat’s Out of the Bag 
 
      
 
    I stood in the corridor of Night and Gale Healing Hospital, peeping into my father’s room.  My mother clutched his hand, staring lovingly at his sleeping form.  Just as I was about to bring her in a coffee, my phone beeped. 
 
    As I looked at my screen, I saw that there were a dozen missed calls, all from Paul.  I checked my messages, and heard his voice frantically telling me, ‘I did it, Wanda!  I’ve earned my cheese!  It’s in your inbox now!’ 
 
    I went online, and checked my email.  Sure enough, Paul had forwarded me the missing message – Benny’s very last words to Fontanella. 
 
      
 
    Hey Fonty, 
 
    I’m sorry to tell you this, but if you’re receiving this email, then I’ve probably been killed.  If that’s the case, then I need you to get this information to Wanda Wayfair. 
 
    You know how me and the Jeffs have been working in Facility B a few days every week?  Well, turns out there’s even more secretive stuff going on in Plimpton’s Brooms than any of us could have guessed. 
 
    I was on Quality Control over there.  It was my job to throw away any Elite models that weren’t up to spec.  I soon began to suspect that the brooms I was supposed to throw away weren’t defective, after all.  I showed one of them to the Jeffs, and they agreed with me.  We began to believe that they might have been made by none other than Aengus Wayfair. 
 
    Then, one day, we saw the man in the flesh.  There were only a few of us there at the time – the Minister, me, the Jeffs, and that awful accountant and her spoiled brat of a daughter.  I couldn’t believe I was actually seeing Aengus.  None of us could. 
 
    He has a real family out there.  They love him.  They miss him.  And I know I’ll be killed if I let this secret out, but how could I live with myself if I didn’t tell the truth? 
 
    We tried to get one of Aengus’s brooms to Wanda as soon as we suspected, but we should have done more.  Now that we know for sure that it’s her father, we’re going to tell her the truth, face to face.  But there’s always the chance that we won’t be able to get to her in time. 
 
    So if things go badly, you need to tell her all of this.  I’ve attached a photo of her dad that I took at the facility, so she’ll know it’s true.  And Jeff the wizard has set up a glitch in the security system.  Another failsafe.  Every nine minutes, the facility will become visible to anyone flying over Chaos Chasm, for a few seconds at a time.  If a few days go by without Jeff accessing the security system, the stretches of visibility will grow longer. 
 
    Oh, and I might not have said this before, Fonty – but I love you.  More than anything in the world.  We might have only had one real date, but when you know, you know.  So if by some miracle I don’t get murdered and all of this works out ... will you marry me?  I’m serious, Fonty.  Sod the law.  Sod all of it.  We’ll have the most beautiful little vamp-dog children the world has ever seen. 
 
    All my love, 
 
    Benny. 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    I banged on the door of Candace’s house.  It took a bit of time, but her mother eventually answered. 
 
    ‘You!’ she spat.  ‘You have our whole coven in tatters, you interfering little–’ 
 
    Candace stepped out from behind her mother.  ‘Hi, Wanda.  We’ve seen the news.  Now that the cat’s out of the bag, I’ve finally been let out of my room.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ I said, sidestepping her mother and greeting Candace with a smile.  ‘The cat is actually still in the bag.  And she can’t wait to get out.’ 
 
    Kitty peeped her head out of my small shoulder bag.  I could see her nervous shakes melt away as Candace picked her up and spun her around.  Tears fell down the little girl’s face, and she snuggled the kitten close. 
 
    ‘I’ve missed you so much, Kitty!  You know if there was anything I could have done to get you back to me, I would have done it.’  She glared at her mother.  ‘My mother believes that Kitty is just about the worst thing that’s ever happened to me.  She thought that without Kitty’s influence, I would come to understand why it was perfectly all right that her evil boss was keeping your father prisoner, Wanda.  Apparently, toeing the coven line is more important to her than common decency.’ 
 
    ‘Wow.’  I tugged one of Candace’s perfect pigtails.  ‘I never thought I’d hear such words coming from your mouth, young Miss Plimpton.  I’m impressed.’ 
 
    Candace frowned.  ‘As it happens, I’m not quite sure that I’ll be remaining a member of the Plimpton coven.  And I will be keeping Kitty, no matter what my mother thinks.’ 
 
    I smiled at her mother.  ‘It’s funny, isn’t it?  Just think – if you hadn’t been so hell bent on separating Candace from this gorgeous little kitten, then Kitty might never have tracked me down in the first place.  I would never have begun looking for Facility B.  Your former boss would still be carrying out her usual evil deeds, instead of adjusting to life behind the magical bars of Witchfield.  I bet you wish you’d just left well enough alone.’ 
 
    She stalked into a room down the hall, and slammed the door behind her. 
 
    Kitty cuddled even closer to Candace, and the little girl’s face filled with love.  ‘Thank you, Wanda.  For keeping Kitty safe for me, and for trusting what she had to say.  You might be the most annoying person I’ve ever met.  But ... you’re kind of all right.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 24. One Week Later 
 
    Sometimes, despite all the pessimism in the world, things really do work out in the end.  For so long, I had hated the Minister for Magical Law, and now she was languishing in Witchfield.  Agatha Oster had temporarily taken over her role, until a vote could take place.  With Agatha in charge, it looked like the Magical Law amendments, and the Equal Rights for Others Bill, might actually stand a chance at being passed.  In the meantime, the Peacemakers and the Wayfairs were working together again, and Finn and my mother were firmly in charge. 
 
    But most importantly of all, my father was back where he belonged. 
 
    It was weird, to say the least.  His pills – a powerful memory suppressant, according to the tests that Ronnie and I had run – were wearing off slowly but surely.  His memories of how he wound up in Facility B were still hazy.  He recalled flying over Chaos Chasm with no problems at all, and then seeing thirteen bats coming towards him.  But how he got from that point, to believing he was Justine’s housebound husband, he had no idea. 
 
    He was frustrated as hell about the holes that remained in his memory.  And he was even angrier about the years he had lost.  We all were.  But there was nothing we could do except enjoy the time we had ahead of us. 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    The kitchen at Wayfarers’ Rest was buzzing with chatter.  The whole coven had finally been invited to reunite with my father.  My mother hadn’t been sure about the idea, but my dad insisted that the only way he would return to normal was if he actually returned to normal.  Despite his bravado, I could see that he was having a tough time.  He spent most of the evening with Max, who he warmed to instantly.  I was beginning to think Max ought to change his name to Wayfair, seeing as he spent as much time with my coven as I did. 
 
    The party had been going on for about an hour when Gabriel poked his head around the back door. 
 
    ‘Gabriel is here,’ Max barked, looking up from the game of chess he was enjoying with my father and Wolfie.  Okay, so Wolfie was really just trying to eat the chess pieces rather than playing, but no one seemed to mind. 
 
    I crossed the room quickly, and Gabriel enveloped me in a hug.  As he did, my father stood up and raised a brow. 
 
    ‘Just how many young men do you have?’ he asked, with a twinkle in his eyes. 
 
    ‘Only one,’ I said, kissing Gabriel on the cheek.  ‘And this is him.  Gabriel Godbody.  He’s one of us.  One of our coven.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’  My father gave Gabriel a polite shake of the hand.  ‘Well, if my daughter trusts you, then I suppose that shall have to be good enough for me.  She’s the real Wayfarer, you know.  Her gut is never wrong.’ 
 
    Gabriel nodded.  ‘I know, sir.  Wanda is one of a kind.’ 
 
    They stood looking awkwardly at one another for a few seconds, until eventually my father said, ‘Well, there’s an apple tart on the table that’s begging to be eaten, and a chess piece that actually is being eaten, so I’ll leave you to it.’ 
 
    He walked back to Max, who was pulling one of the pawns out of Wolfie’s mouth and replacing it with a dog biscuit.  I led Gabriel into the living room, and closed the door behind us. 
 
    ‘It’s so good to see you,’ he said once we were alone.  ‘It feels like so long.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ I said, sitting on the couch and pulling him down beside me.  ‘There’s been so much going on with my dad and everything.  I’ve missed you, though.  Oh, and I hope you got my flowers and card to say congrats on the win.’ 
 
    He looked a bit flustered.  ‘Yeah, about that.  Wanda, I really don’t feel like I deserve congratulations on winning that race.  Not from you.  Not from anyone.  If I’d known what had happened to Amelia, I never would have gone on with the race.  You know that, right?’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ I assured him.  ‘It’s weird though, isn’t it?  It’s the one thing out of this whole mess that I still can’t figure out.  Justine has admitted to using assassins to kill Benny, the Jeffs and Fontanella.  Of course, she won’t give us any information about who those assassins are, and she’s acting bat-poop crazy and insisting she did it all because she and my father are meant to be together.  But still ... she’s admitted to almost everything.  Except trying to murder Amelia.’ 
 
    Gabriel bit his lip.  ‘If it even was her.’ 
 
    I blinked.  ‘What do you mean?  You think the same as Amelia?  That it was a jealous competitor?’ 
 
    ‘More than that.’  His expression turned grave.  ‘Wanda, I think it might have been Will Berry.’ 
 
    I moved away from him, shaking my head.  ‘What?  No way.’ 
 
    He sighed.  ‘I wish I was wrong, but I don’t think I am.  Wanda, he knew that either me or Amelia was going to beat him.  He’d seen us both in practice.  The best he was ever going to place in that race was third.  And Will Berry does not like coming anything but first.  Oh, look, it’s not like I can prove it.  After all, he made himself out to be the hero to cover his tracks, didn’t he?  Made me look like a twat for winning the thing.  As far as I’m concerned, I hope he and Mandy Parker live happily ever after.’ 
 
    I swallowed.  ‘Happily ever after?  You mean ...?’ 
 
    ‘You haven’t heard?  He proposed to her just before they left Everest.  They’re getting married this spring.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.  That’s nice.’  I stood up.  ‘Like you say, let’s hope they really do live happily ever after.  Now come on.  Let’s get back to the kitchen before my dad finishes off the entire apple tart.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    You’ve reached the end of Winging It.  I hope you enjoyed this read.  If so, join my mailing list to keep up with the very latest releases: http://www.subscribepage.com/z4n0f4 
 
    Or visit: https://aaalbright.com and sign up there. 
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