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 1. Three Blind Mice 
 
      
 
    Ah.  I love this time of year.  Snow in the air.  Cute scarves and hats with bobbles on top.  Presents and parties galore.  Time spent with those you love. 
 
    ‘Can’t you do that later?’ grumbled Melissa, my supposed best friend in all the world.  ‘I’m trying to relax.’ 
 
    I took a deep breath, and looked down at her.  She was sitting in an armchair by the wood-burning stove, with her familiar, a black cat called Princess, curled up on her lap. 
 
    ‘There’s nothing more relaxing than putting up Winter Solstice decorations,’ I told her.  ‘Anyway, I only need you to move for a minute while I put the garland on the mantelpiece.  I won’t even ask you to help me – although some assistance, no matter how grouchy, would be appreciated.’ 
 
    She kept her eyes on her familiar.  ‘Look, if you’re going to insist on being full of the Solstice spirit, then there’s nothing I can do about that.  But can’t you put that thing somewhere else and leave me in peace?’ 
 
    I took another deep breath.  ‘You want me to put it somewhere else?  The garland that always goes on the mantelpiece?  So where should the garland that always goes on the mantelpiece go, then?’ 
 
    Melissa shrugged.  ‘I dunno.  Anywhere that doesn’t mean me moving from this chair.’ 
 
    ‘And I suppose when we want to put the yule log on the fire, we’d better put that somewhere else too?  Seeing as you’d have to move out of the way for that, as well?  What’s wrong with you today, anyway?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing!  I’ll get out of your way, all right?’  She stood up and pulled the chair away from the fire.  As she did, one of the chair legs caught my garland, pulling it apart. 
 
    ‘Oh, Wanda!’  Melissa’s expression was full of remorse.  ‘I’m so sorry.  I didn’t mean to do that!’ 
 
    I looked down at the garland, and fixed a smile on my face.  I feel that, if there’s any time to shrug things off, it ought to be at the most wonderful time of the year.  Sure, this garland had been woven anew by my own little hands.  It took hours of twisting fresh ivy and holly, arranging the sparkly little pine cones just so, tying the tiny bows and creating the perfect Solas spell that would make the whole thing twinkle throughout the holiday.  ‘You’ve only crumpled a couple of my bows,’ I said.  ‘And undone a small bit of ivy.  I can fix it.  No big deal.’ 
 
    She bent to her knees, helping me smooth out the bows and fix the bits of ivy that had come loose. 
 
    ‘It looks much better now,’ I said brightly.  ‘Thanks, Melissa.’ 
 
    Her face fell.  ‘Stop being nice to me.  I’ve been a moody cow.  I don’t deserve you being nice.’ 
 
    ‘Honestly?  You could be the biggest cow on the planet and it couldn’t spoil my mood.  This is my first holiday with my dad for years, Melissa.  Ain’t nothing gonna bring me down.  Even my terrible Southern accent.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, good goddess.’  She stayed kneeling, looking at the floor, her face ashen.  ‘I am a cow.  Actually, no, that’s not fair to cows.  I’m sorry, Wanda.  Here you are trying to make your dad’s first Winter Solstice at home for years special, and I’m being totally selfish.  Well, I’m going to snap out of it.  I swear.  That batch of biccies you’ve got baking in the oven?  I’ll make the next one.  And the one after that.  Hell, I’ll peel the sprouts for Solstice dinner if you want me to – and I don’t even like sprouts.’ 
 
    As she spoke, she lifted the garland to the top of the mantel, desperately trying to improve the few remaining bows she’d crushed.  ‘There.  That looks okay, doesn’t it?  I haven’t completely ruined it, have I?’ 
 
    I stood back to get a better look.  ‘Perfect.  But just as a matter of interest, why were you being a moody cow?’ 
 
    She grunted.  ‘Stupid Agatha’s being a stupid idiot.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’  That really did surprise me.  Agatha was far from an idiot.  Not only was she the Magical History Professor at Crooked College, but she was also the Acting Minister for Magical Law.  An election was expected sometime in the spring, but she was proving so popular in the role that she would probably win.  Then again, she had been popular the last time an election was held, and she still hadn’t won.  ‘I thought you liked Agatha.’ 
 
    Melissa grunted again.  ‘I thought I liked Agatha, too.  When she took me back on after the ex-Minister fired me, I couldn’t have been happier.  But now she’s moving me from her department.  She says I should be doing something more suitable to my skills.  Not making her coffee or doing her filing.’ 
 
    Now I was truly stumped.  Agatha’s opinion on what Melissa should be doing sounded perfectly sensible to me.  After Melissa graduated from Crooked College, she had been given a job as a Magical Law Clerk at the Wyrd Court.  Being a clerk was the first step to becoming a lawyer.  But instead of working on anything important, Melissa had spent most of her time running around after the previous Minister.  She had hated every minute of it.  If anything, Agatha’s decision should have her grinning from ear to ear.  Not moping about the way she was.  ‘So ... what does Agatha want you to do?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Clerk for a lawyer.  Gain experience in court before I sit the LOL next year.  You get extra credit in the exam if you’ve actually clerked for a lawyer.’ 
 
    The LOL, in case you’re wondering, is an acronym for Legally Operating Lawyer.  ‘Are you serious?’ I asked as I pulled some pins from my pocket and prepared to fix the garland in place.  ‘She wants you to do a job that will actually help you pass the LOL?  Wow, you’re right.  She’s awful.’ 
 
    She grunted for a third time.  ‘She is, actually.  The lawyer she wants me to work for?  It’s Mr Rundt.’ 
 
    I dropped the garland to the ground, and grunted. 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    The thing about the most wonderful time of the year, is that it doesn’t just happen by itself.  Sometimes it needs a little help.  And right then, the help came in the form of cider with cinnamon, and a plate of snowflake-shaped biscuits. 
 
    ‘I can’t believe she wants you to shadow Mr Rundt,’ I said.  ‘We hate him.  He’s not a lawyer.  He’s a ... he’s a ... he’s a worm.  That’s what he is.  No.  That’s not fair on worms.  He’s a ... he’s a ...’ 
 
    Melissa drained her glass of cider and reached for another biscuit.  ‘You’re telling me.  He really is a ... a ...’ 
 
    You’ll have to excuse our lack of eloquence.  But Mr Rundt really did defy explanation.  If I were pushed to describe him, I’d have to say that he was a total you-know-what.  As a Wyrd Court appointed lawyer, he was a bit like a public prosecutor.  That ought to mean he had the interest of the public in mind, but really, he only had the interest of witches.  He had proved time and again that he hated every other supernatural.  He went against everything that our coven believed in. 
 
    ‘Maybe she’s hoping you’ll catch him out on something?  Something that could get him fired?’ 
 
    Both of us reached for the last biscuit at the same time.  Melissa broke it in two, and handed me the biggest half.  Aw, wasn’t she sweet? 
 
    ‘I thought of that,’ she said.  ‘And then I realised how much I didn’t care.  I’m going to be sitting there on that bench with him and his cronies while they say the most horrible things, Wanda.  People are going to think I’m like him.  And do you know what he said when he heard I was being placed with him?  He said, “I take my coffee with five sugars and a lot of milk.”  Wanda, I’ve gone from making coffee and doing filing for the former Minister, and been demoted to making coffee and doing filing for the worst lawyer in the witching world.  I mean, I agree that it’s time for me to work for a lawyer.  But him?’ 
 
    I looked down at my bigger biscuit piece, and slid it across to her.  ‘I think you need this more than I do,’ I said.  ‘But chin-up, Melissa.  It’s the most wonderful time of the year.  And nothing is going to ruin it.’ 
 
    She nibbled nervously on the biscuit.  ‘You’re scary when you’re determined, do you know that?  Hey, Princess!  What’s going on over there?’ 
 
    I followed her eyes to her familiar.  Princess was hissing at the coat stand by the back door.  A moment later, my mother’s familiar, Mischief, joined in with the hissing. 
 
    We sprang up from our chairs and walked to the coat stand.  At first we could see nothing, but then I noticed three tiny white blurs, running out from a pair of wellies on the ground.  I screamed out as they ran up my leg. 
 
    Just as Princess was about to follow them, Melissa plucked the cat from the floor. 
 
    ‘Wh-where are we?’ asked one of the tiny creatures.  Now that they were no longer blurry, I could see that they were, most definitely, three white mice. 
 
    ‘It feels lumpy,’ said another. 
 
    ‘Feels more cushiony to me.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.  Or maybe like a balloon.’ 
 
    ‘Ahem.’  I picked them up in my hands.  ‘You’re on my boobs, idiots.  What’s wrong with you?  Are you blind?’ 
 
    The three of them looked all around.  ‘Who said that?  Was that the Wayfarer?  Wayfarer?  Is that you?  Wayfarer?  Our witch has been murdered.  We need your help.’ 
 
    Oh.  So they were blind.  Three blind mice.  Wonderful. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 2. All Wrapped Up 
 
      
 
      
 
    I settled the three mice on the kitchen table. 
 
    ‘So,’ said Melissa.  ‘Who was your witch?’ 
 
    ‘Who said that?’  It was the biggest of the three speaking. 
 
    ‘I said that,’ she said.  ‘Go on.  Tell Wanda why you’re here.’ 
 
    ‘Are you Wanda?’ 
 
    ‘No, I’m not Wanda.  I’m Melissa.’  She pointed to me.  ‘She’s Wanda.’ 
 
    ‘They can’t see where you’re pointing,’ I said. 
 
    ‘Oh.  Good point.  I’ll just make us a cup of tea then.  So as not to confuse things.’ 
 
    As she ran off to fill the kettle, I took a better look at the latest familiars to arrive in my life, and wondered what they’d be able to tell me about their witch’s murder. 
 
    It sounds like such a great power, right?  Every time a witch is murdered, their familiar hangs on for a little while to help me catch the killer.  But the universe does like to have its jokes, and along with my gift, it had chucked a great big Ha, Ha my way – because, so far, not a single familiar had actually seen who murdered their witch.  And three blind mice?  Well, I doubted they were going to be the ones who changed the pattern. 
 
    They were cute, though, I’d say that much for them.  And, whilst they were all white, there were definite differences.  One of them had a curly tail.  Another had enormous ears.  The third was just plain fat. 
 
    ‘What are your names?’ I asked. 
 
    The one with the enormous ears said, ‘Winnie calls me Big Ears.  I’m not sure why.’  Okay, so judging by the sound of the voice, Big Ears was male. 
 
    The one with the curly tail said, in a sweet, feminine tone, ‘She calls me Curly.  I don’t know why, either.’ 
 
    ‘She calls me Dumpling,’ said the fat mouse, in a deep, manly voice.  ‘I think it’s because I like dumplings.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, and Winnie is your witch?  What happened to her?  There haven’t been any murders reported for a few days.’ 
 
    ‘It only happened a little while ago,’ said Dumpling.  ‘She sounded like she was choking.  We didn’t see who did it.  We smelled this horrible perfume, or maybe cologne.  It made Curly sneeze, whichever it was.’ 
 
    ‘It did.’  She nodded.  ‘My poor nose is still twitching.’ 
 
    ‘At first, we just heard footsteps in the kitchen,’ Dumpling went on.  ‘And Winnie said, “Oh, it’s you.  I’ll just stick the kettle on.”  Then ... we heard that horrible noise.  That choking noise.  We ran around, looking for Winnie but ... when we got to her we could tell she was gone.  So we came here.  Well, after a few wrong turns, anyway.  First we ran into the wrong house and a woman started screaming and swishing what sounded like a knife at our tails.  We smelled your bat, then, and we found the right house.  It’s common knowledge that you have a Lesser-Known Mango Bat as your familiar.  That kind of bat has a very strong, fruity scent.  Easy to track.’ 
 
    Dizzy, my bat familiar, was currently up in the attic.  I wasn’t sure what he’d think of being referred to as fruity.  But seeing as he ate nothing but mangoes, it was to be expected.  As for the familiars who were in the room ... they were having far too much fun, considering this was a murder investigation.  Mischief, my mother’s familiar, sidled over to the table and said, ‘It must have been the Browns’ house they went into first.’ 
 
    ‘The closest house to ours is owned by a farmer and his wife,’ I explained to the mice.  ‘You must have frightened Mrs Brown when you ran into her kitchen.  She’s normally a lovely woman.’ 
 
    ‘Sure, for a farmer’s wife,’ Mischief continued, sniggering.  ‘But that’s the thing about farmers’ wives.  They often try to cut tails off with carving knives.’ 
 
    ‘Why is someone laughing?  Who said that?’ asked Curly. 
 
    I glowered at the cat.  ‘Enough of your mischief, Mischief.  So.  Mice.’  I returned my attention to them.  ‘Where does Winnie live?  I need to get there as soon as I can.’ 
 
    The mice moved closer to one another and began to confer.  A moment later, Dumpling said, ‘We don’t know.  It was quite the distance.  As we said, we followed the scent of your bat.’ 
 
    I resisted the urge to groan.  They were doing their best, poor things, considering they were grieving.  It wasn’t like Winnie was that common a name among witches.  I glanced over at Melissa.  ‘How many Winnies do you know?’ 
 
    Melissa let out a low whistle.  ‘Winnie.  Oh, dear.  At least a dozen, and that’s just in Riddler’s Cove.  How about a coven name or a surname?’ 
 
    The three mice began to look so darned guilty I wanted to cuddle them.  ‘We don’t know that, either.  Everyone just calls her Winnie.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry,’ I said, trying to sound reassuring.  ‘We can still narrow it down.  Like ... do you live closer to the sea or further out into the countryside?  Or ... is Winnie old or young?’ 
 
    There were another few seconds of deliberation.  ‘She has grandkids,’ Big Ears said when they’d finished.  ‘They pet us.  They’re very nice.  We think the house is up in the hills.  There’s lots of forest around.’ 
 
    Well, that was something to work with.  Just as I was about to ask them more, Christine walked into the kitchen. 
 
    ‘Mince pies,’ she announced, holding a cardboard box in the air.  ‘As promised.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s that?’ asked Curly.  ‘She sounds new.  Did she just get here?’ 
 
    ‘That’s Christine.  Melissa’s mother.  Another member of the Wayfair coven.’  I gave Christine a wave. 
 
    ‘Yeah.  My mother who left to get mince pies three hours ago,’ said Melissa.  ‘I wonder, what could have kept you so long in Caulfield’s cakes?  Wouldn’t have been because you were actually making lovey dovey talk with Kevin Caulfield the whole time, would it?’ 
 
    Christine gave her daughter a mock-stern stare.  ‘Is that any way to talk to your mother?  I can always bring the mince pies back, you know.’ 
 
    As entertaining as their mother-daughter bickering could be, I wouldn’t be able to enjoy it today.  ‘There’s been a murder, Christine,’ I said, nodding to the mice on the table.  ‘Their witch is called Winnie.  We know she lives somewhere near the woods, or maybe even in the woods, but that’s all.’ 
 
    She rushed to the table, and the mice began to sniff the box like crazy.  Dumpling was even salivating a little. 
 
    ‘Would you like some?’ Christine asked. 
 
    As they nodded eagerly, she passed a mince pie their way.  Blind or not, they had no trouble finding food and eating it.  They had the whole pie finished in under a minute, so Christine gave them another. 
 
    ‘What about Winnie Maxwell?’ Melissa suggested, bringing three mugs of tea to the table.  ‘She lives in Edgeton Wood.’ 
 
    Christine shook her head.  ‘I just saw her in Caulfield’s.  Oh, there’s Winnie Lynch.  She lives in the Wandering Wood.  Actually, scratch that – she died four months ago.  Natural causes.  There’s Winnie Plimpton, though.  She lives in Foundling Forest.’ 
 
    ‘It can’t be her.  She just went on honeymoon,’ said Melissa. 
 
    It seemed like there were as many forests as there were Winnies in Riddler’s Cove.  ‘The mice say she has grandkids.  Right, mice?’ 
 
    They nodded.  ‘Nine grandchildren.  And lots of friends, too.  Everyone loves Winnie.’ 
 
    Christine’s palm hit the table.  ‘Well then it must be Winnie Wywood from Wywood!  Everyone loves Winnie Wywood.’ 
 
    I was none the wiser. 
 
    ‘Oh.  Wywood.’  Melissa nodded knowingly.  ‘Of course.  She lives in the stretch of forest that borders Godbody House.  It’s named Wywood because Winnie’s family have been there for generations.’ 
 
    I felt my mouth grow dry, and I really hoped I had misheard.  ‘Did you just say she lives in the forest that surrounds Godbody House?’ 
 
    Melissa sipped her tea, smiling.  ‘Yeah.  Yeah you must have been there with Gabriel, mustn’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.  Yeah, I’ve been there,’ I said, sinking down into my seat.  Sure I’d been there – but even if I never had to go to Godbody House again, it would be way too soon. 
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    With the mice bundled up in my pocket, Christine, Melissa and I snapped our fingers and sent ourselves to Wywood.  When we arrived in the forest, the only sound was the nervous squeaking of the mice. 
 
    ‘It’s as quiet as the grave,’ Christine whispered. 
 
    ‘Thanks for that,’ I said.  ‘I wasn’t feeling quite creeped out enough.’ 
 
    Curly popped a head up.  ‘I smell our house.  It’s that way.’  She tossed her head to the north, and we began to walk.  The path was overgrown, but eventually I saw an ornate, wrought iron gate.  It creaked when I pushed it open, and I expected to find more overgrown greenery beyond.  Instead, the garden I saw took my breath away.  Even in the winter, it was stunning.  I couldn’t imagine how beautiful it might be come summer – or how beautiful it would have been, seeing as the woman who tended it was dead. 
 
    We followed a winding path, ending at a wooden front door with a half-moon window carved into its upper half. 
 
    The door was unlocked, so we pushed it open and walked into a flag-stoned hallway.  Everything inside the house was just as lovely as the outside.  The hallway was wide and welcoming, and led into a comfy living room on the right.  Every wall was filled with photographs of Winnie with friends and family.  Even through the medium of photography, I could see why she was so popular.  She had a broad, smiling face and short, dark curly hair.  There was a line of freckles running across the bridge of her nose and a twinkle of kindness in her eyes. 
 
    The mice were becoming understandably agitated, so I tore my eyes from the pictures and said, ‘Where to?’ 
 
    ‘It happened in the kitchen,’ Big Ears replied.  ‘We’d just settled down for lunch with Winnie.  Only then that person we told you about arrived, and we never did get to eat.’ 
 
    There was only one more door at the end of the hallway, so we pushed it open.  The kitchen before us was large, homely and neat – well, neat except for the body on the floor. Winnie Wywood was lying a few feet from the back door, clutching at the sparkly red ribbon that was wrapped around her neck.  The most horrible thing about the scene was that the murderer hadn’t just strangled Winnie with the ribbon.  They had taken the time to wrap it into a pretty bow, right at the nape of her neck, when they were finished. 
 
    For the first time since I met them, I was glad that the mice couldn’t see. 
 
    Christine bent down and shook her head.  ‘Nothing we can do, I’m afraid.  I’d say she’s been dead at least two or three hours.’ 
 
    On the table a few feet away from Winnie, I saw a full bolt of the ribbon that was around her neck.  There were a lot of other craft supplies too – two boxes filled with hats, scarves and gloves, a box filled with wool, a box filled with knitting needles and a box filled with thread.  Sadder than any of that, though, was the large pile of presents, wrapped and waiting.  I looked away from them, acutely aware that Winnie would never get to see her friends and family enjoy those presents.  I picked up the bolt of ribbon instead, and pulled some out. 
 
    ‘What’s this stuff made of?’ I asked with a gasp. ‘It feels so strong.’ 
 
    Just as Curly poked her head out of my pocket to speak, a woman appeared in the kitchen, with nine children in tow.  She wore a smile on her face and said, ‘Hey Mam, sorry we’re late.’  As soon as she had the words out, her face fell.  Her eyes stared in horror at the body on the floor, and she hurried to try and cover up the eyes of the children with her. 
 
    ‘What’s wrong with Granny?  Why’s she all wrapped up like that?’ asked the smallest little girl. 
 
    Christine, Melissa and I stood in front of the body, shielding it from the children’s view. 
 
    ‘You’re Winnie’s daughter, aren’t you?’ said Melissa sympathetically.  The resemblance was uncanny.  It was like staring at a younger version of the dead woman.  ‘We’re the Wayfairs.  Listen, I’ll bring the kids into the living room, and you can talk to Wanda and my mam.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 3. Mr Sensitive 
 
      
 
    A short while later, the kitchen was filled with Peacemakers and Wayfairs, combing over the crime scene and examining the body.  Finn, the Peacemaker Captain, was taking photos, and looking about as disturbed by the scene as any sane person would.  His team wore no helmets today, as per his new rules.  They still wore their breastplates and magic-deflecting uniforms, but a softer version would be designed whenever we managed to combine the two forces.  If ever. 
 
    With my mother spending so much time helping my father readjust, her decision-making meetings with Finn weren’t happening nearly as often as Finn would have liked.  I was hoping that, if the new force ever came to be, we would all wear the same uniform.  It’d save me having to pick out an outfit every day. 
 
    And seeing as the current Peacemaker uniforms had been designed to fit to any size, I was also hoping for a new uniform that would do the same.  That way, when I ate too many mince pies, I wouldn’t have to struggle to button up my jeans. 
 
    But for now, it was jean-busting business as usual.  Christine and I sat at the table wearing our civilian clothing, chatting with Winnie’s daughter. 
 
    Gráinne Wywood was in her late thirties or early forties, and although she looked like her mother physically, they didn’t share the same twinkling eyes.  But then, it would have been a bit strange if Gráinne had looked happy so soon after her mother’s murder. 
 
    ‘Me and the kids were coming over to help Mam bring her Crafty Ladies stuff to the community hall,’ she told us.  ‘I ... I can’t believe this.  Who would do this to my mother?  Everyone loves her.  I mean, sure, she has silly fights with her friends sometimes, but nothing that would warrant this.’  Her eyes were darting around the room, filled with grief and confusion, while she sipped at the sugary tea that Christine had made for her.  ‘Who’s that?’ She stared at Dennis, the healer who was examining her mother’s body.  ‘Does he have to do that right now?’ 
 
    ‘I’m afraid so,’ I said softly.  ‘Dennis knows what he’s doing.  He’s been at this job a very long time.  Gráinne, what’s the Crafty Ladies?  Is it a club?’ 
 
    She nodded, sniffling back tears.  ‘Y-yes.  They meet at the community hall and knit and sew and do some other crafty things.  Mostly knitting, though.’  She pulled the boxes of woollen goods towards her.  ‘Some kid is having a fundraiser tomorrow morning and she asked the Crafty Ladies to contribute.  My mother was only too happy.  It’s for the other community hall.  The one in Riddler’s Edge that got burned down a while back.’  She shook her head.  ‘That’s the sort of thing my mother was always doing.  Helping with fundraisers.  Helping everyone in every way she could.’ 
 
    I closed my eyes.  Riddler’s Edge was a town that neighboured Riddler’s Cove.  Although it was a mainly human town, there were a lot of supernaturals living there, and it housed the biggest other enclave in Ireland.  I had been there on the night of that fire, trying to salvage the community hall.  Because the fire was caused by an Inferno spell, there was nothing to be done except let it burn out.  Luckily, the hall had been empty at the time. 
 
    ‘I didn’t know your mother too well,’ said Christine.  ‘But I know she was exactly the sort of woman you describe.  Still ... someone killed her.  And in order to find out who, we need any information you can give us.  Was there anyone you can think of who bore a grudge?  Anyone at all?  You mentioned the odd spat with her friends?’ 
 
    Gráinne looked thoughtful.  ‘No.  They wouldn’t have hurt her.  I mean, there was only really Gertrude who argued with my mam – she’s one of the Crafty Ladies.  My mam always won all the knitting competitions, you see.  Gertrude could get a little bent out of shape.  But it was nothing more than petty jealousy.  I don’t see Gertrude doing anything like this.  And there was Mrs Dove as well.  I don’t know her first name.  I only know I heard her shouting at my mam once when I arrived.  But then my mam hugged her, and Mrs Dove started crying and saying she loved my mam.  Don’t ask me what it was about.  The woman is a bit highly strung, if you ask me.’ 
 
    ‘Another Crafty Lady?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Yeah, I think so,’ said Gráinne.  ‘But I doubt either of those women would actually hurt her.  I doubt any of the Crafty Ladies would.  I mean, they were just like any group of friends.  They had silly rows from time to time, but they loved each other really.  I’d come on another day and they’d all be laughing and getting drunk together.  The only people she really didn’t get along with were my husbands.’ 
 
    ‘Husbands?’ Christine questioned.  ‘Plural?’ 
 
    Gráinne gave Christine a defensive stare.  ‘We can’t all find Mr Right first time around.  Anyway, she was right about most of them.  Number one was an alcoholic who died young after losing every penny we had.  Number two was a gambler who ran off with the kids’ school money.  And–’  She broke off and shook her head.  ‘Anyway, the less said about my husbands, the better.  But even when things didn’t work out, my mother never said I told you so.  She just did what she always did – she helped me out, cheered me up, and got me back on my feet.  That’s how she was, and everyone loved her for it.  I’m telling you, I can’t think of a single person who would have wanted to hurt her.  It had to have been a stranger.  A psycho on a rampage.  A robbery gone wrong.  Because no one who actually knew my mother would do this to her.’ 
 
    I could feel the mice moving around in my pocket.  I was still doing my best to keep my so-called gift a secret, even though quite a few people knew about it already.  Judging by what the mice said to me, Winnie definitely knew her murderer, so I decided to follow that angle, no matter how much Gráinne insisted her mother’s killer couldn’t have been someone she knew.  ‘So who would have been a regular caller to your mother’s house, Gráinne?’ I asked.  ‘Friends, family, neighbours?  The Crafty Ladies?’ 
 
    Gráinne looked down into her cup.  ‘The Crafty Ladies were always here, but I’m her only family.  Me and my kids.  And I haven’t been able to see her nearly as much as I’d like lately.  I’ve been busy with ... with work.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?  What do you do?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘I make suits.  I have a little shop in Warren Lane – Suits Without Sorcery.  Everything is tailored by me.  No magic involved.  You wouldn’t believe how much a witch will pay for a suit that’s not just been thrown together with magic.  So between trying to make a go of that, and raise nine kids ... I just wish I’d made more of an effort, you know.  Today would have been our first afternoon together for a while.’ 
 
    Christine refilled Gráinne’s cup.  ‘We all feel that way when we lose someone,’ she said gently.  ‘Guilty about the time we should have savoured.  But your mother knew you loved her.  And from what you say, she was certainly never short of company.’ 
 
    Gráinne huddled over her cup.  ‘I suppose so.  But I just ...’  Her voice trailed off, and then her eyes lit up.  ‘There was someone else, actually, who popped around quite a bit.  It was himself.  Mr Sensitive.’ 
 
    ‘Mr Sensitive?’  Christine and I shared a confused glance. 
 
    ‘You know.’  Gráinne lowered her voice. ‘Mr Sensitive.  Him from that ridiculous mansion up the hill.’ 
 
    I felt the blood drain from my face.  ‘Mr Godbody, you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’  Gráinne wiped her eyes.  ‘Him.  Gabriel Godbody the Twentieth as he calls himself.  The younger Gabriel Godbody – his son – is on TV. Wyrd News in the Afternoon.  But the father doesn’t really have his son’s charming nature, if you know what I mean.  Calls himself an empath.  Says people’s moods and energies affect him.  I’ve no idea what he used to chat about with my mother, because he always skedaddled whenever me and the kids came over.  But sometimes I’d be on the phone to Mam, and she’d say she had to go, because himself had just arrived.’  Gráinne bit her lip.  ‘But ... she didn’t exactly sound happy about it, now that I think about it.  Nah.’  She shook her head.  ‘I must be imagining things that aren’t there.  I’m just desperate to think of someone, anyone, who could have wanted to hurt her.  But it wouldn’t have been Mr Godbody.  Like I say, I’m imagining she sounded unenthusiastic about his visits.  But that would have been totally out of character for my mam.  She never had a bad word to say about anyone, even if they deserved it.’ 
 
    I tried to keep my expression even, but I knew I was failing miserably.  Not everyone loved Winnie.  Someone didn’t love her so much that they murdered her.  But if Gráinne had seen as little of her mother as she said in recent weeks, then she probably wasn’t going to be able to give us much more.  There were, however, a few little listeners who might be able to tell me more about what Mr Godbody was doing at Winnie’s. 
 
    ‘Okay.’  I patted her hand.  ‘We’ll keep trying to find out what we can for now, Gráinne.  You go and see to the kids.’ 
 
    She nodded and stood up.  ‘Oh.  Wait.  Can I still take these things to the community hall for tomorrow’s fundraiser?’  She pulled two cardboard boxes towards her.  ‘My mam and the Crafty Ladies worked so hard on all of this.  It’d help me to know that all her hard work didn’t go to waste.’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Christine replied.  ‘We have the ribbon that ... that was used in the incident.  You can take everything else.’ 
 
    She wiped her eyes, picked up the boxes, and left the kitchen.  Things sped up after she was gone.  Anything that was considered evidence was sent to the Wyrd Court, and most of the Wayfairs and Peacemakers went along too.  Melissa returned to the kitchen, but only to tell us she had been called back to work by her new boss. 
 
    ‘Mr Rundt needs something collected from the dry cleaners,’ she said with a grimace.  ‘And then he wants to dictate a letter.  Either he never learned to use a dicta-quill, or he’s going out of his way to be a pain in the neck.  I’m going with the latter.  Gráinne’s just gone home with the kids.  I told her we’ll be in touch soon.’  Giving Christine and me quick hugs, she clicked her fingers and sent herself to work. 
 
    That left only Christine, me, Finn and Dennis in the room.  Well, if you didn’t count the mice.  Dennis was a short, stout man, and looked endlessly disappointed by the world.  Considering his job was examining the bodies of murder victims, I couldn’t blame him. 
 
    ‘Dennis says it’s death by strangulation,’ Finn told us.  ‘The ribbon wasn’t just there for decoration.  It was the murder weapon, too.’ 
 
    Dennis nodded bleakly.  ‘Nice of the killer, wasn’t it?  Y’know to turn her into a present for the Winter Solstice.’  He paused for a moment, looking like he was trying to hold back his anger.  ‘Anyway, my best guess is that she died between twelve and two.  I’ll run some more tests once I have her back at the morgue, but I doubt there’ll be much more to tell you.  The ribbon is an incredibly strong grade, but you already know that.  Crafty Ladies make their own blend, so I hear.’  He sighed.  ‘The wife was thinking of joining.  Doubt she’ll be as enthusiastic after this.  Anyway, I’ll call you if I have anything more.’  He went back to the body, taking Winnie gently by the hand, and with a click of his fingers, they both disappeared. 
 
    Once he was gone, Finn raised a brow.  ‘So.  Can I meet the witnesses?’ 
 
    They popped their heads out of my pocket. 
 
    ‘Hey there.’  Finn smiled and stroked them in turn.  ‘I’m a colleague of Wanda’s. My name is Finn.’ 
 
    ‘Finn is a trusted confidant,’ I told the mice, placing them on the table.  ‘Did you guys hear Gráinne talking about Mr Godbody?’ 
 
    In a shaking voice, Dumpling said, ‘Gabriel Godbody the Twentieth.  Or Himself as Winnie and Gráinne call him.  Yes, we heard.  He’s been calling around a lot.’ 
 
    ‘For a chat?’ I asked with a sinking stomach.  ‘Or for some other reason?’ 
 
    The three of them whispered together for a moment.  This time, Big Ears spoke.  ‘We’re pretty sure he wants to buy the house.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 4. Bad Cop ... and Seriously Reluctant Cop 
 
    The thing about a murder this close to the Winter Solstice, is that there are very few people to work it.  Once most people headed home from the crime scene, they were headed home for the next week and a half.  Both the Peacemakers and the Wayfairs had a skeleton staff. 
 
    ‘Gretel’s still on duty, but she’s stuck at a break-in in the Licensing, Records and Registry Department,’ Finn said.  ‘They had their daily takings stolen.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, so call me ignorant, but what do they do at the Licensing, Records and Registry Department?’ 
 
    ‘Births, deaths, marriages, property records, business licences – all that sort of stuff.  They charge an arm and a leg just to put a stamp on a form, so as you can imagine, the thieves got away with quite the sum.  And there’s no sign of entry.  No traces of magic.  Nothing.’ 
 
    I absentmindedly stroked the mice.  ‘So who does that leave, then?  Y’know, to question my boyfriend’s father?’ 
 
    Christine winced.  ‘Not me, I’m afraid.  You know that if I want to have any chance of finding something in my scrying bowl, then I need to get right on it.  And your mother is still in Healer’s Hollow with your dad.’ 
 
    Finn shoulder-bumped me.  ‘Well then.  I guess it’s just you and me, kid.’ 
 
    ‘Yay,’ I said weakly.  ‘This is not going to be even remotely awkward.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    Godbody House was the last place in the world I wanted to visit again.  I mean, you don’t have to like your boyfriend’s family, do you?  It might make life easier, but it isn’t a requirement. 
 
    ‘You look a bit pale,’ said Finn, as we arrived at the front door.  ‘Can’t say I blame you.  Is this place creepy or what?’  As if to underline his words, a werewolf howled in the distance.  ‘Don’t they normally save their voices for full moon?’ 
 
    ‘According to Gabriel, they like to turn whenever they’re in his father’s forest.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’  His brow furrowed.  ‘You know that means there’s something here that sets them off, right?  Something that puts them on the defensive?  Kind of wish I had fangs and claws right now myself.  Oh well.  I guess my truncheon’s gonna have to suffice.’ 
 
    ‘Careful!’ I hissed, pulling his hand back as he reached for the door. ‘The knocker has ears.’ 
 
    Finn looked at the door knocker, and shivered.  It was shaped like a bat, and it was smiling. 
 
    ‘Hello, Mr Godbody,’ I said to the knocker.  ‘It seems you’ve been expecting us.’ 
 
    ‘Come in, Wayfarer.  I’m in the drawing room.  You can bring the Peacemaker, too, if you must.’  His voice took on a sour note as he said Peacemaker.  To be fair, Mr Godbody was loyal to the Wayfair coven, and we hadn’t had the best history with the Peacemakers.  But times they were a-changing, and even weird men who lived in creepy mansions would have to get used to that fact. 
 
    The front door began to creak open, and Finn moved closer to me.  ‘Is he really called Gabriel, too?  He gave his son the same name as his?’ 
 
    ‘Yup.  The rich folk do have their quirks,’ I said as I stared into the wide but cluttered hallway.  ‘Well, we’d better get inside.’ 
 
    Finn stared at the head of a dragon, hanging on the wall.  Its eyes might be dead, but it was hard not to feel that it was staring at you.  It was hard not to feel this whole house was staring at you. 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Finn said hoarsely, still rooted to the spot.  ‘I guess we’d better mosey on in.’ 
 
    ‘Uh-huh,’ I agreed.  ‘We’d better just ... get to it.  Walk straight on in there.  Past those suits of armour.  Then saunter casually through that massive cobweb that seems to have grown a few feet since the last time I was here.  Oh, wait!  My phone is ringing.’ 
 
    It wasn’t a delay tactic (although I had desperately been trying to think of any reason to delay our entry).  My phone really was ringing, and the caller was none other than Gabriel – my boyfriend, not his father. 
 
    ‘I heard about the murder,’ he said before I even got the chance to say hello.  ‘I’ll sign in to help as soon as I’m finished with this afternoon’s TV show.  Can you wait until then to question my dad?’ 
 
    I moved away from Finn.  ‘Did you seriously just ask that?’ I hissed.  ‘Gabriel, if I had a choice I wouldn’t even be the one doing the questioning.  But you certainly can’t question your own dad.’ 
 
    ‘So you really are treating him as a suspect.  And you’re doing it when my show’s just about to go on.  You don’t want me there, that’s why.  You knew I’d be stuck in the studio.  Are you going to arrest him, huh?  Take him in for questioning?  You know how sensitive he is, Wanda.  He won’t be able to handle an interrogation room.  The energies in there will drive him round the bend.  He’ll ...’ 
 
    I held the phone away from my ear for a moment, while he ranted.  When he seemed to have run out of steam, I held it to my ear again and began to talk.  ‘You’re being paranoid, Gabe.  Your dad isn’t a suspect.  I need to speak to everyone who knew Winnie, and your dad was one of her most frequent visitors.  That’s all this is.’ 
 
    ‘Then why is Finn with you?  Christine said you were with him.  Can’t you at least question him on your own?  I mean, he is my dad.’ 
 
    It took a minute for me to think of an appropriate reply.  The truth was that I would rather enter a werewolf den at full moon than go in there on my own.  Or at all.  ‘You know all about our new policies, Gabe.  We’re trying to become a police force that people can trust.  That means we question people in twos whenever we can.  This afternoon, Finn and I are both on shift and available.  Simple as that.’ 
 
    I think he was ready to argue some more, but I heard someone call him.  ‘My show’s about to start.  Go easy on him, Wanda.  You know what he’s like.’ 
 
    I sighed, and walked back to the door.  Finn still hadn’t gone inside.  He moved close to me, and whispered in my ear, ‘I’ll take the lead, okay?  Chime in if you want, but I know this is going to be hard for you, so I’ll play bad cop if it helps.  And I won’t even make you buy me a slice of cake in return.’ 
 
    I gave his hand a grateful squeeze.  ‘I’ll buy you an entire cake for this, Finn.’  I took a step across the threshold.  ‘Ready?’ 
 
    With a nervous nod, he followed me inside. 
 
    On my previous visit to Godbody House, I thought I might get lost in the labyrinthine corridors.  But it turns out that disturbing furnishings tend to stick in your memory.  I led Finn past the hall of grimacing Godbody portraits, through a dark corridor lined with suits of armour that had a less than hollow vibe, found my way through the archway with the line of (loaded) crossbows pointing down, used a lot of magic to get past the hanging cobweb without touching it – and totally ignored the scuttling shadows on the ceiling above.  I mean ... what scuttling shadows?  I sure wasn’t going to have nightmares about those after I ran home screaming to my bed. 
 
    When we finally reached the drawing room, Mr Godbody was sitting exactly where he had been the first time I met him.  He was at the other end of the room, in a well-worn wingback chair by the fire.  And all we had to do to get to him was walk past even more walls filled with too many animal heads to count.  Not a bother. 
 
    ‘Ah, Wayfarer.’  He stood up.  ‘I do so wish our second meeting could have taken place under better circumstances. 
 
    ‘So do I, Mr Godbody,’ I said as Finn and I sat across from him.  ‘This is Finn Plimpton, a colleague of mine.’ 
 
    ‘Plimpton?’  Mr Godbody’s lip curled as he scrutinized Finn.  ‘Wayfairs are working with their enemies, now?  Ah, yes.  My son told me about the latest developments.  I can’t say I have too much faith that it will work out the way you all hope.’  He looked back at me.  ‘Any idea who might have killed poor Winnie?’ 
 
    Oh dear.  His eyes were right on me.  Could he hear my brain screeching that I was terrified he might be the killer?  No, no of course not.  Empathy didn’t work that way.  Only telepathy could let him know exactly what I was thinking.  But he must sense it.  I was wondering just how to reply when Finn cleared his throat. 
 
    ‘Excuse me, Mr Godbody,’ he said.  ‘But I heard you have no telephone or television here.  How did you find out about Winnie so quickly?’ 
 
    Mr Godbody blinked.   ‘Well, I ... my gamekeeper told me.  When he brought me in a bird for my supper.  Terrible news.  Now, Wanda, you were about to tell me if you have any ideas on this murder.  Winnie was a dear friend, you see.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll need your gamekeeper’s name and contact details so he can confirm that,’ Finn interrupted, passing a notepad to Mr Godbody.  ‘If you could jot it all down here, that’d be great.’ 
 
    Looking extremely irritated, Gabriel’s father began to write.  ‘Of course. Now, Wanda–’ 
 
    ‘I hear you’re an empath, Mr Godbody,’ said Finn, cutting in once again. 
 
    Mr Godbody let out a self-pitying sigh.  ‘Indeed I am.  It is a most distressing gift to have.  An encumbrance, more than a gift.  I feel the burden of everyone’s feelings, you see.  For instance, right now I know just exactly how uncomfortable this whole encounter is making poor, sweet Wanda.’ 
 
    He turned his eyes to mine again, with a smile that made me shiver.  To my relief, Finn pressed on. 
 
    ‘So why did you visit Winnie Wywood so often, then?  If you find it difficult to be around people as much as you say you do, then surely you’d go out of your way to limit contact.  But with Winnie, you actively sought it out.’ 
 
    ‘It is exceedingly difficult for me to be around most people, yes.  But Winnie Wywood was not most people.  She had a calming effect on everyone she met.  Being with that lovely woman was like taking a tonic.  Now, Wanda.’  He turned in his chair again and gave me that same shiver-inducing smile.  ‘Gabriel was telling me all about your dear father’s return to the fold.  How wonderful that must be for you all.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, I’m a bit confused.’  Finn sat far forward, positioning as much of himself as he could manage between me and Mr Godbody.  ‘If Winnie was so much of a tonic, then why would you want her to move?  You were trying to buy her house, weren’t you?’ 
 
    I heard Mr Godbody swallow.  ‘I ... well ... it was for Winnie’s sake.  She’s a far more sociable character than I am.  She’d love to be in the town, in the middle of everything.  And I could have given her some financial comfort, too – so her daughter wouldn’t have had to worry about her, as she grew older.  I had no interest in the house, nor the land.  I only wanted to help Winnie.  It was a selfless move on my part, you see.  That’s just how I am.  Always putting others’ interests before my own.  I wonder, though, could you tell me how you found out about that?  Nothing legal had occurred.  It was merely a conversation between friends.  A conversation that we had alone.  Ah – it must be the familiars.  Those poor blind mice.’ 
 
    I felt myself grow hot. 
 
    ‘Oh, don’t worry,’ said Mr Godbody, leaning around Finn so he could give me that smile once again.  ‘Only the familiars themselves know, as well as a few of those loyal to the Wayfair coven.  Although it will become more and more obvious as time goes on.  Soon enough, murderers will begin to murder familiars, just so the poor little creatures can’t help you.  Oh, what a terrible world we live in, eh, Wanda?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.  Terrible.’  I gritted my teeth.  I suddenly had enough of letting Finn take the lead.  ‘Mr Godbody, when was the last time you saw Winnie?’ 
 
    ‘Hmm.’  He put his hand to his chin in a thoughtful motion.  ‘Let’s see ... hmm.  Hmm.  Now, was it yesterday or the day before that?’  He shook his head.  ‘How silly I am.  I can’t remember.  But it wasn’t today.  It definitely wasn’t today.  Now, Wanda, tell me, how is everything at home?  I sense so much tension in you, you poor, poor girl.  Why, your discomfort is perfectly palpable.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 5. Christmas at Cupcakes 
 
      
 
    After getting nowhere with Mr Godbody, Finn and I both felt in need of sustenance.  And by lucky coincidence (okay, by to-the-second planning) we arrived in the kitchen of Wayfarers’ Rest just in time for dinner.  My father was back from his latest therapy session at Night and Gale, and I ran straight into his arms. 
 
    He pulled me in close.  ‘The decorations look wonderful, Wanda,’ he said.  ‘Thank you for doing it.’ 
 
    I looked around, shocked that the kitchen looked a lot better than the way I’d left it.  All of the wreaths and garlands were up, mistletoe hung by the back door, and lights powered by Solas spells twinkled everywhere.  Christine looked up from her scrying bowl, winked, and put a finger to her lips. 
 
    ‘Well, I had a lot of help,’ I said.  ‘So how did it go?  Was Florence able to jog your memory?’ 
 
    He heaved out a sigh.  ‘She’s trying her best.  She thinks that there must have been a lot more vampire hypnosis to go along with those memory suppressants Justine had me on.  But other than those bats I saw at Chaos Chasm the day of the Everest Climb, I have no recollection of being compelled by any vampires.  But then I wouldn’t, would I?  Not if they did their job properly.  Honestly, I feel like I’m banging my head against a brick wall.’  A haunted expression crossed his face, but he quickly replaced it with a smile.  ‘But what does it matter?  I’m back with my family at last.’  He looked at Finn.  ‘Any luck with Gabriel Godbody the Twentieth?  Christine’s been filling us in.’ 
 
    My mother had just placed a delicious-smelling curry in front of Finn, so he gave her a brief smile of thanks before answering my father.  ‘I don’t have to be an empath to know that that guy was a creep,’ Finn replied as he took a forkful of food.  ‘Oh, my stars!  Mrs Wayfair, this is gorgeous.’ 
 
    He wasn’t wrong.  I took quite a few mouthfuls before I said, ‘Mr Godbody?  A creep?  You think so?’ 
 
    Finn snorted.  ‘Your voice just went really high, Wanda.  Admit it.  You can’t stand him either.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I ... I’ve only met him twice, including today.  That’s too soon to form an opinion.’ 
 
    ‘No it’s not,’ he argued.  ‘That’s exactly when you should form an opinion.  Like when I first met you.  I thought to myself – she’s mouthy, but she’s honest as the day is long.’ 
 
    ‘I wasn’t mouthy when we first met.’ 
 
    ‘Not at the time, no.’  He paused to laugh as Mischief launched himself onto his lap.  ‘But I could tell you had a propensity for mouthiness.  And bravery.  Whereas Gabriel’s dad?’  Finn shivered.  ‘Empath my behind.’ 
 
    ‘Mam, Dad, what do you think of Gabriel Godbody?  Senior, I mean.  The two of you knew him at college, right?’ 
 
    My parents shifted uncomfortably, both looking down at their dinners.  ‘Yes.  We knew him at college,’ said my mother.  ‘And he’s loyal to our coven.’ 
 
    ‘So I keep hearing.’  Finn broke off pieces of a samosa, passing it to the mice in my pocket.  ‘That doesn’t tell me what either of you think of him.’ 
 
    ‘The thing is, I’m reluctant to say what I think of him,’ admitted my father.  ‘I’ve actually known him all my life, not just at college, so I’ve had a long time to get to know his various ... quirks.  But what I feel about him personally doesn’t matter.  Wanda’s mother and I owe him a debt of thanks, and the gratitude I feel will always trump anything else.’ 
 
    Finn looked confused, so I filled him in.  ‘Your Aunt Justine’s obsession with my dad began a very long time ago.  Back in college she gave him a love potion, too.  Gabriel senior helped figure it out.  Because of his empathic abilities, apparently.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’  Finn frowned.  ‘I remember the whole story about the love potion.  I thought it was some other kid who dosed you, Mr Wayfair.  Not my aunt.  Yeah, I remember now.  Derek something or other.  He was testing out some potions and decided it’d be a good idea to use unsuspecting people as his guinea pigs.  He killed himself afterwards, didn’t he?  Left behind a note admitting to the whole thing?’ 
 
    My father began to top up everyone’s drink.  I knew he was using the job as a means of delay – especially seeing as neither myself nor Finn had taken so much as a sip, and now that my dad was adding even more wine, the liquid was brimming out over the lips of our glasses.  I felt awkward about the line of questioning, since both my parents looked so upset.  But the truth was, I was glad Finn was asking these questions.  I’d been reluctant to broach the subject myself. 
 
    ‘Some people believe that your aunt was the real culprit,’ said my dad, eventually sitting back down.  ‘They think that poor young Derek was her scapegoat.  I’m not sure we’ll ever know the truth of what happened back then, but I do know this – without Gabriel Godbody the Twentieth’s intervention, I never would have known I was under the influence of a love potion.  I would have wound up married to Justine.  And Wanda never would have been born.’ 
 
    He sounded so heartbroken when he uttered that last sentence.  I reached across and grasped his hand, shocked at the rush of love I felt every time I was near him.  All of these years, I had known I loved him, known I missed him, but now that he was in our lives again, the feeling was almost overwhelming.  But as well as the love and happiness, I felt so much anger that it sometimes became hard to bear.  Pushing it down didn’t work.  When I did that, I just wound up having way too many revenge dreams about the former Minister.  I had drowned her one night, strangled her another, and fed her to a pit of angry werewolves just the night before.  Clearly I wasn’t handling all of this too well. 
 
    Finn sipped at his wine, looking thoughtful.  ‘I dunno,’ he said.  ‘I mean, I get why you guys are grateful to him, honestly I do.  But there’s something about him.  Something that just rubs me the wrong way.  And if his empath powers are as strong as he says they are, well then why the hell isn’t he using them to help the Wayfairs, instead of hiding away in that horror show of a mansion?  Sorry, but I think that Gabriel Godbody the Twentieth is full of bull.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    Back in our house at Westerly Crescent, Max and I settled down in front of the TV with ice cream, popcorn, and four familiars. 
 
    ‘Can we watch Grisly Grim Reapers Six?’ asked Dizzy, snuggling into me. 
 
    I glanced over at the mice.  They had settled on Max’s lap, and were nibbling on some popcorn.  I seriously doubted they wanted to watch anything with Grim Reapers in the title, even if it was just a silly horror movie.  Okay, so they wouldn’t strictly be watching, what with their blindness and all.  But even so. 
 
    ‘How about we watch something funny tonight, instead?’ Max suggested.  ‘Christmas at Cupcakes is streaming at the moment.  It’s a romantic comedy.  It’s about this witch who runs a cupcake shop, and she falls in love with this guy who’s totally oblivious, so she bakes a love potion into his favourite cake.  Anyway, things go awry, hijinks ensue, and by the time Christmas rolls around, they’re kissing under the mistletoe.’ 
 
    I turned to look more carefully at Max.  ‘Sounds great – but not your usual sort of thing.’ 
 
    ‘Emily Caulfield recommended it,’ he said, taking a fistful of popcorn from the bowl and dropping it in front of the mice.  ‘She loves human movies.’ 
 
    I resisted the urge to giggle gleefully.  Some gentle teasing would be way more fun.  ‘Well, it might be made by a human movie studio, but it’s about a witch.  A witch who runs a cake shop.  Tell me, what is it they sell in Caulfield’s Cakes again?’ 
 
    Max grunted.  ‘Not funny, Wanda.  Emily doesn’t fancy me.  If she did, she would have said something by now.  Or at least given me some sort of hint.’ 
 
    ‘You mean like recommending a movie that might make you understand how she feels?  Or totally overhauling the menu in Caulfield’s so that it includes lots of your favourite vegan foods?’ 
 
    He rolled his eyes.  ‘You’re seeing things that aren’t there.  She was just making small talk about movies while she delivered my vegan vanilla ice cream the other day.  And selling vegan food is just good business sense.  Lots of weredogs shop in Riddler’s Cove, and almost all weredogs are vegan.  She’d be dumb not to cash in on the fact.’ 
 
    I looked down at the ice cream in my bowl.  ‘Emily delivered this?  Emily doesn’t do deliveries.  Her dad does the deliveries.’ 
 
    ‘Well, clearly he was busy.  Look, can we just watch the movie?’ 
 
    ‘Sure we can.’  I grinned.  ‘We can watch the movie all about the cupcake shop owner who loves the sexy weredog – sorry, I meant human.  Stick it on.’ 
 
    By the time the movie was half-way through, even the mice seemed to have cheered up.  It was both funny and schmaltzy, but it also gave me a crazy craving for cupcakes.  I was just about to pause the movie and raid the kitchen for baked goods, when the doorbell rang. 
 
    ‘It’s Gabriel,’ said Max, still sitting down. 
 
    ‘How do you know it’s Gabriel?  You can’t see the door from here.’ 
 
    ‘Trust me.  It’s Gabriel.  The ring had a moody tone to it.’ 
 
    I wasn’t going to debate the tone of the doorbell.  It played one tune only, a simple ding-dong that always sounded pretty innocuous to me.  ‘You know, you and Gabriel keep telling me that the two of you are fine now, but neither of you act like you’re fine.  I mean, what’s it even about, anyway?  It can’t still be because he blew up when we were investigating the Benny and the Jeffs case, can it?  I told you why he was so sensitive that night.  His mother killed herself.  He believed Benny and the Jeffs committed suicide, and so he got upset.  It’s a sore subject for him.’ 
 
    Max began to stroke the mice.  Although the three of them seemed to be enjoying it, I doubted he was doing it for their benefit.  He just didn’t want to meet my eyes.  ‘I know.  We’ve sorted it.  And I’m sorry about his mam and everything, but I just don’t think we’re going to be best mates, me and him.  I keep remembering how much I hated his stupid white teeth the first time I saw them.’ 
 
    ‘Y’know, you have really white teeth, too,’ I pointed out.  ‘In fact, it was one of the first things I noticed about you.  Well, that and the stationery obsession.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not an obsession.  It just makes sense to keep enough pens about the place.  And my teeth are white because I brush them.  And eat lots of healthy food.  I don’t bleach them.’ 
 
    ‘Neither does he.  He uses glamours.  Temporary glamours.  For his TV show only.’ 
 
    ‘You’d know better than me,’ Max grumbled.  ‘You’re the one swapping spit with him all the time.’ 
 
    ‘Swapping spit!’  I gaped at him.  ‘We don’t swap spit.  That sounds so icky.’ 
 
    The doorbell rang again. 
 
    ‘Winnie called kissing swapping spit,’ said Big Ears.  ‘It’s a popular phrase.’ 
 
    ‘And to be fair to Max,’ Curly added as Max threw some more popcorn their way, ‘it does sound like a moody doorbell ring.’ 
 
    ‘Very moody,’ Dumpling said, stuffing the largest kernel into his mouth. 
 
    I stood up and made my way into the hall.  ‘You’re only agreeing with Max because he’s bribing you with snacks,’ I called over my shoulder. 
 
    As I pulled the door open, Gabriel was standing there, with a pot of flowers in one hand, and a box of chocolates in the other. 
 
    ‘Hey.’  He gave me a sheepish grin. ‘Sorry for ringing twice.  I just wasn’t sure you heard the first time.’ 
 
    I cleared my throat.  ‘I ... I heard it the first time.  I was just distracted.  Sorry for taking so long to answer.  Come in.  What’s with the pressies?  It’s not Winter Solstice till the day after tomorrow.’ 
 
    He passed me the flowers, and I took a deep sniff.  They were poinsettias, in a red and silver pot, and they somehow managed to smell exactly like Gabriel’s cologne.  That stuff clung to everything – lucky it was so nice. 
 
    ‘Doesn’t have to be Winter Solstice for me to give you a present, does it?’ 
 
    He followed me into the living room, while I kept my nose in the flowers.  I could have taken him to the kitchen, but he and Max would never make things up if I kept them apart.  And at the most wonderful time of year, people should kiss and make up.  Or swap spit and make up if you want to be disgusting about it. 
 
    ‘We’re watching a really great movie,’ I said as I patted the seat next to me.  ‘Well, some of us are watching.  The three mice are listening.  And eating.  But judging by the way things are going, I reckon the couple are just about to bump into each other under the mistletoe.’ 
 
    Gabriel settled back, and I took the popcorn bowl from Max and passed it to him.  ‘Max would like to know if you fancy some popcorn.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.  Yeah.  Thanks, Max.  I brought some chocolate for Wanda, but you can have some too.  It’s dairy free.’ 
 
    I opened the box and passed it to Max.  ‘That was really nice of Gabriel.  Wasn’t it, Max?’ 
 
    ‘Sure.  Great.’  Max pushed the box away.  ‘But I can’t do savoury and sweet at the same time.  Makes me sick.  I think it’s kind of icky.’ 
 
    ‘Funny,’ I said. ‘Because you just had a bowl of ice cream before you started on your popcorn.  Can’t think of many things sweeter than ice cream.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah?’ Max said.  ‘I can think of lots of things.’ 
 
    ‘Like what?’ I asked.  ‘Name one thing.’ 
 
    Max sat forward, rising to the challenge with an almighty glint in his eyes.  ‘Sugar.  Honey.  Maple syrup.  Shall I go on?’ 
 
    He looked like he might, too, but Gabriel spoke up then.  ‘Your tree is ... em ... very festive,’ he said loudly. 
 
    I looked over at the tree and smiled.  Max and I had decorated it a few days’ earlier.  It had more baubles and lights than I’d ever seen on one tree, and Max was still thinking of buying more. 
 
    ‘I put the star on top,’ I said.  ‘Well, I had to stand on the stepladder, and Max had to hold it steady because it’s got a rickety leg.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I could take a look at it,’ Gabriel offered.  ‘I know a bunch of spells to even things out.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve already fixed it,’ said Max.  ‘As soon as Wanda got up on it and I saw it wobble, I fixed it.  It only needed a new rubbery bit on one of the feet, and I bought one in a good old-fashioned hardware store.  No magic needed.  But thanks for your not-at-all patronising offer.’ 
 
    ‘Shush!’  Dizzy turned his head and glared at us.  ‘What is with you three?  The male lead just wiped some flour off the female lead’s nose!’ 
 
    Max, Gabriel and I went silent.  Dizzy was right.  What was with us?  I mean, sure, Gabriel and Max had their unfathomable issues, but I wasn’t exactly helping things.  Yeah, I wanted them to get along, but forcing them together seemed to be having the opposite effect. 
 
    ‘Come on,’ I whispered, pulling Gabriel up.  ‘We can chat in the kitchen.  I think your flowers will look great on the table.’ 
 
    As we walked through, I saw Gabriel gazing in wonder at the many decorations we passed on the way.  When we got to the kitchen, I took a snowman-shaped candle from the centre of the table and stuck it up on a shelf, putting the flowers in its place.  ‘Ah.  That looks nice.  Can I get you a drink?’ 
 
    ‘Sure.  A beer would be great if you have it.’ 
 
    I grabbed a beer from the fridge and poured myself an orange juice.  ‘So have you got your robes ready for the Masked Ball?’ 
 
    Gabriel nodded.  ‘I got us a little something, too – so we could tell each other apart.’ 
 
    He slid a brooch across the table.  It was a jewelled holly sprig, fashioned from emeralds and rubies.  ‘I have a ring with the same design,’ he said.  ‘I know it’s a bit blingtastic, but there’s no way we won’t be able to spot each other with this stuff on.  Even from the other side of the community hall.’ 
 
    I picked it up in wonder.  Blingtastic was right.  It must have cost a fortune.  But even though it was loaded with precious stones, I actually liked it.  And we would definitely have no problem recognising each other at the Masked Ball once those rubies glinted under the light. 
 
    A thrill of excitement rose up my spine.  This would be my first Masked Ball ever.  For the past few years I had journeyed home early on Winter Solstice to have a meal with my family, but I always ran off before the rest of the celebrations took place.  This would be the first time I fully celebrated the holiday since childhood – and back then, I was far too young for the likes of the Masked Ball. 
 
    All over Ireland, witches celebrated the Winter Solstice by setting old enmities aside and looking forward to brighter days to come.  And one of the ways in which we did that, was by dressing up in golden robes and sticking a golden mask on our faces so that we would be completely unrecognisable – because it’s difficult to argue with someone when you don’t know who they are. 
 
    The celebration in Riddler’s Cove began in the market square, where we lit an enormous bonfire.  Witches hadn’t offered sacrifices for a very long time (at least the ones who didn’t want to end up in Witchfield) so it was a purely ceremonial fire, representing burning the crone so that the maiden could return and bring longer days with her.  After the fire, we went to the Masked Ball and danced and drank into the next day. 
 
    I loved the idea of putting coven differences aside, even if it was for only one night.  In reality, though, most witches added little flourishes so that they could tell their coven and friends apart.  Flourishes like the holly brooch, and Gabriel’s matching ring. 
 
    ‘Lassie’s selling them on her stall,’ he said.  ‘She’s so talented.  The queues for her stuff stretch a mile long these days.’ 
 
    I smiled.  Lassie was Max’s cousin, and her talent was doubtless.  Knowing that the brooch was made by her, it seemed even more special.  ‘It’s perfect.  Thank you.  Now I won’t have to worry about who I’m kissing under the mistletoe.’ 
 
    ‘Good.’  He sipped at his beer.  ‘I’m glad you like it.  So, my dad was telling me about you and Finn interviewing him today.’ 
 
    I suppressed a groan.  I was wondering when he was going to get around to this.  ‘Yeah.  Well, you know, we were just doing our job.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I know.’  He took my hand in his.  ‘My dad told me you tried your best, but that Finn took over the whole thing.  I should have known you’d try to go easy on him.  I mean, me and my dad are Wayfairs in everything but name.  We’re on the same side as you.  Listen, I was thinking I could be your partner on the investigation.  So you don’t have to have Finn wrecking your head the way he did today.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’  I found myself blinking.  ‘That’s ... that’s a really nice offer.  But you said you couldn’t do any Wayfair work for the next while.  You’ve got loads of TV station parties over the holidays, you said.’ 
 
    ‘Sure I have.  But this is way more important than networking.  I mean, I didn’t know Winnie very well, but by all accounts, everyone loved her.  A murder this close to the Winter Solstice is really bringing people down, but if we could solve it quickly, that might go some way to making everyone feel safe to celebrate.’ 
 
    I wanted nothing more than to make people feel safe.  But getting Gabriel involved was not the way to achieve that aim.  I fixed my eyes on the brooch.  ‘Sorry, but you can’t work on this case.  It wouldn’t be appropriate.’ 
 
    I could hear his finger, drumming erratically against his beer bottle.  I risked a glance, and wished I hadn’t.  His face was filled with anger, and he stood up and glared at me.  ‘You still think my dad is a suspect.  Don’t you?  Good goddess, Wanda, I thought you were better than that!’ 
 
    Okay, so now I’d gone from blinking to nervous fluttering.  Even my heart was fluttering in my chest, and not in the my boyfriend’s so dreamy way.  More in the my boyfriend’s being far shoutier than I ever expected him to be sort of way. 
 
    A shadow fell over the table, and I looked up to see Max standing in the doorway, his arms folded.  ‘Everything okay in here?’ 
 
    Gabriel’s face turned purple.  ‘Everything’s fine.  You can leave us alone, there’s a good boy.’ 
 
    ‘Whoa!’  I stood up.  ‘Do not speak to Max like that.’ 
 
    Gabriel snorted.  ‘Oh, right.  Because Max is never in the wrong.  Wanda, this is between you and me, so can we leave your shadow out of it just this once?  If you’re treating my father as a suspect, then I have the right to know.’ 
 
    My heart was still fluttering nervously, and I really didn’t like the feeling.  I really didn’t like Gabriel either, just then.  ‘Actually, you don’t have the right to know anything.  You took yourself off Wayfair duty for the next two weeks.  Even if you were on duty, you wouldn’t be able to work on a case that involves your father, and I would not be able to talk to you about it.  You know why, so stop trying to make me talk about it.’ 
 
    ‘That’s bullcrap.  Christine spoke to me about it earlier on.’ 
 
    ‘I seriously doubt she told you anything more than where I was.  How many times do I have to tell you things are changing?  We’re making new rules, rules that I happen to respect.  Rules that I’m not going to ignore just because you ask me to.’ 
 
    ‘Just tell me why you’re talking to him.  Is it because he wanted that woman’s house?  It is, isn’t it?  That’s not a big deal, Wanda.  Wanting to buy some property doesn’t make him a murderer.’ 
 
    Max stepped out of the doorway.  Weredogs and werewolves were always keen to stress how different they were, but at times like this, all I could see were the similarities.  A low growl was sounding in Max’s throat, and he looked taller than usual.  ‘It’s getting late, Gabriel,’ he said.  ‘I think it’s time you went home.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ Gabriel spluttered.  ‘You’re laying down the law now, are you?  I think you’ll find this is Wanda’s place just as much as yours, and I’m not leaving unless she tells me to.’ 
 
    With my chest fluttering more than ever, I looked at the floor.  ‘It is my place, too.  And I agree with Max.  It’s late, Gabriel. Go home.  We can talk about this tomorrow.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 6. Glamorous Gretel 
 
    After a night spent tossing, turning, and deleting text messages from Gabriel, I felt too ill to eat.  I did manage to do a good impression of a zombie, though.  After bumbling my way through showering and dressing, I fixed breakfast for Dizzy and the mice, popped those three little critters into my coat pocket, and made my way to Riddler’s Cove to meet up with Finn. 
 
    He was waiting outside Caulfield’s Cakes, and he’d saved a seat for me. 
 
    ‘Sorry it’s outside,’ he said as I sat down.  ‘There wasn’t a spare table anywhere else.’ 
 
    I peered in through the windows.  He was right.  Caulfield’s was thronged.  But they had braziers burning outside, so it wasn’t too chilly.  And my warmth spells were getting better, too, so I could easily heat myself up if needed. 
 
    He had already ordered a pot of tea and a plate of assorted pastries.  As he pushed the plate my way, I said, ‘No thanks.  Not hungry.’ 
 
    Finn’s eyes rounded.  ‘Yeah, right.  Since when do you lose your appetite?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t sleep too well,’ I said.  ‘But don’t worry about it.  You managed to get in touch with the gamekeeper last night?’ 
 
    Finn sighed.  ‘After a dozen phone calls he finally got back to me.  He agreed to meet me in an incredibly small smoking shed on the Godbody estate.’ 
 
    ‘Smoking shed?’  I wrinkled my nose.  ‘Like, a shed where people smoke cigarettes?’ 
 
    ‘No, not like a shed where people smoke cigarettes,’ he informed me with a laugh.  ‘A shed where people smoke fish or meat or whatever.  In this case, it was salmon.  And I gotta tell you, it’s a stench that sticks.  I had to shampoo my hair four times this morning, and I can still smell it.’ 
 
    I leaned across and had a polite sniff.  ‘Well, seeing as I’m a bit miffed I didn’t get to go along, I’d like to tell you that you smell like fish.  But you just smell like coconut.  Lassie really likes coconut, as it happens.  Although I suppose you had no idea about that when you bought your shampoo.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ he said, his ears turning pink.  ‘No idea whatsoever.  Anyway, I know I should have brought you along, but it was three in the morning, so I figured at least one of us might as well get some sleep.  If I’d known you were tossing and turning, I would have happily put you out of your misery – so that you, too, could have shampooed your hair four times.  Speaking of hair ...’  He took a closer look at me.  ‘Why is yours tied back in three ponytails?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, good goddess.’  I reached to my hair and began to rearrange it.  ‘Well, that’s what happens when Wanda doesn’t sleep.  She makes a mess of her hair and speaks about herself in the third person.  Anyway, was the late night liaison in the smoking shed worth it?’ 
 
    Finn shook his head.  ‘It was a big stinking waste of time.  He said he knows nothing, he saw nothing, and then he said he wanted to get back to smoking his salmon.’ 
 
    ‘Huh.  You know what, though?   I think even a pointless interview with a gamekeeper would have been preferable to lying awake listening to three mice snoring.’ 
 
    Big Ears poked a head out of my pocket.  ‘Hey!  We’re blind, not deaf.’ 
 
    I pulled a large piece of cinnamon pastry from the plate.  ‘Sorry.  Peace offering.’ 
 
    He took the pastry and disappeared back inside my pocket.  Judging by the speed with which he moved, I doubted he’d ever been offended at all.  Clever little critter. 
 
    ‘Hey, wasn’t Gretel supposed to be meeting us here?’ I asked. 
 
    Just as I spoke, a woman stood up from the table next to ours, and came to join us.  She had long blonde hair, a fur coat and a lot of gold jewellery.  She pulled off her designer sunglasses, and winked. 
 
    ‘Oh my stars!’  I gawped at her.  ‘No matter how many times I’ve seen you do that, I still can’t get used to it.’ 
 
    Finn smiled at her and poured her a cup of tea.  ‘I’ve been seeing it a lot longer than Wanda has, and I’m still in shock.  You’re the queen of glamours, Gretel.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, well I suppose even I have to be good at something,’ she grumbled, pulling the pastries towards her.  As she nibbled on a croissant, she added, ‘I’ll change to a new glamour before ... y’know.  For now, there’s something else I need to tell you about.  You know how I was at that robbery yesterday?’ 
 
    I nodded.  ‘The Licensing, Records and Registry Department.  Finn said they got off with a lot of money.’ 
 
    ‘They did.  But they got off with more than that.’  She turned on her phone and pulled up a photo of an enormous, wide-drawered filing cabinet.  ‘Finn told me about Winnie’s murder, so I decided to check on properties registered to Mr Godbody while I was there.  This empty drawer you’re looking at?  This used to contain maps and records of everything he owns.’  She pulled up another photo.  ‘And this drawer shows the info on Winnie’s house.  Everything’s still there, but it looks like someone’s been taking a nose at it recently.  Not dusty enough.’ 
 
    I peered at the images on the phone.  The drawer definitely looked oddly neat and dust-free, especially when compared to other drawers Gretel had photographed. 
 
    Finally, my appetite was returning.  I grabbed a doughnut and began to chew.  ‘We need to think about this.  Why would someone steal the records for Godbody house?  What would that prove?  And what does it mean that someone was recently messing about with Winnie’s drawer.  And ... are you saying you think that the robbery was just a front?  They only took the money to hide why they were really there?’ 
 
    ‘Yes on the robbery being a fake,’ Gretel confirmed.  ‘It just felt way too neat for me.  There was no magic used, according to my scanner, but there was telekinetic energy at the scene.  And that feeling that I was telling you about when that vampire, Fontanella, was murdered by the Dark Team?  When I first got to the robbery, it was just the same.  There was a moment or two when I was sure I was being watched.’ 
 
    As she described the feeling, I shivered.  I had the same experience more than once when I was investigating the murders of Benny, the Jeffs and Fontanella.  ‘The Dark Team,’ I said quietly.  ‘It always seems to come back to the bloody Dark Team.  So were those the only records messed with yesterday?’ 
 
    Gretel shrugged.  ‘There are too many records there for me to get a real idea if anything else was taken, but it seems that way at the moment.  And here’s the kicker.  These are the only records on file for the Godbody land.  The staff in that department never digitise anything.’ 
 
    Finn cursed below his breath.  ‘Of course they don’t.  It’s not like it’s the twenty-first century or anything.  And it’s certainly not as if they could back the whole lot up in a matter of hours with a simple spell.’ 
 
    Gretel’s glossy lips curled into a smile.  ‘Sorry, I should have clarified.  The usual staff in that department never digitise anything.  But the usual staff are all off on a very long Winter Solstice break.  They’ve got temps in.  And one of those temps really likes keeping busy.  I believe you know her, Wanda.  Adeline Albright?’ 
 
    I nearly spat out my doughnut.  ‘But she works in Crooked College.’ 
 
    ‘She does.  But Crooked College staff also get incredibly long holiday periods, and Adeline is using hers to make some extra cash.  She’ll have the records for you when you talk to her this morning.  She’s also a Crafty Lady, apparently, so she’s over at the community hall right now.’  Gretel finished off her croissant and stood up.  ‘Well, I have that other little matter to work on today, so I’ll get going.  I’ll report back later, whether I find anything interesting or not.’ 
 
    As she walked away, waving at us, I was sure that she changed from a blonde to a redhead in front of my eyes.  It would have been the most amazingly seamless and graceful transformation – if she hadn’t tripped over the edge of the footpath while she walked. 
 
    ‘I’m okay.’  She stood up.  ‘I’m fine.  Nothing to see here.’  She waved once more, and clicked her fingers.


 
   
  
 

 7. She’s Gonna Find Out Who’s Naughty or Nice 
 
      
 
    Once we’d finished breakfast, we fought our way through the town.  Witches are many things, but being organised about their Solstice shopping is not one of them.  People were rushing about, pushing their way in and out of shops and skipping through the queues in the market – so, disorganised and rude when it came to holiday shopping.  See?  We’re not so different to humans, after all. 
 
    I was sure we were nearing the community hall – if only because I could see the sign that hung above the doors. 
 
    ‘If I don’t make it,’ I said to Finn, as a skinny but oddly strong woman pushed me out of her way, ‘promise me that you’ll make a life without me!’ 
 
    He tried not to smile, but he couldn’t help it.  ‘You’re mental, do you know that?’ he said as he grabbed my hand, and pulled out his truncheon.  ‘Peacemaker coming through!’ he cried.  ‘Move out of the way or be arrested!’ 
 
    Some people swore at him, but most shifted an inch or two, and we managed to squeeze our way through. 
 
    ‘Oh, I do like a man who takes control.’  I gave him a faux-simpering smile as we reached the other side of the square.  ‘My hero!  I mean, sure, you’re a bullying, throwing his truncheon around the place sort of hero.  But a hero nonetheless.’ 
 
    ‘Watch your mouth, princess.  I can always throw you back to the mob and leave you to fend for yourself.’ 
 
    I looked back the way we had come.  It didn’t seem possible, but the crowds had multiplied since we’d battled our way through.  Of course, where we were now standing wasn’t much better.  For some reason, even the community hall was thronged. 
 
    Just as I was psyching myself up for round two, I heard a voice I missed very much saying, ‘Good morning, Wanda.’ 
 
    I looked down as a white fluffy kitten wrapped her way around my legs.  She was getting bigger, even though only a couple of weeks had passed since I saw her last. 
 
    ‘Hello, Kitty.’  I scooped her up and snuggled her close.  ‘Oh, I do like your outfit.’  She was wearing little green shoes with bells on, and she had a bright red collar around her neck.  ‘I guess that lovely little witch of yours has been spoiling you.  Is she around?’ 
 
    Kitty purred.  ‘She told me to come fetch you.  She’s at the community hall.’ 
 
    I craned my neck, and could just about see Candace.  She was standing behind a long table, with a sign strung up above: The Riddler’s Edge Appeal. 
 
    ‘That must be the fundraiser that Gráinne Wywood was going on about,’ said Finn.  ‘And Candace is involved?’ 
 
    ‘Not just involved,’ said Kitty with a proud smile.  ‘She’s in charge of the whole thing.  Come on, Wanda.  She wants to show you just how much progress she’s making at being the best witch she can be.’ 
 
    For some reason, holding the most beautiful kitten in the world helped us through the crowd far quicker than Finn’s truncheon had.  I could soon see all of the items Candace was selling – cakes, candles, toys, clothing, wreaths and other decorations … basically, whatever she could fit on the table.  Judging by the coins quickly changing hands, the fundraiser was a success.  I could barely believe that Candace, the most annoying ten-year-old I had ever met, was the one behind it all.  Could I have done this when I was ten?  Maybe, but only if it was a pretend fundraiser run by my dolls. 
 
    Of course, Candace did have some help.  And by help, I mean frightened minions running around and doing her bidding. 
 
    ‘Really, Eunice?’  She fixed an old woman with a withering stare.  ‘This is the best you could do?  Twelve blueberry muffins.  Twelve.  Do you know how many muffins I baked for this fundraiser?  Try twelve dozen, Eunice.  And I’m only ten!’ 
 
    Eunice swallowed.  ‘Well ... I suppose I could bake a few more.  But my arthritis has been playing up and I–’ 
 
    Candace placed a finger to Eunice’s lips.  ‘Say no more.  It’s fine.  I understand exactly where you’re coming from.’  The little girl picked up a notebook and began scribbling furiously on a page.  ‘You can get off now, Eunice.  Wouldn’t want that arthritis to bother you anymore.  I mean, it’s not as though you could ease it with an affordable potion, or bake your muffins with a simple spell.  Is it?’ 
 
    ‘But I could–’ Eunice began. 
 
    ‘Just stop right there.  As I said, it’s fine.’ 
 
    ‘But, Candace, I think that I could maybe–’ 
 
    ‘No need.’  The little girl gave a scary grin.  ‘You’ve already proven yourself, Eunice.  Proven yourself to be lacking, that is.  Now go on home so myself and all these other people who care can get on with the job.’ 
 
    Candace waved the woman away, and began bossing around some of the other helpers.  There were about a dozen girls her own age, and maybe ten or so grown-up women.  Adeline Albright, and a few others who I guessed to be the Crafty Ladies, were unpacking the two boxes of winter woollies that Gráinne had taken from her mother’s kitchen. 
 
    ‘I want you to lay them out over on the left side of the table,’ said Candace.  ‘And put a few on the snowmen, too.’ 
 
    Adeline approached a family of snow-people, life-sized statues that looked eerily real, and began to kit them out in the hats, scarves and gloves. 
 
    ‘Not that way.’  Candace rolled her eyes.  ‘The red and white striped ones should go on the boy snow-people, and the red sparkly ones should go on the lady snow-people.  Duh.’ 
 
    Adeline laughed good-naturedly, said, ‘Whatever you say, Candace,’ and did it exactly as Candace commanded. 
 
    With that order out of the way, Candace turned to a girl her own age.  ‘I asked you to make as many candles as you could, Lucy.  But five?  You’re telling me that you could only make five candles for such a worthy cause?’  She sighed and shook her head.  ‘I thought we were on the same page, Lucy.  I really did.’ 
 
    Lucy walked away looking annoyed, and Finn and I finally took the chance to approach. 
 
    ‘Morning, Candace.’  I waved at her.  ‘Kitty told us you’d be here.’ 
 
    ‘Wanda!’  She beamed and spread her arms out, showing off the table of wares.  ‘Look what I’m doing.  I’m being nice!’ 
 
    ‘Um ...yes.’  I cleared my throat.  ‘You’re certainly being ... charitable?  You’re raising funds for the Riddler’s Edge community hall to be rebuilt?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right.’  Candace grinned.  ‘I’m selling cakes, and clothes, and Solstice toys, and ... well, I wouldn’t look too closely at the candles if I were you.  I should have known not to ask Lucy.’ 
 
    ‘You know she’s my cousin, right?’ said Finn, picking up one of the candles and examining it.  I could kind of see Candace’s point.  The candles were lopsided and lumpy, with wicks as long as my arm. 
 
    ‘Oh, I know.’  Candace’s smile was all teeth.  ‘And as a Plimpton, Lucy should know that our coven has to try much harder than that to improve ourselves.’ 
 
    Finn put the candle back down.  ‘And I suppose this is what you meant when you said Candace was making progress at being the best witch she could be, Kitty?’ 
 
    ‘Exactly.’  The kitten jumped from my arms and looked up at her witch.  ‘Candace is trying very hard.’ 
 
    ‘Why thank you, Kitty.’  Candace patted her familiar, and then looked at Finn and me.  ‘And now that you two are here, I expect you’ll be buying quite a few items.’ 
 
    Seeing as it most definitely wasn’t a question, Finn and I hopped to it, picking over the goods on the table.  Under Candace’s command, the knitted items had been arranged into pretty sets of matching hats, scarves and gloves.  I picked up one of the scarves.  I hadn’t spent too much time looking at the woollies yesterday, what with the murder scene and all, but they really were cute.  Some were entirely red, with a sparkly fibre running through the wool that made them look extra festive.  The other sets – the ones Candace had insisted should only go on the males in the snow-family – were red and white. 
 
    ‘I think I’ll grab one of the red scarves and hats.  Lassie looks great in red.’  Finn blushed even redder than the wool.  ‘I mean ... y’know ... there’s nothing wrong with buying a present for a female friend.  In fact, I’ll get a scarf for Gretel too.  And for Wanda.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll want to buy the whole set.’  Candace’s teeth came out again.  ‘Scarves, hats and gloves.’ 
 
    I withheld a laugh.  ‘I’ll have one of each set,’ I said.  ‘The red for Melissa.  And Max will look great in the red and white.’ 
 
    ‘Max?  Oh, your weredog boyfriend.’  Candace began to wrap up our purchases.  ‘Kitty was telling me all about him.  Yes, he’ll definitely look good in this set.  I’ve seen the two of you together, from a distance.  He’s quite striking looking isn’t he?’ 
 
    I shook my head at the cat.  ‘Did you tell Candace I was going out with Max?  You know better than that, Kitty.  Me and Max aren’t a couple.  We’re just housemates.’ 
 
    Kitty shrugged.  ‘Oh, I remember you had a date or two with some other boy while I was staying with you, but I thought you would have come to your senses by now.  I mean, Max is just about the nicest boy I’ve ever met.  Why aren’t you a couple?’ 
 
    ‘Funny you should say that.’  Finn smirked.  ‘I’ve often wondered the same myself.’ 
 
    ‘You know perfectly well that I already have a boyfriend,’ I said.  ‘Max and me are friends.  Housemates and friends.  That’s all.’ 
 
    ‘Kitty was telling me she had loads of chats with Max,’ Candace put in.  ‘You know that’s a big deal, right?  Familiars are very fussy about who they speak to.  Most of them only talk to witches.’ 
 
    ‘What can I say?  Max is lovely and everyone knows it.’  As I spoke, I noticed she was scribbling something down in a notebook.  I saw her write my name and Finn’s, and our covens.  ‘I saw you having a scribble there when you were talking to Eunice.  What’s that all about?’ 
 
    She beamed.  ‘It’s my list.  I knew you and Finn would be on the nice side.’ 
 
    ‘Excuse me?’ Finn asked, doing a double take. 
 
    ‘My naughty and nice list.  I got the idea from that guy the humans worship this time of year.  Sandy Claus?  Something like that.  Anyway, he keeps this list of people who are naughty and nice, and the nice people get presents and the naughty ones don’t.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but why are you keeping a list?’ Finn pressed.  ‘You’re not Santa Claus.’ 
 
    Once again, the teeth appeared.  ‘Because.  Oh, look, I’m trying to decide on a coven, all right?  I don’t want to be tarred with the Plimpton brush for the rest of my life.  But when I do change covens, I need to know I’m making the right choice.  I need to know which coven is the nicest.  You know – the one least likely to be involved in the same sorts of nastiness that the Plimptons get up to.  So I record the names and covens of everyone who buys something in support of the new community hall.  You two are on my nice list because you’ve bought something.  But anyone who makes a mean comment, or who refuses to support the fundraiser, they go on my naughty list.  So far I’ve already ruled out three covens.’  She sighed.  ‘I really didn’t expect it, Wanda, but my naughty list is longer than my nice.’ 
 
    I matched her sigh.  ‘It sure does seem that way sometimes, doesn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Sure does,’ said Finn.  ‘But you’re doing a great job here, Candace, so don’t let the naysayers get you down.  And remember – things don’t need to be perfect.  Just do your best, okay?  We’ve got to go now, kiddo, but anything we can do to help, let us know.’ 
 
    As Finn and I went to leave the table, a hesitant look crossed her features.  ‘Wait.  Before you go ... I was just wondering something.’  She looked down at the ground.  ‘Um ... how come my mother hasn’t been arrested yet?’ 
 
    I swallowed.  This was not the sort of conversation I wanted to be having right now.  Or ever.  Candace’s mother was just one more person who had done whatever the former Minister asked of her, no matter how evil.  She knew that her boss was keeping my father prisoner, and said nothing.  She even went so far as to lock Candace away from the world for a short while, to ensure she didn’t spill the secret. 
 
    Thankfully, Finn stepped in.  ‘I’ve given your mother a warning, Candace.  She knows to be on her best behaviour.  But the thing is, the former Minister insists your mother had no knowledge that Wanda’s father was imprisoned in Facility B.  The witnesses who could have testified that your mother did know are all dead.  And Wanda’s dad was on a lot of drugs at the time, thanks to the former Minister.  Which means that the one remaining person who could testify against your mother is ... well ... you.’ 
 
    I glanced at Finn.  He was wearing an excellent poker face.  I just hoped mine was even half as good.  If Candace was going to buy any story, surely it was that one. 
 
    She stuck her hands on her hips.  ‘So then I’ll testify.’ 
 
    Oh, dear goddess.  I fixed a smile on my face.  ‘Thanks for the offer, Candace, but it goes against Clause 390A.’ 
 
    Candace gave me a look of confusion. 
 
    ‘It’s all very long-winded, so I won’t bore you.  Basically it says that kids can’t testify against their parents.  Even if they want to.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve never heard of that law,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Well.’  I cleared my throat.  ‘It’s a real thing.’ 
 
    Candace’s jaw began to saw.  ‘But that means she’s getting off with a warning.  How is that fair?  She ... she ...’ 
 
    ‘She is your mother,’ Finn said softly.  ‘As much as it pains me, where Wanda’s father’s experience is concerned, a lot of people are getting off lightly.  But Candace, we have to learn how to pick our battles, y’know.’ 
 
    She looked thoroughly unconvinced.  And seeing as Kitty was giving us a look that told me she wasn’t buying it either, I decided it was time to skedaddle. 
 
    ‘Anyway.  Thanks for all you’re doing here, Candace.  I bet the folk in Riddler’s Edge will really appreciate it.’  I glanced over at Adeline.  ‘We’ll need you to gather up the Crafty Ladies and follow us inside, Adeline,’ I told her.  ‘We want to question all of Winnie’s group together.’ 
 
    As we scurried inside, Finn hissed, ‘390A?  There’s no such clause.  What if she looks it up?’ 
 
    ‘Well, hopefully by the time she does, we’ll actually have made some progress with Operation Long Leash.’  I banged my head against his shoulder and groaned.  ‘Finn, I haven’t even told my mother about our operation, and now I’m lying to a child about it.  I’m feeling kind of guilty here.  Are you sure we’re doing the right thing?’ 
 
    He gave me a quick squeeze.  ‘I’m absolutely positive.  And you know what?  The kind of kid who keeps a naughty and nice list would probably approve of what we’re doing, too.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 8. Crafty Ladies 
 
    The Crafty Ladies occupied a small section of the community hall, just off the kitchen.  They had chairs laid out in a circle, and most of them were sitting down by the time we arrived.  One was crying into her needlework, another was crying into her knitting, and three of them were sharing a flask of something that did not smell like tea. 
 
    The age difference in the group surprised me.  There were women in their early twenties, right up to women in their nineties.  Of course, witches tended to live long lives, and also had the ability to use glamour spells to make themselves look younger, so who could really tell? 
 
    Finn and I dragged chairs over, and joined the group.  One woman – a tall, thin woman who I didn’t recognise – dropped her knitting needles to the ground and exclaimed, ‘What are you doing here?  Can’t you see we’re grieving?’ 
 
    Seeing as poor Finn had been the one doing most of the talking recently, I decided to give him a break.  ‘I can understand why,’ I said gently.  ‘It sounds like Winnie was a wonderful woman.  That’s why I know you’ll all want to help us find out who took her away from you.’ 
 
    The woman gave an exaggerated shudder and said, ‘Help you?  How the devil can we help you?  Look at us!  We’re a crafting circle, not a meeting of murderers!  Get away with you, the pair of you, and stop wasting your time harassing a bunch of innocent ladies.’ 
 
    At the perfect moment, Adeline took her seat.  She gave me a brief smile and said, ‘One of this bunch of innocent ladies was murdered.  So we should all be glad that Finn and Wanda are here to help – and for those of us who say they’re so concerned about finding Winnie’s killer, then maybe those people should get their heads out of their knitting patterns and try to help.’ 
 
    I glanced around the circle, and noticed that not one, but two chairs were vacant.  Clearly one was Winnie’s.  But what about the other empty chair? 
 
    ‘Is this the rest of the group then – in its entirety?’ 
 
    One or two of the women shuffled in their seats.  It was the tall, thin lady who spoke again.  ‘Mrs Dove felt too upset to come to the club today.  She and Winnie were very close.’ 
 
    ‘And you weren’t?’ said Finn.  ‘Sorry, I didn’t hear your name?’ 
 
    She sniffed the air.  ‘Gertrude.  Mrs Gertrude Fox is my name.  I’m the current president of the Crafty Ladies.  And I might as well tell you, here and now, that Winnie and I were not the best of friends.  But that doesn’t mean I’m not devastated to hear about her murder.  And I am most definitely not the culprit.  None of us are.  If you want to look at who might have killed Winnie, it’s that Gabriel Godbody the Twentieth you should be looking at.’ 
 
    Finn and I exchanged a glance, and I could see the pity in his eyes.  All the pity in the world, though, wasn’t going to make it any easier to tell my boyfriend that his father was quickly leaving person of interest territory and was fast becoming an actual suspect. 
 
    ‘Why do you say that, Mrs Fox?’ Finn asked. 
 
    She looked at the other ladies.  ‘No one’s going to tell them?  Fine.  I’ll do the talking as usual.  He wanted her house and every inch of land it sits upon.  That’s all he ever wants, that one.  Not enough for him to own that mansion and thousands of acres.  He wants every single house that borders his property now.  He’ll soon own the whole town!’ 
 
    While she spoke, I kept an eye on the rest of the ladies.  They looked uncomfortable, to say the least.  Even Adeline seemed to flinch every time Gertrude Fox opened her mouth.  She wasn’t just the president, she was the dictator.  We had wanted to see the dynamic of the group, how they behaved together, but with Gertrude Fox ruling the roost, the only thing we were going to learn was that no one else got to talk when she was around. 
 
    ‘I see you have a tea urn over there,’ I said.  ‘And some very nice looking muffins.  How about we all have a break, and Finn and I will speak to you each individually?’ 
 
    ‘You can speak to us as a group!’  Gertrude’s face flamed. 
 
    Finn lifted a brow, stood up and said, ‘We’ll speak to you how we like, Mrs Fox.  And I think we’ll start with you.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    We stood by the urn with Gertrude Fox.  She kept her knitting with her, working furiously on something that looked like a sock.  At such close quarters, I noticed that her perfume was quite strong.  Strong and unpleasant – always a good combination where perfume is concerned. 
 
    ‘I didn’t notice you outside at the fundraiser,’ I said. 
 
    She gritted her teeth.  ‘It was Winnie who wanted to donate our work to that debacle.  I want nothing to do with it.  I’d rather see the proceeds of my knitting go to the Warlock Society than benefit that lot.’ 
 
    ‘You have a problem with supernaturals who aren’t witches?’  Finn’s face was even, but I could hear the anger in his tone. 
 
    ‘I have a problem with weredogs, and I don’t mind admitting it.  Filthy creatures.  Do you know they eat out of bins when they turn?’ 
 
    Finn sighed.  ‘And vampires suck on human blood.  And werewolves eat raw chickens.  And wizards don’t have real magic.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but none of them eat out of bins.  When this Equal Rights for Others nonsense goes to a referendum – and it will go to a referendum – I will be casting a firm no vote at the polls.  And I shall advise the rest of the Crafty Ladies to do likewise.’ 
 
    ‘Why didn’t you like Winnie?’ I asked, changing the subject.  ‘Everyone liked her.’ 
 
    A sour scowl took over Gertrude’s face.  ‘Oh, yes.  Wonderful Winnie.  Everyone loved Winnie.  She wasn’t as nice as they all thought, though.  She had a competitive streak longer than a ball of wool.  Had to win every knitting competition.’ 
 
    She was growing so angry that I was afraid she might shatter her knitting needles – that, or drive them into someone’s eyeballs.  Finn clearly thought the same, because he said, ‘Where were you yesterday afternoon, Mrs Fox?  Between the hours of twelve and two?’ 
 
    The clacking of her needles finally slowed.  ‘I was ... I was ...’  She moved closer to us.  ‘I was having a knitting lesson, okay.  You can check with my tutor.  And don’t laugh.  I can see that you’re bursting to laugh.  If you so much as smirk, I won’t answer any more of your questions.’ 
 
    ‘Once again,’ said Finn, ‘it’s not even remotely your decision as to whether you feel like answering our questions.  But just out of curiosity, why is the president of the Crafty Ladies taking knitting lessons?’ 
 
    She looked down at her sock.  It had grown too large to fit anything but the foot of a giant – but she probably had something against giants, too.  ‘Because.  The end of year competition is coming up and I want to – I mean, I wanted to – beat Winnie.  Just for once I wanted to wipe the smile off her stupid smug face, and now I’ll never get the chance.  I mean, of all the times she could have gone and gotten herself murdered, and she had to choose now.’ 
 
    I gaped at her in disbelief.  ‘All right, Mrs Fox.  We’ll be checking into your alibi, but that’s all for the moment.’ 
 
    As she walked away, Finn let out a low whistle.  ‘She’s a piece of work.’ 
 
    ‘Oh boy!  She’s the piece of work that the other pieces of work run screaming from.  And the mice mentioned strong perfume, which she was definitely wearing.  But as to whether she’s our killer ... I’m reserving judgement.  I mean, she seemed genuinely ticked off that she won’t get the chance to beat Winnie.’ 
 
    ‘Agreed,’ said Finn.  ‘But killer or not, I’m betting Candace has her on the naughty list.’ 
 
    We worked our way quickly through the rest of the Crafty Ladies.  Without Gertrude breathing down their throats, they were incredibly helpful.  They all seemed devastated to have lost Winnie.  There wasn’t a single one among them I would peg as a murderer, and they all had strong alibis.  Finally, we came to Adeline. 
 
    She gave me a sheepish smile as we approached.  ‘So I suppose you’re wondering why a cage fighting librarian-come-chronicler is a member of a knitting circle?’ 
 
    Finn shrugged.  ‘I imagine it’s a good wrist workout.’ 
 
    Adeline looked impressed.  ‘Exactly.  Or ... that’s why I began to come here, anyway.  But then I got to know Winnie, and I couldn’t keep away.’  She took off her glasses and wiped her eyes.  ‘We had a drink together just two nights ago.  That was the last time I saw her or spoke to her.  She was so looking forward to Winter Solstice.  I can’t believe she’s gone.  And I definitely can’t believe anyone would want to kill her!’ 
 
    ‘Even Gabriel Godbody the Twentieth?’ I asked. 
 
    Her face grew troubled.  ‘Yes.  I suppose there is him.  Have you met him, Wanda?  I mean, I heard you’re going out with his son, so I suppose you must have.  Hey, what happened to that lovely weredog you were with on the day we had our little adventure together?  Max?’ 
 
    I picked up a muffin and began to eat it – better to take my annoyance out on the food than on Adeline.  ‘I’m not going out with Max,’ I said through a mouthful of muffin.  ‘I never was going out with Max.  We just live in the same house.  In separate bedrooms.’ 
 
    ‘And spend a lot of time together,’ said Finn.  ‘And get on incredibly well.  And tell each other everything.’ 
 
    ‘Hey, this is about Winnie, not me.’  I focused on Adeline again.  ‘I feel like you were going to tell us something about my boyfriend’s father before we all got side-tracked.  And don’t worry about offending me.  Yeah, I’ve met Gabriel Godbody the Twentieth.  I found him a bit of an odd duck, to be honest.’ 
 
    ‘Supposedly he’s an empath.’  Adeline lowered her voice.  ‘That’s why he hardly ever leaves Godbody House.  He hates having too many energies near him.  I think that’s why he kept trying to buy Winnie’s place.  She was his closest neighbour, distance wise.  He’s bought out everyone else who borders Godbody Hill.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, we know all about his supposed empathic abilities.  But you’ve led me to what was going to be our next question.’  Finn lowered his voice.  ‘Gretel tells me you’ve been covering at the Licensing, Records and Registry Department.’ 
 
    A smile pulled at the corners of Adeline’s mouth.  ‘Yes.  Gretel.  She’s ... a most interesting young lady.  I’m feeling a bit bored in my temporary post to be honest.  I wish I didn’t need to bolster my wages by temping during every holiday I get.’ 
 
    ‘Bolster your wages?  But ... you’re the chief chronicler and librarian at Crooked College.  Agatha tells me they pay really well over there.’  I shook my head.  ‘Never mind.  That was a really nosy question.’ 
 
    ‘They do pay well,’ Adeline said with a wry smile.  ‘If you include performance-related bonuses.  According to the board, my performance wasn’t considered up to scratch this year.  I think it might have been because of my little stunt with this year’s compendium.’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’  I understood now.  In the latest edition of the Compendium of Supernatural Beings, Adeline had done something that had never been done before – she had included weredogs, wizards, dayturners and unempowered witches in the Major Supernatural Beings section.  It was a move welcomed by most, but apparently not by the board at Crooked College.  ‘If it’s any consolation, the weredogs love you for what you did.’ 
 
    Her smile brightened.  ‘It is, actually.  I couldn’t give a toss what those old blowhards at the college think.  I just wish that having integrity paid a bit better.  Anyway, I was bored out of my mind in the department, so I devised a spell to digitise their entire inventory.  I have the records you’re looking for, in digital form.  In fact, I’d looked up Mr Godbody’s property holdings before Winnie was ever murdered.  I knew he’d been hassling her about selling, so I decided to have a bit of a snoop.’  She took her second pair of glasses off her head and popped them on, then dug around in her bag for at least a minute, before finally pulling out a flash drive and handing it to me.  ‘You’ll see that Mr Godbody’s property portfolio is growing by the year.  At this rate he’ll have no neighbours within a twenty mile radius of his house.  But ...’ 
 
    ‘But what?’ I prompted. 
 
    ‘Well, you don’t really need this flash drive any more.  I popped back in this morning to make sure there’d been no more disappearing files overnight.  And ... the drawer for Godbody House was full again.  All of the records, back in their place.’ 
 
    I threw my muffin aside.  It wasn’t nearly as nice as it looked.  There was a somewhat sour aftertaste that made me suspect Gertrude Fox of doing the baking.  ‘Did you report this?’ 
 
    ‘I tried to call it in,’ she said.  ‘But the phone line just rang out.  And I knew I’d be seeing the two of you here, so I left it.  Anyway, I suppose the flash drive will save you a trip to the department, at least.’ 
 
    ‘We’re short-staffed right now,’ Finn said.  ‘That’ll be why the phone wasn’t answered.  The holidays have always been a quiet time, crime wise.  Not this year, apparently.  Listen, you said Mr Godbody was hassling Winnie.  Can you be more specific?’ 
 
    Adeline took off her second pair of glasses, popped them back on her head, and put the other pair back on.  ‘Well, yes.  I can be incredibly specific, as it happens.  Winnie was one of the most pleasant people you could have met.  No one bothered her.  She just had this way.  She took everything in her stride, and made the people who met her feel just as calm as she did.  It was as if her own loveliness rubbed off on you, even if only for a while.  But last week I walked in just as Mr Godbody was leaving, and Winnie was fuming.  It was so unlike her.  Especially when I’d just brought her over a copy of the latest Craving Constance book.’ 
 
    ‘Craving Constance?’ Finn asked, refilling his tea. 
 
    Spots of colour broke out all over Adeline’s neck and face.  ‘Well, it’s ... they’re just books.  Nothing wrong with them.  Anyway, Winnie normally enjoys a good Craving Constance as much as the next witch, but she was too annoyed by her meeting with Mr Godbody to even open the cover.  It took her two glasses of wine to calm down.  I’d never seen her like that.  She told me that he just wouldn’t take no for an answer.  She said ... she said that if it went on after Winter Solstice, she was going to report him for harassment.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 9. A Tale of Two Holidays 
 
      
 
    After questioning the Crafty Ladies, we popped back to my place for lunch.  As we arrived in the kitchen of Three, Westerly Crescent, we were met by an enormous, battery-operated Santa, saying, ‘Ho, ho, ho!  Merry Christmas!’ 
 
    ‘Good Gretel!’  Finn jumped back.  ‘What the hell is that?’ 
 
    I rubbed the Santa’s head, and proceeded to the refrigerator.  ‘If you’re planning on asking Lassie out anytime soon, then you’d better get used to it.  This is how weredogs do the holiday season.  They believe in Santa.  And they put up lots of plastic decorations.  They even take a tree into the house and decorate it.  And I’m talking about the whole tree, mind you, not just a bough.’ 
 
    ‘Like humans?’  Finn looked truly flummoxed. 
 
    ‘Well, weredogs celebrate on the twenty-fifth, instead of the twenty-first, like a lot of humans.  But they get just a little bit more enthusiastic about the decorations.’  I dug out some bean burgers and placed them on the grill, then pulled the three mice from my pocket. 
 
    ‘Were you three okay in there?’ I asked as I set them gently on the table. 
 
    ‘We were nice and warm,’ said Curly.  ‘And we didn’t fall asleep.’ 
 
    ‘It’s true,’ agreed Big Ears in a thoroughly unconvincing voice.  ‘We definitely didn’t fall asleep.  We heard all your interviews with the Crafty Ladies.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ Finn prompted.  ‘Anyone’s voice sound familiar?’ 
 
    ‘Gertrude,’ said Dumpling.  ‘She argues with Winnie on the phone all the time.  Sometimes she even comes into our house to argue some more with Winnie.  I mean, Winnie is a patient lady, but Gertrude really doesn’t make it easy.’ 
 
    ‘Her perfume was quite strong,’ I recalled.  ‘Was that what you smelled on the day Winnie was killed?’ 
 
    They conferred for a few seconds.  ‘We’re not sure,’ said Dumpling eventually.  ‘We think the scent in the kitchen might have been more of a stronger smell.  And maybe more manly.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’  I patted their heads, surprised at how soothing I found the act.  ‘Well, you’ve all worked really hard this morning, so you should try and relax for a while.  Finn and I just have to go upstairs to do some work while our lunch cooks.  Can I get you anything first?’ 
 
    They conferred for another few seconds, then Curly said, ‘That depends.  Have you got any mince pies?’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    After leaving an entire packet of mince pies on a plate for the mice, I pulled Finn from the room.  ‘Come on,’ I said as I grabbed his hand.  ‘I’ll show you the rest of the place before we get to work.’ 
 
    I led him through room after room, laughing at the look on his face.  He seemed equal parts delighted and horrified.  ‘How has that thing not collapsed under its own weight?’ he asked as he gaped at the tree.  ‘And how many presents are under there, anyway?  What did you do?  Rob the North Pole?’ 
 
    ‘Oh!’  I pulled my latest purchases from my bag.  ‘Help me wrap these, will you?  It’ll only take a second.’ 
 
    It did only take a second – for Finn, anyway.  He used magic to cut, fold and secure the wrapping paper, while I did it the human way and made an enormous mess in the process. 
 
    ‘You’re really into this whole thing, aren’t you?’ he asked as he placed his handiwork under the tree.  ‘Hey, I see a whole lot of pressies with Max’s name on them under here.  What have you got for Gabriel?  Y’know – your actual boyfriend.’ 
 
    I chewed on my lip.  ‘Well, um ... actually, I haven’t managed to find the right gift for Gabe just yet.  I was looking for his cologne so I could buy him a new bottle, but I have no idea what it’s called.  Anyway, I’m not sure I’ll bother now.’ 
 
    Finn’s face grew perplexed.  ‘What do you mean?  You keep going on about how in like you are with him.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.  Well.’  I pushed the final presents under the tree.  ‘Come on.  I have way more to show you.’ 
 
    His eyes lit up as we walked around the rest of the house.  There was tinsel around every mirror and picture.  We had fake reindeer, snowmen and Santas everywhere.  It was the most over-the-top display I had ever seen, and I had loved helping Max put it all together. 
 
    As we walked past the grotto at the top of the stairs and went on to view the snow globe collection on the shelf next to Max’s bedroom, Finn was looking as enchanted by it all as I was.  ‘There’s a little bear riding a train inside that snow globe!’ he said.  ‘And the train is full of presents!’ 
 
    ‘I know.  And look at that one.  It’s a whole Santa’s workshop.’ 
 
    ‘Wow.’  Finn grinned.  ‘So ... Lassie goes all out like this, too?’ 
 
    ‘All weredogs do.  Lassie’s flat is even better than this.  Me and Max are thinking of buying more decorations.  We want to put Santa’s sleigh up on the roof, or maybe a Santa climbing down the chimney.  Which do you think?’ 
 
    ‘Hey, why not both?’ he said with a manic giggle as he shook one snow globe and turned the clockwork mechanism on another.  Snow fell on a beautiful country mansion in one, while in the other, Santa’s reindeer began to fly through the sky, leaving a trail of glitter in their wake. 
 
    As much as we were enjoying playing with the snow globes, there was work to be done.  ‘The burgers will take another few minutes,’ I said.  ‘Should we get started?’ 
 
    He shook a snow globe one last time, and said, ‘I guess we’d better.  But y’know, I think I’d rather spend the holidays playing with toys than solving crimes.’ 
 
    ‘You and me both, Finn,’ I agreed as we walked into my bedroom.  ‘You and me both.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 10. Operation Long Leash 
 
    As much as I wanted to find Winnie’s killer, there was another mystery that was never far from my mind.  Sure, the ex-Minister was now in jail for drugging my father and imprisoning him against his will for twelve years, but she had done a lot more than that during her time in charge, and she hadn’t done it alone.  When I told Finn I felt guilty about lying to Candace, I had meant it.  But I wasn’t just lying to her.  When it came to Operation Long Leash, Finn and I were lying to everyone. 
 
    You might remember that Finn was a key player in one of my more recent pickles.  When Will Berry and I discovered the secret facility where Justine Plimpton had been keeping my father prisoner for years, Justine had called in the cavalry.  The cavalry being Finn, as many of his Peacemakers as he could take with him, and Justine’s own dodgy security team. 
 
    When Finn refused to kill Will and me, Justine had decided that she might as well kill Finn along with us.  Never mind that he was her nephew.  He was in her way, just like we were, and when you’re an evil megalomaniac witch like she is, then you don’t let anyone stand in the way of your messed-up plans. 
 
    We had no way out, except to bargain.  Will Berry promised to pay double the end-of-year bonus to any security guards who helped us arrest the former Minister.  But that wasn’t quite enough to get them to agree not to kill us.  We also had to promise not to make any arrests, other than Justine’s.  The deal had made me sick to my stomach at the time.  It was a promise made out of desperation, and it was one I had cursed every day since. 
 
    I wasn’t the only one who was seething about the unfairness.  Finn, too, had been annoyed as hell about having to let so many people away with almost-murder.  We both suspected that some of those employees knew my father was a prisoner, and that only made our bargain feel worse. 
 
    But we had given our word, and we decided to stick to it.  For now.  In the meantime, those security guards who had almost killed us, and everyone who had worked for the former Minister, was under close surveillance.  They didn’t know it, but their magic was being tracked, their calls were being monitored, and every move they made was on our radar. 
 
    If they parked their broom in the wrong place, we knew about it.  If they returned a library book late, we knew.  We knew what they ate for dinner and what time they went to bed.  We knew how often they went to the healer.  We also knew what rash cream one of them got when he went to the healer, and where he used it, but the less said about that, the better. 
 
    Inside my bedroom, I pulled open my wardrobe door, waved my hands and said, ‘Reveal the room beyond the room.’ 
 
    A small but well-appointed office appeared, and Finn and I sat at our desks, and checked our surveillance equipment.  Some of the equipment was borrowed Peacemaker technology.  Some had been bought second-hand or repurposed from Paul, a wizard who lived in my neighbourhood.  Paul’s fees were incredibly reasonable – a pound of Stinking Warlock cheese once a week, and he acquired or fixed anything we needed. 
 
    ‘Candace’s mother has a visiting pass to see Justine in the New Year’ said Finn.  ‘And she bought a goose and some cranberries today.  Oh my.  She did a Find spell too.  That was after calling her husband’s mobile twelve times.’ 
 
    ‘They don’t get on, do they?’ I said.  ‘I never once saw them together all that time I was looking for Candace.’ 
 
    Finn shrugged.  ‘They go to posh events from time to time, and they’re sometimes seen drinking in the Flying Club bar together.  But they’re definitely not a happy couple.’ 
 
    Given my brief interactions with Candace’s mother, I couldn’t imagine how anyone could be happy with her.  But for all I knew, she and her husband were as bad as each other.  I scrolled through the logs for Witchfield prison.  ‘Justine’s old secretary Barry has a visiting pass, too.  Interesting.  It’s for the same day as Candace’s mother.  A little tactical meeting, you reckon?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll make sure we get the visit recorded.  Sound and vision.  I don’t want to miss a thing.  But speaking of Barry, I haven’t had an update from Gretel yet.’ 
 
    I picked up my phone and checked it for messages.  ‘Me neither.  I hope her glamour holds up.’ 
 
    ‘It’ll hold up,’ Finn said with confidence.  ‘She’s been following him for days now, and he hasn’t noticed.’ 
 
    ‘True.  But he’s gone to the bank almost every day since she’s been on him, and we still don’t know what he’s up to.  I mean, five minutes precisely in the manager’s office each and every time?  And they have crazy-strong wards up on the door.  We need to figure out a way into that office.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry.  We’ll work on it.  And if she can keep on him and find out where he goes after the bank, that might be just as important.  Today could be the day we find out if he’s paying someone off.’ 
 
    I sighed.  ‘Let’s hope so.  Because all that the trackers we have on him have shown us is that he does hardly any magic, and he eats microwaved chicken by himself every single night.  Gretel really is our best hope on this.’ 
 
    She really was.  Gretel’s chameleon-like abilities blew me away every time I saw her in action.  She had gotten us some amazing information so far, which was why she was the only person, other than Finn and I, who knew the full scale of Operation Long Leash.  Paul, the cheese wizard, knew little other than the fact that we wanted the best tech he could find us.  As long as we kept him in Stinking Warlock from Dervla’s Deli, he kept quiet. 
 
    Obviously, Dizzy knew that I had a secret room within my room – seeing as he spent most of his time hanging upside down on my light fittings, it was hard to hide anything from him.  But he had the same attitude to secrets as Paul.  The only difference with Dizzy was that his payments were mango instead of cheese. 
 
    Max hadn’t yet stumbled upon the room, although I’d come close to telling him at least a dozen times.  I mean, it was Max!  He knew almost everything about me.  And he was livid that Candace’s mother had gotten away with barely a slap on the wrist.  But Finn reminded me (daily) that the reason Max was so angry was because he and my father had developed a close friendship.  If I told him, he might let something slip over one of their chess games, and I didn’t want to get my parents’ hopes up until I had something concrete.  Still, it was growing ever-more difficult to convince myself the end-game was all that mattered. 
 
    Finn peered closer at his screen, wiping his eyes.  ‘Not one vampire has visited my aunt in prison.  Whoever these Dark Team assassins are, they sure know how to keep their distance.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe that’s who Barry is paying with all the money he keeps taking out?’ I suggested. 
 
    ‘But if he is paying them,’ said Finn.  ‘Then that means that their work isn’t finished.  She could have them killing more people.’  He looked around the room and whispered.  ‘She could even have them following us.’ 
 
    ‘Nah.’  I shook my head.  ‘I have wards up against vampires.  Maybe she’s paying them on an instalment plan.’ 
 
    ‘Very funny,’ said Finn, deadpan.  ‘Come on.  Let’s get lunch and then we’ll head over to see Mrs Dove.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    When we walked down the stairs, Max was just coming home from doing his latest bout of Christmas shopping.  His arms were laden with bags, and his lips were blue with the cold. 
 
    ‘Oh, you poor thing,’ I said.  ‘You look so chilly.  Come and have some lunch.’ 
 
    He followed us into the kitchen, shivering.  ‘I left my hat, scarf and gloves in a shop.  I don’t know what shop because I’ve been to nearly every single one in Dublin City,’ he said.  ‘And on a totally unrelated note, do not look in my bags, because there’s no present for you in there.’ 
 
    My eyes strayed to the bags.  ‘Well, that hasn’t at all roused my curiosity,’ I said.  ‘So well done on that one, Max.  I am now going to pretend those bags do not exist, and concentrate on dishing up our lunch.’ 
 
    I had put four burgers on the grill, because I’m greedy, so there was more than enough food for us all.  I quickly put the burgers together, gave us one each and cut the fourth up into three pieces.  I then remembered how much junk food I’d eaten lately, and added some extra salad to each plate. 
 
    As we sat down to eat, Max asked (a tad too casually), ‘So, um ... what were the two of you doing upstairs?’ 
 
    I felt a guilty swell in my stomach, and pushed it down.  ‘I was showing Finn the snow globes upstairs,’ I said.  ‘He loves them, don’t you Finn?’ 
 
    ‘I’m kind of surprised by how much,’ Finn replied.  ‘And, um, Wanda was telling me that Lassie likes Christmas just as much as you do.  So ... would a snow globe be a good present for her, do you think?’ 
 
    I eyeballed Finn and smirked.  He’d already gotten Lassie a scarf set, now he was talking about snow globes?  The man had it bad. 
 
    ‘Definitely.’  Max nodded, picking up his burger.  ‘As far as Lassie is concerned, you can’t have too many snow globes.  Speaking of Lassie, you should go visit her, Wanda.  She’s got some big news.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 11.Lonesome Dove 
 
    Just as Finn and I were about to leave, we received simultaneous messages from the Wyrd Court. 
 
    Finn looked in disgust at the screen of his phone.  ‘Can you believe this?’ 
 
    I glanced at Max, who wasn’t doing a very good job of hiding his curiosity. 
 
    ‘A bunch of witch kids have just robbed an old weredog lady at wand-point,’ I said, reading from my screen.  ‘They’ve put her in hospital.  It’s okay, though.  Passers-by stepped in and held the kids until a Peacemaker could get there.  They’re all in the holding pen at the Wyrd Court already.’ 
 
    Max’s jaw began to saw.  ‘Well, it’s nothing new.  It’s happening all over.’ 
 
    Finn squeezed Max’s shoulder.  ‘It seems that way, but it’s not.  Witch on weredog crime has gone down by a lot in the last few weeks.  And thankfully, those remaining idiots who are still doing it are just as dumb as today’s bunch of kids – and idiots are easily caught.’  He turned to me.  ‘There’s still that pesky little problem of not having enough staff right now.  One of us will have to process them.  Do you want to take Mrs Dove or the kids?’ 
 
    I thought it over for all of three seconds.  Max might be an orphan, but I felt as angry as if they’d done this to his mother or granny.  ‘You’d better take the kids,’ I said.  ‘I’ll go talk to Mrs Dove.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    Mrs Dove lived on the posh side of Riddler’s Cove, in a long line of nearly-identical looking mansions.  As I rang the doorbell, I was sure I heard the sound of sobbing inside.  I stood there for quite a few minutes before the door was drawn open. 
 
    A short, stout woman with bobbed grey hair and red-rimmed eyes looked at me.  ‘You’re ... you’re Wanda Wayfair,’ she said in a shaky voice.  ‘Gertrude Fox phoned me to tell me you’d be coming.  I suppose you’re here to question me about Wi-Winnie!’  As she stuttered Winnie’s name, she broke out into a fresh fit of sobbing. 
 
    ‘Oh, Mrs Dove!’  I gave her a sympathetic look.  ‘I know how hard this is.  So far, everyone I’ve spoken to has told me Winnie was just about the nicest woman they had ever met.’ 
 
    Mrs Dove nodded miserably.  ‘Sh-she was.  She was my best friend.  My only friend.’  She looked hopefully at me.  ‘Would you like to come in for a cup of tea?’ 
 
    ‘I would love to,’ I told her, and followed her in. 
 
    I always felt perplexed when I walked into enormous houses.  Why would anyone want a house that would take hours to clean?  I knew from my own attempts at cleaning spells that they could be as taxing as simply doing the cleaning yourself.  But if you could afford a big house, you could probably afford to have someone clean it, too. 
 
    Mrs Dove certainly could, anyway – the place was spotless.  Just like in Winnie’s house, there were photos on every wall and shelf – but there was a lot more wall space, and therefore a lot more pictures, in Mrs Dove’s.  It made me feel slightly hemmed in.  Most of the pictures featured a handsome young man in wedding garb, with a smiling woman beside him.  There were others of the same couple, posing with children, and dozens of photos of the children on their own. 
 
    ‘My family,’ said Mrs Dove, following my eyes to the pictures.  ‘Not that you’d know it, the amount I see them.’ 
 
    She began to sob all over again as she led me into a huge kitchen.  Even though it was large, there was food on every surface.  For a moment I thought she just hadn’t had the chance to put her shopping away, but a quick glance at the glass-fronted cupboards showed me that they, too, were bursting with food. 
 
    ‘Getting ready for Winter Solstice,’ she said.  ‘I h-hoped that my son would bring his wife and children to mine for the occasion.  But it seems that all this food will just go to waste.  Take a seat.  Would you like some cake to go with your tea?  I have some mini chocolate yule logs.  Or some mince pies.  Oh, I have some of those big tins of biscuits, too.  The kids love those pink wafers.’ 
 
    ‘A pink wafer would be great, thanks,’ I said as she opened a tin and passed it my way.  ‘The Crafty Ladies told me how much you loved Winnie.  I imagine they missed you at their meeting today.’ 
 
    ‘Missed me!  I doubt it.  The only one of them who had any time for me was Winnie.  I don’t expect I’ll go back, now that she’s gone.  I don’t have any friends in that group, nor anywhere else.  Not a single one.  This is going to be the worst Winter Solstice ever.  My son said I could go to his.  To his!  After I’ve bought all this food!’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’  I nibbled on the biscuit.  ‘Maybe you could take some of the food over there?’ 
 
    She snorted.  ‘His wife wouldn’t like that.  She hates me, that woman.  Always has done, always will do.  Just like those horrible Crafty Ladies.  You’d think at this time of year people would make an effort, wouldn’t you?  But no one’s come to visit me.  You’re the first person who’s been to see me since Winnie died.  The first.  How do you like that?’ 
 
    I blinked, unsure of how to respond.  Her mood was making me feel a little uncomfortable, to say the least.  ‘I know how hard it must be,’ I said carefully.  ‘Of course, I do need to ask you a few questions.  About where you were when Winnie died.  It was yesterday afternoon, probably between twelve and two.’ 
 
    ‘Twelve and two.’  She turned pale.  ‘Yes, yes, that’s when it was.  I ... I don’t have an alibi, I’m afraid.  I was here all alone, you see.  As I said, Winnie was my only friend.  The only one who ever gave me the time of day.  Would you like another biscuit?  Please, take as many as you like.  No one else is going to eat them, so you might as well.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 12. Craving Constance 
 
      
 
    After my meeting with Mrs Dove, I could feel the Solstice spirit slipping away.  Luckily, I had three blind mice to cheer me up.  When we left the house, they poked their heads out of my pocket.  Dumpling whispered, ‘She was definitely there the day before Winnie was killed.  They had a big row in the kitchen.’ 
 
    ‘Wow.  Winnie certainly had a lot of rows in the days leading up to her death.  Weird, for such a popular woman.’ 
 
    ‘Well, she wasn’t rowing with Mrs Dove, exactly,’ Dumpling amended.  ‘It was more that Mrs Dove was arguing with Winnie, and Winnie was trying to calm her down.’ 
 
    ‘So what were they arguing about?’ 
 
    Dumpling disappeared back into my pocket.  I could hear him whispering to the other two for a few seconds before he poked his head up again.  ‘Mrs Dove came over to show Winnie the scarves and hats and things she’d knitted for Candace’s charity sale.  We were bored, so we fell asleep by the fire.  When we woke up, Mrs Dove was crying and screaming and saying that Winnie didn’t understand, that she had no idea what it was like to be alone at Winter Solstice.  She said it was all well and good for Winnie, because Winnie had lots of friends and family.  Then ... then ...’ 
 
    When Dumpling came to a halt, Curly peeped her head out and took up the story.  ‘That bit was confusing,’ she explained.  ‘We’re not really sure what happened.  They were both really agitated by then.  They were out of breath, and they were fighting over something.  That’s what we think, anyway, because Winnie kept saying, “I’m keeping it, I’m not letting you do this,” and Mrs Dove kept saying, “I’ll do what I like.  No one can stop me.  Give it back.”  And ... then we heard the back door slam, and Mrs Dove seemed to be gone.  Winnie came over and gave us a cuddle.  We asked her what happened, but she told us not to worry about it.  She said it was all done and dusted, and then she went and got us some milk.’ 
 
    I pulled my scarf tighter around me, mulling over it all.  Mrs Dove certainly had issues with her family, that much was clear.  Perhaps Winnie had tried to calm her down and things had gotten out of hand.  But what, I wondered, could they have been fighting over?  What was it that Mrs Dove wanted Winnie to give back to her? 
 
    The unfortunate thing was that, after only a short time in Mrs Dove’s company, I was feeling sapped.  If I was going to think this through properly – and especially if I was going to have to talk to her again – then I would need calories.  I pulled an energy bar from my bag, and walked along, sharing it with the mice. 
 
    Whatever about stirring my brain into action, the food was certainly cheering me up.  Although I think that the walk into the centre of town might have had something to do with that, too.  Witches’ decorations were so much more low-key than mine and Max’s, but they were just as pretty in their own way.  Solas spells lit up the shrubbery all along my path, and natural wreaths decorated doorways.  The sight of all that light and greenery on such a cold, dark day was making me feel happier with every step I took. 
 
    When I reached the market, I could hear carol singers and smell mulled wine, and the Solstice spirit took an even deeper hold.  I weaved my way through the stalls, picking up little presents for my family and friends along the way.  At one stall, I spied a book called Craving Constance: Interlude with the Werewolf. 
 
    As I picked it up, the stallholder, a man of my father’s age, gave me a cheeky wink.  I turned it over to the back, and began to read it to myself: 
 
      
 
    When Constance goes to the Lupine Forest, she’s there with one task in mind – to free the leader of the pack from his werewolf curse so that he can marry the human he loves.  But the longer Constance spends with Luca, the more she begins to wonder: is this poor human the right person for Luca, after all, or would Constance herself be a much better match?  Because whenever Luca looks at Constance with those big yellow eyes, she’s sure that he can give her exactly what she wants.  And she doesn’t mind if he’s in his wolf form when he gives it to her. 
 
      
 
    Blushing redder than a tomato, I dropped the book and rushed away.  I could hear the stall holder laughing as I went.  I should have bought the book, that’s what I should have done.  I should have been just as confident as Craving Constance. 
 
    When I arrived at Lassie’s stall, there was a long queue to buy her jewellery, and I worried about how she was going to cope.  It seemed she had some surprising assistance, though.  Agatha, the Acting Minister for Magical Law, was serving customers like she’d been doing it all her life. 
 
    I couldn’t disguise my shock as I squeezed my way behind the stall. 
 
    ‘I was going to ask you if you needed a helper,’ I said as Lassie gave me a brief but warm hug.  ‘I think you might be sorted in that department, though.’ 
 
    Agatha and Lassie shared a conspiratorial grin, before Agatha looked at me.  ‘I’ve really enjoyed working with Lassie, but I have to be on my way for now,’ she said, her silver-grey eyes twinkling.  ‘But I’ve arranged another interview for you with Justine this evening, Wanda.  I thought I’d send you at visiting time.’ 
 
    I groaned.  ‘Yay.  I love going to Witchfield over and over again, only to be told nothing of use.’ 
 
    Agatha laughed.  ‘I know it’s a slog, trying to get information out of that woman.  That’s why your mother is going with you this evening.  Because you know as well as I do – you and your mother annoy her more than anyone in the world.  So the two of you together ...’ 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile.  ‘You are a clever woman, Agatha.’ 
 
    She hugged me, and then clicked her fingers and disappeared.  As soon as she was gone, I turned to Lassie.  ‘I don’t suppose you’re going to tell me what secrets the two of you have brewing.’ 
 
    ‘Not just yet.’  She shot me a wicked grin.  ‘But if you help me get through the rest of this crowd, then I might buy you a coffee to say thanks.’ 
 
    All of the jewellery was priced, so it was easy enough to serve the customers.  It was quite enjoyable too, mainly because everyone was so enthusiastic about their purchases – gushing about how lovely it all was and declaring that they couldn’t believe the reasonable prices.  It didn’t surprise me that Lassie’s stall was becoming so popular.  Before long she would have a fancy shop, I was sure of it.  A shop that all the most fashionable witches would flock to, and pretend that they’d loved her jewellery even before she was famous. 
 
    After a half an hour, there was no more stock left to sell.  We quickly tidied up the stall and headed over to Caulfield’s Cakes.  As we were walking in, I spied a family seated just inside the door.  ‘Will you order for us?’ I whispered to Lassie.  ‘And I’ll come and join you in a sec.  I just want to speak with these people.’ 
 
    She made her way to the counter, and I approached the table.  ‘Mark Dove?’ I asked.  ‘I hope you don’t mind me coming over.  I recognised you from some photos in your mother’s house.’ 
 
    He gave me the once-over.  ‘You’re Wanda Wayfair, aren’t you?  I’ve seen you on the news.  What has my mother done now?  Pretended to burn the house down again?  Maybe a fake flood in her kitchen?’  He shook his head.  ‘Y’know what, I don’t even care what she’s done this time.  I don’t have any more energy for her nonsense.’ 
 
    I glanced at his wife and children.  ‘Maybe we could speak on our own, Mark?’ 
 
    With a sigh, he heaved himself out of his seat.  ‘Fine.  But I’m telling you, no matter what she’s said has happened, it’s a lie.  She’s an attention seeker.  Always has been.  Always will be.’ 
 
    He followed me outside the shop, and I moved closer to him.  ‘Your mother hasn’t done anything, Mark.  Her best friend has been murdered.  I just wondered if you knew about it.  I think she’s feeling a bit down about the whole thing.’ 
 
    He held his head in his hands.  ‘Friend?  According to her, she doesn’t have any.  Look, I’m sorry for her, but I’m not going round there.  I told her she could come to ours for the holiday and she flat-out refused.  It must have been three months ago when I invited her, but she went ahead and bought a load of food anyway to try and guilt me into changing my plans.  That’s the kind of thing she does.  We’ve gone to hers every single Winter Solstice since the twins were born.  And every year, all she does is complain.  I mean, we’re all sitting right in front of her, and all she does is moan that she never sees us.  She’s just ... look, I can’t explain it, all right.  I love my mother.  But she’s ... difficult.’  He paused.  ‘So who was it who died?’ 
 
    ‘Winnie Wywood.  Did you know her?’ 
 
    His face turned pale.  ‘Not Winnie!  That poor woman.  She was actually murdered?  I mean, are you sure?  Why on earth would anyone want to murder Winnie?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I’m trying to find out.  So ... you didn’t know she was your mother’s best friend?’ 
 
    Mark shrugged.  ‘I’ve seen her over at Mam’s quite a bit, I suppose.  But my mother is always so insistent that she has no friends at all, so I certainly didn’t know she thought of Winnie as her best friend.  I do go and visit my mother, y’know, despite what she says.  It’s just never enough for her.  I fix imaginary leaks.  I repair brooms that have nothing wrong with them whatsoever.  I go to dinner there every Sunday, even though she upsets my kids with her constant complaining.  I mean, take this week for example.  The kids were in the Winter Solstice play at school.  She was the first person they invited, and you know what she said when they brought her ticket over?  She said she wasn’t coming because she could tell they didn’t really want her there.  I’ve just ... I’ve had enough of her negativity.  I’m sorry about Winnie.  I really am.  But even if I go over there, my mother won’t thank me for it.  She never does.’ 
 
    I felt bad for ever speaking to him at all.  The truth of his relationship with his mother shouldn’t have surprised me in the slightest.  But even if Mrs Dove’s sadness was all of her own making, it was still real to her.  No matter how drained she had made me feel, I pitied the woman. 
 
    ‘Thanks for speaking with me, Mark.  The last thing I wanted was to upset you.  I’ll let you get back to your family now.  Oh, and Merry Solstice!’ 
 
    ‘Merry Solstice, Wanda.’  He gave me a sad smile.  ‘I hope you find Winnie’s killer.  That woman really was a breath of fresh air.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    When I went to join Lassie, she was waiting with coffee and mince pies. 
 
    ‘Vegan mince pies!’ she said with a triumphant grin.  ‘This place does better food than the weredog cafes.’ 
 
    I spied Emily behind the counter, and gave her a little wave.  ‘It does,’ I agreed.  ‘So tell me, what were you and Agatha up to?’ 
 
    She laughed and shook her head.  ‘You never give up, do you?  Listen, it’s a secret.  And the thing about secrets is that you’re not supposed to tell people what they are.  No matter how much you might want to scream it from the rooftops.  But all will be revealed very soon.  At Christmas, to be precise.’ 
 
    ‘Christmas?  Not Solstice?’  There was a clue there.  ‘So this must be a weredog-related secret, then?  One that Agatha is in on?  Hmm.  And you’re sure you wouldn’t feel better if you talked to someone about it?  Me, for example.’ 
 
    Lassie laughed and patted her nose.  ‘I’m not saying another word, Wanda.  Now be quiet and eat your mince pie like a good girl.’ 
 
    I did as I was told, and I was rewarded for my good behaviour, because the pie tasted amazing.  There was a little jug of coconut cream, and as I poured it over the top, it looked as white as snow.  Yum.  By the end of Solstice I was going to be ninety-nine percent pastry.  I broke some pieces off for the mice, hoping to bring that percentage down.  ‘Hey, Max said you had some news to share.’ 
 
    Her eyes grew round.  ‘That cousin of mine couldn’t keep a thing from you if he was paid a million quid.  Wanda, I’m sorry, but Max was obviously talking about the thing that I absolutely can’t tell you.  Even he’s not supposed to know.  The only reason he does is because he overheard me and Agatha talking.  He shouldn’t have repeated it to you.  I just ... me and Agatha want it to be a big surprise for everyone.  It’s ... a delicate matter.  We just want to do it, before anyone can come up with some stupid reason to stop us.’ 
 
    ‘Even though you’re making this sound more intriguing by the minute, I promise that I won’t ask anymore,’ I said.  But I would think about it – a lot.  ‘Oh, I wanted to pick your brains about something.  I’ve gotten Max a few things now, but I just don’t think I’ve found him the right big present.  Y’know?  I’ve gotten him some winter woollies, some scary movies, some books I know he wants to read, and a big comfy cardigan that looks like his sort of thing.  What did you get him?’ 
 
    ‘Same kind of stuff.  I mean, it’s Max.  He’s delighted by the smallest things, isn’t he?  He’ll love whatever you get him, Wanda.  I wouldn’t worry about it.’ 
 
    I started on mince pie number two (Lassie knew me so well).  ‘Yeah.  I guess.  So ... you sure you don’t want to tell me the secret?’ 
 
    She threw a napkin at me.  ‘No!  Stop asking!  Oh, and don’t ask Max about it either.  Because we both know he’ll tell you the second you flutter your lashes.  You two are just as deluded as each other.’ 
 
    I almost choked on the food in my mouth.  ‘What?  Give over.  I don’t flutter my lashes at Max.  And we have nothing to be deluded about.’ 
 
    Lassie took a sip of her coffee.  ‘Your face!’ she said over the rim of her cup.  ‘I’m only kidding.  I mean, come on – why would you fancy Max when you’ve got Gabriel Godbody?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 13. Back on Unsolid Ground 
 
      
 
    Witchfield Prison wasn’t just the biggest supernatural prison in the world – it was also the most secure.  The only breakout in living history had been a fake one, carried out by some of its own (long since fired) staff members.  One of the many reasons it was so difficult to escape from Witchfield was that no one quite knew where Witchfield was.  Its placement shifted regularly, and there were a painful amount of steps involved in even going for a visit.  The coordinates changed so often that you couldn’t simply snap your fingers and travel there.  Often, the travelling part took more than a dozen finger-clicks – and that was just to get as far as the front gates. 
 
    Once you were there, you didn’t exactly get to take a breather.  Because the prison was constantly shifting from one place to another, nausea tended to hit you like a wave as soon as you arrived.  I had taken to popping sea-sickness pills every time I had to visit a prisoner.  My mother had been visiting the prison for many more years than me, so a sip of water was usually enough to settle her stomach.  Although to be honest, I wasn’t sure that I wanted to be coming to this place for so many years that the nausea stopped affecting me. 
 
    There were new guards hired since my first visit to Witchfield, and these ones were far friendlier.  But whilst the guards no longer tried to clasp power-suppressing shackles around my wrists, the prisoners themselves weren’t quite so pleased to see me.  That might have had something to do with the fact that I put a lot of them in there. 
 
    As we walked into the visitors’ room, hundreds of angry faces looked our way. 
 
    ‘Oh look, it’s Wanda Wayfair, the baddest witch in all the world.  Come on over here, Wanda.  I double dare you.  I’ll show you just how bad I can be!’ 
 
    The taunt had come from Johnny Goode, a witch who sold illegal potions – including love potions – to humans.  Since Minister Plimpton was ousted, I’d finally had the chance to question him on who his supplier was.  Unsurprisingly, he hadn’t been forthcoming with a name. 
 
    ‘Oh, I know you’re bad, Johnny Goode,’ I said with a sweet smile.  ‘That’s why I put you in Witchfield.  And it’s also why you’re going to be here for a very long time.’  I took a quick look at his visitor.  If I wasn’t mistaken, the woman was a vampire – a vampire who was about ten times more attractive than he was, and who was holding his hand and looking lovingly at his tanned face.  Reminder to self: have someone run a blood test on that vampire, because she had to be imbibing a love potion in order to look at Johnny that way. 
 
    ‘He still has his fake tan done!’ I hissed to my mother as we walked past.  ‘They’re allowed glamour spells in here?’ 
 
    ‘There are certain rewards for good behaviour,’ my mother said with a grimace.  ‘You know what they say – reward the good, ignore the bad.’ 
 
    ‘Look, I’m all for humane treatment and rehabilitation.  But if Johnny Goode is on his best behaviour, he has a reason – and it’s not a good one.  I’m going to ask Finn to tell the guards to keep a closer eye on him.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like a sensible move,’ my mother agreed.  ‘Look – there’s our favourite person now.’ 
 
    We both watched as the ex-Minister was led in, magic-suppressing cuffs secured tightly to her wrists.  Criminals were disempowered whilst in Witchfield anyway – there were about a thousand different spells and devices keeping magic under tight control – but with the worst criminals, you could never take too many precautions.  Hence the cuffs. 
 
    Unlike Johnny Goode, Justine wasn’t receiving any rewards for good behaviour.  Her skin was drawn, her eyes red-rimmed, and her hair was bright and blonde.  No, you didn’t read that wrong.  Usually, Justine’s hair was a mousey colour.  I thought it was natural when I first saw it, but seeing as it was now the same shade of straw-blonde as her (equally horrible) sister’s, I’d begun to realise that the mousey shade had been a glamour.  My best guess was that she thought it gave her a more sombre look while she was playing at being a politician. 
 
    As her guards led her to a table, my mother and I took our seats. 
 
    ‘They don’t need to keep me in a cell to punish me,’ said Justine.  ‘They just need to stick me in a room with the two of you.  That’s about the worst punishment in the world.’ 
 
    ‘Happy to see you, too.’  I beamed.  ‘I’m not sure if you’re aware of the days passing by, but it’s Winter Solstice tomorrow.  How will you be celebrating?’ 
 
    She replied with a glower. 
 
    ‘Oh.  It’s like that, is it?’ I went on.  ‘You poor, poor thing.  I hear they’re not even letting you out to see the bonfire in the exercise yard.  It’s almost as if they’re treating you like some sort of criminal.’ 
 
    She gritted her teeth and looked at the ceiling. 
 
    ‘You know,’ said my mother.  ‘If you really do hate these visits so much, there’s a good way to stop them.  You know what we want, Justine.’ 
 
    She looked down at her chipped fingernails.  ‘How’s Aengus?’ 
 
    Oh dear goddess, she did not just ask that.  I glanced at my mother, and saw that her lips were trembling. 
 
    ‘How dare you ask about my husband,’ she said.  ‘You kept him against his will, forced him to believe he was your husband.  You are, without a doubt, the most pathetic piece of excrement I have ever had the displeasure to know.  But let’s lay your many failings aside for now.  You know as well as I do that things have changed.  Agatha is in charge of your old department now.  A Wayfair.  And a Wayfair is always fair.  Which means that when I tell you I have her blessing to make a deal with you, you can believe it.  We know you used the Dark Team to help you kidnap my husband and carry out your assassinations.  Tell us who they are and how to find them, and we’ll have you moved to a nicer cell.  One where the mattress is more than an inch thick.’ 
 
    Justine sighed.  ‘You’re making the wrong offer.  Bring Aengus in to see me.  Give me some time alone with him.  Then I might consider speaking.’ 
 
    As my mother went to stand up, I put a hand to her arm, pulling her back into her seat.  I couldn’t blame her for wanting to swing at the ex-Minister, but it wasn’t going to get us anywhere.  We were supposed to be the ones infuriating her, not the other way around. 
 
    ‘My father’s a bit too busy to come and visit you, I’m afraid.  Busy enjoying the holiday season with his beautiful wife, the woman he actually chose to marry.  Busy being part of a family again.  Busy loving, and being loved.’ 
 
    I couldn’t be sure, but I could have sworn I saw a tear forming in Justine’s eyes.  ‘I loved him.  Everything I did, I did for love.  I still love him.  I always will.’ 
 
    Before my mother could respond, I sat forward.  ‘Sure.  I always like to make a profit out of the people I love.  Force them to make brooms for my factory so I can sell them at a premium.  Justine, you don’t know what love is.  But you do know all about self-preservation.  So take our offer.  Let us make things easier on you.  Bigger cell.  Nicer mattress.  Better food.  All you have to do is give us some names.  Tell us what we want to know.  Tell us who the Dark Team are.’ 
 
    She looked down at her nails again.  ‘I do love Aengus.  And he loves me.’ 
 
    Just as I was withholding an almighty scream, a loud crash came from the other side of the room.  We looked over, and my mouth hung open. 
 
    Will Berry was in the visitors’ room, too.  He probably had been sitting across the table from his father, before his father stood up and threw a chair at him.  Will took the attack in his stride, righting the chair, and sitting down across from his father once again. 
 
    ‘Interesting interaction, isn’t it?’ said Justine with a smirk.  ‘Kilian Berry, turning on his very own son.  Now why, I wonder, would he go and do a thing like that?’ 
 
    I pushed down my curiosity, and met her eyes.  ‘We’re not here to talk about the Berrys, Justine.  We’re here to talk about the Dark Team.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’m not going to tell you anything about the Dark Team.’  The smirk spread right across her face.  ‘But you’ll quite likely get to know them all on a one-to-one level very soon, Wanda.  Before they kill you.’ 
 
    My mother glared at Justine.  ‘Are you threatening my daughter?  It’s extra time for threatening the law, as you well know.’ 
 
    She met my mother’s glare with her widest smirk yet.  ‘I’m threatening no one, Beatrice.  I’m merely stating the facts as I believe them.  Up until the wonderful Wanda discovered Facility B and had me thrown in here, Kilian Berry and I had a deal.  I was going to get his conviction overturned.  I was going to set him free.  But now that I’m in here, that can no longer happen.  And it looks like Kilian is very angry about the change of plans.  If he’s angry enough to throw a chair at his own beloved son and heir, what do you think he’s going to do to you, Wanda?’ 
 
    My mother took my hand in hers and narrowed her eyes.  ‘He’s not going to do anything, Justine.  Because just like you, he’s stuck in Witchfield.  But you know what?  I don’t believe your little story, anyway.  Kilian Berry was a mass murderer.  There’s no technicality that can overturn that.’ 
 
    ‘Sure there is.  He was apprehended by a bunch of Wayfairs who hadn’t declared themselves Wayfairs.  Gabriel Godbody, Agatha Oster, Ronnie Plimpton ... the list goes on.  They were all working secretly for you at the time.  None of them had been approved by my department.  Therefore, none of them had the right to make an arrest.’ 
 
    ‘They were overseen by me and Christine,’ my mother said.  ‘We have the power to deputise anyone we want in case of an emergency.’ 
 
    ‘You do, that’s true.  But afterwards you need to file quite a lot of reports on the matter.  And unfortunately, no such reports were ever filed.’ 
 
    ‘They were filed,’ my mother growled.  ‘You know full well that they were filed.  We handed them to you.’ 
 
    Justine shrugged.  ‘Funny, I have no recollection of that.  But there’s no point getting yourself all overheated about it, Beatrice.  Kilian’s release isn’t going to happen anymore, because I’m in here.  Which is why he’s so very, very angry with your little Wanda.  So angry that he might just call in the Dark Team.’  She sat forward, her eyes on mine.  ‘You’re stacking the enemies up faster than you can count, Wanda.  If I were you, I’d be on my guard.’ 
 
    A bell sounded throughout the room, and she sat back again.  ‘Oh, would you look at that?  Visiting time is over.  Well, wish Aengus a Merry Solstice from me, Beatrice.  And while you’re at it, tell him that I think of our many years together as often as I can.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    When we left Witchfield, my mother came back to Westerly Crescent with me.  She said she wanted to look at the Christmas decorations, but I think she just needed to clear her head before she went home.  As soon as we appeared in the hallway, Dizzy flew into my arms.  ‘The mice are crying,’ he said worriedly.  ‘I don’t know what to do.’ 
 
    I rushed into the living room, where the mice were curled up on the couch, looking miserable.  I’d dropped them off home before I went to the prison, thinking that they could do with a rest.  Now I wished I’d kept them in my pocket. 
 
    ‘What’s the matter?’ I asked, gathering them into my arms.  ‘I mean, other than the obvious.’ 
 
    Curly sniffled.  ‘We’re just upset with ourselves.  We’re letting Winnie down.  What’s the point of a Wayfarer who dead witches’ familiars are drawn to, if those familiars can’t even help her solve the murder?’ 
 
    Oh dear.  I would need to choose my words very carefully.  I settled them back on the couch.  ‘Out of all the familiars who’ve come to me when their witch was killed,’ I said, ‘not a single one could tell me who the murderer was.  But guess what?  All of those familiars did help me track down who killed their witch.  And all of those murderers are in Witchfield now, thanks to them.  Just like Winnie’s murderer will be, thanks to all of you.’ 
 
    ‘It’s true.’  Dizzy nodded.  ‘I actively went out of my way not to tell Wanda who murdered Harry Berry, because I was afraid she’d get hurt by Kilian.  But she found him anyway.  And no one got hurt.  Well, except all those witches Kilian Berry murdered.  But still.  I know that Wanda can seem like she has her mind on nothing but where her next slice of apple tart is coming from, but trust me – she has her ways.  You might not think you’re being very helpful, but everything you’ve told her matters.  She’ll piece it together.  You’ll see.’ 
 
    Curly looked a little mollified, but Big Ears and Dumpling still seemed unconvinced. 
 
    ‘Tell you what,’ said Dizzy.  ‘How about I share some of my mango with you?  Nothing like a dose of fructose to get the old grey cells running.  Then the four of us can brainstorm, and see if there’s anything else that you can remember about the murder.’ 
 
    He flew into the kitchen and the mice followed, sniffing their way behind him.  His fruity smell really must be strong, because they didn’t bump into a single thing along the way.  Once I was satisfied that they were all okay, I sat down with my mother. 
 
    I could see her smiling at the Christmas tree.  ‘I like the star on top,’ she said.  ‘Are there presents in all of those boxes or are some of them just empty boxes wrapped up?’ 
 
    ‘Presents in every single one,’ I said.  ‘See that pink one?  That’s one of yours.  But you’ll have to wait till tomorrow night to open it.’  I sighed, thinking of all the presents that had been wrapped on Winnie’s table.  She’d never get to see her daughter or her grandchildren open a single one.  ‘Has Christine been keeping you up to date on the Winnie Wywood case?’ 
 
    ‘She has.’  My mother frowned.  ‘She hasn’t found anything in her scrying bowls, though.  I wish I could spend more time helping, but I’m afraid to leave your dad on his own for too long.  He’s not coping as well as he pretends.  His sessions aren’t helping at all.  Whoever this Dark Team might be, they’re extremely good at what they do.  I don’t think a healer is going to be able to crack the memory of the day he was kidnapped.  I think we need to get someone with a better knowledge of vampires on the job.  I was thinking about your Gabriel.  He helped Melissa when she was trying to cope with her own dark powers.  I know this is a different situation, but maybe he could help.’ 
 
    I shrank back on the couch.  Gabriel had vampire ancestry, and although he had no telepathic or hypnotic skills himself, he was an expert in how to test for, and how to deal with, those kind of vampire influences.  I wasn’t sure if his expertise stretched quite as far as my father would need, but even if it did, the thought made me uncomfortable.  Anyone who could speak to Max the way Gabriel had the night before wasn’t someone I wanted fishing around in my father’s brain. 
 
    ‘Maybe not Gabriel,’ I said.  ‘Y’know, Melissa’s power is really strong.  She resisted being compelled at the Everest Climb.  And she took some of my memories away and gave them back.  Maybe she could help Dad.’ 
 
    My mother’s face lit up, and then fell again.  ‘She could, if she had a minute to herself.  Do you know where she is right now?  Organising Mr Rundt’s wardrobe, that’s where.  After which she’ll be doing his end of year expenses.  She came out the top of her class, Wanda.  She deserves so much better than this.’ 
 
    I was about to agree wholeheartedly, when I heard a key turn in the front door.  ‘That’ll be Max.’ 
 
    ‘Wanda!’ Max called out.  ‘You home?  I brought Indian food.’ 
 
    My eyes widened and I began to salivate.  ‘I love you!’ I called out.  ‘Did I ever tell you that?  Hey, my mam is here too.  Is there enough to go round?’ 
 
    He poked his head around the living room door and smiled at my mother.  ‘Hi, Beatrice.  Of course there’s enough.  I always get way more than we need.  On account of Wanda thinking she can cram in way more rice and samosas than she actually can.  I’ll dish up and then I’ll bring it in here.’ 
 
    As he trundled off to the kitchen, my mother nudged me.  ‘Your father likes him.  A lot.  To be honest, I don’t think he would have settled back in at all if it wasn’t for all the time Max spends with him.  He loves their chess games.’ 
 
    ‘So does Max.’  I smiled and stood up.  ‘I’ll go pour the drinks.  Wine, beer, juice or water?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll have wine.  Just a small one, though.   Don’t want to go home drunk to your poor father!’ 
 
    Just as I’d begun to pour, my phone began to buzz.  I glanced at my screen and read the message that Finn had just sent me: 
 
      
 
    Mr Godbody’s Gamekeeper has just got in touch.  Says he forgot to mention something important when I questioned him last night.  He says he saw Mrs Dove leaving Winnie’s house on the day of the murder! 
 
      
 
    I looked down at the curry that Max was spooning onto plates, and almost cried.  ‘I have to go,’ I said, ignoring the rumble in my stomach.  ‘Much as I want to stuff my face with spicy potatoes, I’ve got to help question a witness.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    As I sat across from Alf Owens, the gamekeeper of Gabriel Godbody the Twentieth, I found myself wondering what century – and what country – I was in.  He had the mannerisms of a gamekeeper from an English country house in the 1920s, right down to his accent.  He only looked about thirty, and he was wearing a flat cap, neat shirt beneath a waistcoat, and a pair of clean wellies (maybe they were his special occasion ones?).  And to complete the picture, he had a pipe sticking out of his breast pocket. 
 
    ‘So you just forgot that you’d seen Mrs Dove running away from Winnie’s house looking upset.  Quite a thing to forget,’ said Finn. 
 
    Alf shook his head.  ‘Not really.  See, Mrs Dove visited Winnie a lot.  And she usually looked upset when she was leaving.  A bit highly strung, that one.  When you came to my smoking shed you asked me if I’d seen anything unusual, and I said I hadn’t.  Because I hadn’t.  Like I say, Mrs Dove is there all the time, and always having a fit over something or other by the time she leaves.’ 
 
    I pushed a cup of tea across to him – extremely strong, with two sugars, as per his request.  ‘But like Finn said, you totally forgot to mention this when he interviewed you in your smoking shed.  So if this happened all the time, then what makes you so sure, now, that it was definitely the day of the murder?  And what put it into your head all of a sudden?’ 
 
    He slurped his tea and shrugged.  ‘I were capturing a dove for Mr Godbody’s supper, so I were, when it come back to me.  The way the thing wriggled, all upset like, afore I broke its neck.  And you asked how I know it were on the day of the murder?  I know, because a few minutes afore Mrs Dove run out, I heard Winnie scream.’ 
 
    I looked at Finn.  I had to.  I had to know that I wasn’t the only one who found Alf Owens just as odd as his boss.  Judging by his expression, I wasn’t alone. 
 
    ‘You never mentioned a scream when I spoke to you before, Mr Owens,’ said Finn through clenched teeth. 
 
    ‘Mentioning it now, aren’t I?  Listen, can I get off?  Mr Godbody wants a goose for his Solstice supper, and I haven’t even strangled one yet let alone plucked the thing.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    ‘So what do we do?’ Finn asked.  We were standing on the steps of the Wyrd Court, watching Alf Owens ride his broom away.  It was a wizard broom, and he clearly had it set to hyper-speed, because he was out of sight in a second. 
 
    ‘We go and question Mrs Dove, I guess.’ 
 
    Finn groaned.  ‘It’s six o’clock in the morning and we’ve been up all night.  This is not how I thought I’d be spending the morning of Solstice.  We’re going to be knackered by the time the bonfire starts this evening.  We’ll probably fall asleep at the ball.’ 
 
    ‘Oh well, look on the bright side.  Everyone will be wearing the exact same golden robes tonight, and they’ll all have masks on.  No one will be able to tell that it’s you who’s fallen asleep by the canapés and me who’s snoozing by the punch.’ 
 
    He laughed tiredly.  ‘Nothing’s going to get you down right now, is it?  I bet if you were human you’d even believe in Santa.’ 
 
    ‘I might not be human, but duh on believing in Santa Clause.  He’s totally real,’ I told him.  ‘I mean, why wouldn’t a witch believe in Santa?  He might even be a witch.  Just one who’s gotten sick of the rest of us and is actually doing something useful with his magic.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, Little Miss Holiday Spirit.  Well, where do you think we’ll find her?  Still at home?  Or maybe she’s come to her senses and gone to spend the holiday with her son?’ 
 
    With a sad sigh, I said, ‘She’ll be at home.  I’d like to think otherwise, but–’  I broke off as my phone began to ring.  A look at the screen told me it was Max.  ‘Gotta take this, Finn.  I’ll just be a sec.’ 
 
    ‘Hey Wanda,’ Max said when I answered.  ‘Listen, I just wanted to let you know that I’ve got to pop into the Water Bowl before I head to Wayfarers’ Rest.  Lady’s got a cold, and Rover’s away, so I’m going to take care of the morning tofu delivery.  I’m going to bring her some of that Pick me Up potion and do her morning shift, too.’  He shivered.  ‘But Emily Caulfield said she’ll come collect me from the Water Bowl later on, and then take me to Riddler’s Cove, so you don’t need to worry about how I’m going to get there.  Of course, I might well freeze first on my way to the Water Bowl and never make it to Wayfarers’ Rest at all.’ 
 
    ‘You haven’t found your winter woollies?’ 
 
    ‘No.  I thought I had some others lying around, but Wolfie’s gone and chewed through them all.  I em ... I tried on a couple of your hats and gloves, but it turns out your head and hands are a lot smaller than mine.  And your scarves all stink of perfume.  Anyway, don’t worry about me.  I’ll see you later.’ 
 
    ‘Wait, Max!  Look, I know you want to open all your presents on Christmas, but it is Solstice morning, and Solstice is when witches give gifts.  So open the one with the purple wrapping paper before you go.  I think you’ll find something to keep you warm inside.’ 
 
    I listened while he ran to the tree and ripped open the paper.  A moment later, he said, ‘I love you, Wanda.’ 
 
    ‘Love you too, Maxie.  See you at dinner this evening.’ 
 
    As I hung up, Finn was busy rolling his eyes.  ‘You two.  I swear you’re joined at the hip.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, well at least I know how to tell a weredog I love him.  Spoken to Lassie lately?’ 
 
    He pursed his lips.  ‘I suppose I deserved that.  Come on.  Let’s get to Mrs Dove’s.  Maybe she’ll make us some coffee while we’re accusing her of murder.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 14. When Doves Cry 
 
      
 
      
 
    Once again, Mrs Dove took a long time to open her door.  And once again, when she finally opened it, she was crying. 
 
    ‘Wanda!’  She gave me a wild-eyed smile.  ‘And here was me thinking no one would come to visit me for Solstice.  My son and his family will be having a lovely day together, no doubt.  They’ll eat their dinner together this evening, then go off to the bonfire without me.’ 
 
    I tried to look sympathetic, but right now I wasn’t sure whether I was looking at a murderer, or a woman who just felt sorry for herself.  ‘Mrs Dove, can we come in?  We need to ask you a few questions.’ 
 
    She stepped back and opened the door wide.  ‘Of course, of course.  I’ll make you some tea.  Or mulled wine.  That’s more fitting.  I’ll make you mulled wine.’ 
 
    As we followed her to the kitchen, Finn said, ‘No wine for us, Mrs Dove.  It’s a bit early.  Maybe some coffee?’ 
 
    ‘Of course!’  She rushed off to the coffee pot.  ‘I have some made already.  I’ve been up all night, waiting for my son to call.  I’ve lost count of how many cups I’ve had to drink.’ 
 
    While she was turned away, I prodded Finn in the arm and hissed, ‘I thought you were joking about the coffee!  We could be about to arrest this woman and you ask her to make us coffee!’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, well, I can’t keep my eyes open right now.  And if she is a murderer, then I’m sure not going to feel sorry for her.’ 
 
    She poured our drinks with a shaky hand, then grabbed a box of tissues and joined us at the table. 
 
    ‘Listen to you two, whispering together like the best of friends,’ she said as she wiped her eyes.  ‘I wish I had someone I could whisper with.’ 
 
    As Finn took a sip of his coffee, his face contorted.  ‘This is strong enough to wake the dead!’ he gasped, before finishing it in a few big gulps and pushing the cup away.  ‘Look, it’s Solstice, like you say, so we’ll just get to the point.  Mrs Dove, a witness saw you leaving Winnie’s house on the day of the murder.  Were you there?’ 
 
    She blew her nose before answering.  ‘Yes.  Yes I was there.  I’m sorry that I lied to you, Wanda.  I just ... I had to speak to Winnie about something.  She had taken something of mine the day before, and I wanted it back.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, we’ve heard that you were arguing about something in the days before her death,’ I said.  ‘What was it, Mrs Dove?  What did you want back?’ 
 
    She blew her nose again.  ‘It doesn’t matter now.  That’s all over.  I’d rather just forget about it.’  She stood up and pointed at the door.  ‘Can you leave now, please?  I don’t want to speak with you people anymore.’ 
 
    ‘What is it with you Crafty Ladies?’  Finn cocked a brow.  ‘You seem to think you can dictate whether you will or won’t cooperate.  It doesn’t work like that, Mrs Dove.’ 
 
    She began to tear her tissue into countless tiny pieces, letting it fall all over the floor, while she glared at Finn.  ‘Well, I’m not surprised to hear you say that.  Peacemakers are bullies.  Everyone knows that.’ 
 
    Finn looked on the verge of exploding, so I put a hand to his arm and sat forward.  ‘Listen, Finn and I are all for a police force that works for the people, Mrs Dove.  We’ve both had it up to here with the way the Peacemakers used to operate.  Bullying victims.  Coercing witnesses.  But just because we want things to operate fairly does not mean we’re pushovers.  We need you to tell us what you and Winnie argued about, Mrs Dove.  Now, please.’ 
 
    She threw what was left of her tissue aside, then stood behind her chair, gripping to it with shaking hands.  Her tears were coming fast.  ‘I’m not telling you anything.  I don’t have to tell you anything, no matter what you say.  I’m ashamed of it, all right?  So I don’t want to tell you.  I don’t want to tell anyone.  Winnie was right.  In the end, I knew she was right.  And I just want to forget about it.  I just ... I just want to forget!’ 
 
    Finn and I stood up, cautiously approaching her. 
 
    ‘Calm down, please, Mrs Dove,’ I said.  ‘We’re trying to find out who killed Winnie.  So we need to know everything.  Even if it’s embarrassing.  Even if you want to forget it.  Surely a moment’s embarrassment isn’t as important as helping us find out who killed your best friend.’ 
 
    Her sobs were growing louder, making her chest heave and her breath come short.  ‘I ... I ... no.  No, I can’t!’ she cried.  ‘I’m not telling you what it was.  I’m not!  If I have to tell you something, then I ... I’ll tell you that I killed Winnie.  All right?  I did it.’  She held out her hands.  ‘Arrest me.  I did it.  Arrest me right now.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    When we arrived at the Wyrd Court, Gretel was standing behind the Incoming desk, looking as tired as Finn and I felt. 
 
    She looked Mrs Dove up and down.  ‘This is the murderer?’ 
 
    Mrs Dove held her head high.  ‘And why not?  You don’t think I’m capable of it?  You think as little of me as everyone else does?  I did it, all right!  I ... I strangled her with red ribbon, ribbon made by the Crafty Ladies.  Strong enough to string a pig up, that ribbon.  And then I ... I tied the ribbon in a bow around her neck, so she’d look like a Solstice present.  So ... so that she and her perfect family couldn’t have their perfect family Solstice together.  All right?’  She sounded as though she was choking on every word she said. 
 
    Finn sighed.  ‘And there you have it.  Mrs Dove’s ninth confession since her arrest.’ 
 
    ‘Her tenth, actually,’ I said.  ‘Though I can understand why you’d lose count, seeing as she keeps confessing.  Are there any interrogation rooms free?’ 
 
    Gretel leaned closer to us.  ‘What for?  She’s admitted to it.  Judge Redvein will send her straight on to Witchfield if you ask.’ 
 
    I looked at Finn.  ‘Can you take her photo and I’ll help Gretel fill in the forms?’ 
 
    ‘Sure,’ he said with a grunt.  ‘And maybe she’ll regale me with her eleventh confession while we’re at it.’ 
 
    As he led Mrs Dove to the far wall for her photo, I said, ‘She’s not telling us everything.  We’re going to let her sweat for a couple of hours.  I’ll come back to her just before the bonfire’s due to start.’ 
 
    Gretel nodded at the holding cell.  ‘There’s a werewolf, a vampire and an incredibly annoying warlock in there right now.  If you want to make her uncomfortable, I can’t think of a better place.’ 
 
    I looked over at the pen.  The warlock was marching up and down, talking at the top of his lungs.  ‘This predicament we find ourselves in would not be so if the witching world were not controlled by women!  I demand legal counsel, and I demand it now!  And it had better be a man!’ 
 
    The werewolf and the vampire sat back, looking the warlock up and down.  Happy holidays, indeed. 
 
    ‘What did they do?’ 
 
    ‘The warlock threw a rock in through one of our windows.  He said it was a protest against having yet another female Minister for Magical Law.  The vampire and the werewolf were fighting with each other because the vampire decided to feed a little too close to Lupin Lane.  The usual.’ 
 
    ‘One of these days I’ll come in here and that holding pen will be empty,’ I said wistfully. 
 
    ‘If it is, it’ll be because the criminals broke out and killed us all.’  Gretel laughed, but I could tell she wasn’t completely joking.  ‘So what about it?  Shall we throw Mrs Dove in with them?’ 
 
    ‘Nah.  She’ll only have an audience if we do,’ I said, pulling some forms towards me and filling them out.  ‘The one thing she hates is being alone.  So I’m going to give her a taster of just how lonely maximum security can be.  An empty interrogation room will do the job.’ 
 
    We’d streamlined things since Agatha took over the department, but there was still enough scribbling involved to give me wrist sprain.  A dicta-quill didn’t really cut it when you were trying to make the quill hear you in an incredibly loud room.  ‘Hey, what happened on your latest escapade?’ I asked as I shook out my wrist. 
 
    ‘I texted you about it.  Didn’t you get it?’ 
 
    I cleared my throat.  ‘I’ve been having a bit of a mass deletion of messages frenzy the last couple of days.  Yours must have gotten lost in the massacre.  I checked on the surveillance equipment, though, and I saw that it tracked Barry to the bank, then he seemed to magic himself straight home to his flat.  Was that how it seemed when you tailed him?’ 
 
    She nodded glumly.  ‘He was in with the bank manager for five minutes, as usual.  I guess he can’t travel from the manager’s room, because he came back out to the bank’s main floor and clicked his fingers from there.  I travelled to the balcony outside his flat, and he was there, standing at the microwave, heating his dinner.  It’s driving me mad, Wanda.  I know he’s the bridge between the Minister and the Dark Team.  I just know it.’ 
 
    I sighed and pushed the forms across to Gretel.  Finn was returning with Mrs Dove, who was still sobbing at the top of her lungs.  ‘Yeah.  Well, let’s hope he slips up one day soon.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 15. The Green-Eyed Monster 
 
      
 
    As Finn and I were walking out of the Wyrd Court, I collided with Gabriel.  He was dressed up in an expensive suit, and carrying a bag filled with presents. 
 
    ‘Thank the stars!’ he said breathily.  ‘Christine said I’d find you here.  Wanda, I’ve been texting and calling you constantly.  We need to talk.’ 
 
    I moved closer to Finn.  ‘Actually, we were just going to do some last minute shopping in Warren Lane.  So maybe I’ll see you later.’ 
 
    He reached out to me, and although I snapped my arm away, I could feel that stupid old feeling again, wrapping its way around me.  I hated him right now.  But I liked him right now too.  What in Hecate’s name was wrong with me?  Despite my best efforts otherwise, I felt every inch of me soften, and I reluctantly met his eyes. 
 
    ‘Please,’ he said.  ‘It’s the Winter Solstice, Wanda.  The most wonderful time of the year, like you’re always saying.  Surely at the most wonderful time of year you could spare some time to listen to me grovel.  Because I will grovel.  I’ll get down on my hands and knees.  Even kiss your feet if you like.’ 
 
    I glanced at Finn.  He was looking warily from Gabriel to me.  ‘Um, I should probably chat to Gabriel,’ I said.  ‘We have some stuff to sort out.  Just remember – get her the biggest, brashest snow globe you can find, and give it to her on Christmas morning, not this evening.  Oh – she likes those fancy vegan chocolates they sell in that sweet shop on Madra Lane, too.’ 
 
    ‘You sure you’re okay?’ Finn asked quietly, pulling me aside.  ‘I mean, you seem sort of on edge around him.’ 
 
    I felt my nose wrinkle.  ‘I don’t feel on edge,’ I promised.  ‘I mean, I did, but I don’t anymore.  I was just overreacting to something he said the other night.  I’m fine.  I swear.’ 
 
    ‘You sure?’  He looked completely unconvinced. 
 
    I glanced at Gabriel.  He was smiling hopefully at me, and I felt my mouth twitch in response.  Once again, what in Hecate’s name was wrong with me?  ‘I’ll be fine.  Go.  Shop.  Be merry.  If I don’t catch up with you before you’re finished, then I’ll see you at dinner.’ 
 
    Finn still didn’t look convinced, but he walked away slowly, giving Gabriel a wary stare as he went. 
 
    ‘Wow.’  Gabriel slumped down on the steps.  ‘Does everyone think I’m a twat now?’ 
 
    I sat down next to him.  ‘I haven’t told Finn anything about it, actually.  But as for everyone thinking you’re a twat ... I’m not entirely sure that I don’t think that myself.  I didn’t like how you spoke to Max, Gabriel.  You were completely in the wrong.’ 
 
    He put his head to his hands.  ‘I know.  I can’t believe how I was, Wanda.  I just ... it’s just me and my dad, y’know.  Since my mam killed herself, there’s only the two of us, and I was so afraid I was going to lose him too.’ 
 
    I resisted the (incredibly strong) urge to hold him.  ‘Why would you think you’d lose your father?  We were only asking him questions.  He was never arrested, Gabriel.  Your reaction was way off, and you know it.’ 
 
    He looked pleadingly at me.  ‘But it wasn’t.  Even if my dad was just a person of interest, it was still going to affect him big time.  You know he’s an empath, Wanda.  Even the smallest amount of bad vibes can send him over the edge.  I just wanted to be there when you questioned him.  To put him at ease.  Was that so much to ask?’ 
 
    I shifted around on the step and stared at him.  ‘I thought you were going to grovel, Gabe.  All you’re doing is making excuses.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right,’ he admitted with a groan.  ‘Of course you are.  Oh, Wanda, I’m sorrier than you’ll ever know.  Our relationship is the most important thing in my life.  And Max comes along with that.  So I shouldn’t have been such a horror to him.  And I definitely shouldn’t have tried to push my way into the investigation.  I don’t know what else I can say, except to tell you again – you are the most important person in my life.’ 
 
    I kept my eyes on his, trying to look stern and unforgiving.  But the truth was that I was continually fighting the urge to wrap my arms around him and bury my head in his chest.  I would never do it, though.  This wasn’t about me and Gabriel.  This was about Gabriel’s attitude to policing work, and more importantly his attitude to Max.  Just as I was working up the resolve to stand up and leave the step, he reached into his bag and pulled out a small box, wrapped in gold paper. 
 
    ‘Open it now,’ he said.  ‘Please.’ 
 
    I pulled hesitantly at the paper, uncovering a small velvet box.  Cat in a hat!  I really hoped this wasn’t what it looked like. 
 
    ‘It’s okay,’ he said.  ‘It’s not a ring.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.  Phew.  I mean ... it’s a bit soon for that.’  I pulled open the box, revealing a stunning necklace.  It was a white-gold sun on a chain.  The sun was spherical instead of flat, and it caught the light in the most beautiful way. 
 
    ‘Here.’  He reached for the necklace, lifting my hair and clasping the chain around my neck.  At his touch, I began to feel dizzy.  ‘I didn’t get you the sun just because tonight is the Winter Solstice, Wanda.  I got you the sun because that’s what you are to me.  You’re everything to me.  And yet somehow, I keep going and messing it up.’  He buried his head in my hair.  ‘You have no idea how much I’ve missed your scent.’ 
 
    How much he missed my scent?  Goodness, I was having a case of the vapours just from being close to him.  Those by-gone ladies had the right idea when they carried smelling salts everywhere.  It was getting more and more difficult to stay angry.  Could I even stand up and march away?  Probably not right now, seeing as my whole body was shaking.  But I could still hold firm.  ‘I ... I like you a lot, Gabriel.  You know that.  But Max is part of my life.  A big part.  There’s no amount of jewellery that can make up for how you spoke to him.’ 
 
    His jaw tightened, but he smiled and reached his hand to mine.  ‘I know that.  I know, and I’ll do better with him.  This tension between the two of us is all my fault.  I think I’m having a case of the green-eyed monster, to be honest.’ 
 
    ‘You’re saying you’re jealous?  There’s nothing to be jealous of.  Me and Max are friends and housemates.  That’s all.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not all.’  He shook his head sadly.  ‘You’re an empowered witch now, Wanda, but you still choose to live in an other enclave because Max lives there.  I know there’s nothing romantic to it, because if there was then you wouldn’t kiss me the way you do.  Or make that little moan you make whenever I touch your skin.’ 
 
    He traced a finger along my collar bone, and I did my best to remain silent. 
 
    ‘But it’s a tight friendship,’ he went on, his hand still on my skin.  ‘You see him morning and night, and I’m lucky if I get to see you once a week.’ 
 
    ‘That’s just because I’m so busy.’ 
 
    ‘Sure.  Sure it is.  But what about in the future?  If I ask you to marry me, is Max going to move in with us once we’re wed?’ 
 
    I swallowed, moving away from him.  ‘Look, we’re getting way off course here again, Gabriel.  And I really do have some shopping to do.’ 
 
    He hung his head.  ‘Okay.  I have to get off, too.  I’m due at the TV station and I want to give the rest of these presents to my friends there.  But I’m nuts about you, Wanda.  Will you still wear the brooch tonight, so I can find you at the ball?’ 
 
    I bit my lip and stood up.  Never before had one simple movement been so hard.  ‘I’ll think about it.  I have to go now.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    Warren Lane was buzzing with people, rushing around and buying presents.  The official reason why shops stayed open right up until the afternoon on the twenty-first was that we were sticking to the old calendar for the occasion – in years gone by, witches’ days began in the dark of the evening, and ended with the return to light that morning brought.  It was a nice notion, the thought of always travelling from the darkness and into the light, and even more so on the Solstice – but I was more inclined to believe that the shops stayed open late because witches were disorganised to the last. 
 
    I couldn’t find Finn anywhere on Warren Lane, but it was an enormous enclave, and the streets were busy.  He could be anywhere by now, even in the sweet shop I suggested on Madra Lane – if he was brave enough to go to the unofficial weredog enclave on his own.  For Lassie, I reckoned he might be. 
 
    I picked up a few more gifts, and some things that my mother had asked me to bring to dinner, but all the while I kept wondering: should I buy something for Gabriel?  I didn’t know what was going to happen between the two of us.  That was something I would need to speak to Max about, first.  But as I kept fingering the necklace, over and over, I knew the way I wanted things to go.  With a sense of guilt threatening to overwhelm me, I decided to buy Gabriel a gift.  Just in case.  I tried one or two more shops in the search for his cologne, but I still found nothing that came close.  In the end I settled on an average-looking watch. 
 
    I was just about to call it a day when something in a shop window caught my eye.  I grinned from ear to ear and marched inside.  I had finally found the perfect present for Max. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 16. Suits Without Sorcery 
 
      
 
    An hour later, I sat across from Adeline in the Hungry Hippy.  ‘Thanks for agreeing to meet me so late,’ I said.  ‘I’m sure you’d much rather be getting ready for the bonfire.’ 
 
    ‘Actually, I’m not going.  To that or the ball.  Julian’s tummy’s not the best.  I’d rather stay in with him.’ 
 
    I had met Julian – Adeline’s familiar – before.  Seeing as he had managed to sleep his way through an Inferno spell, and the Freezing spell we had used to wait it out, I sincerely doubted the cat could stay awake long enough to be sick.  ‘Oh.  Poor Julian.  Well, there was a reason I asked you to meet me.  I was hoping you’d help me with this.’  I pulled the flash drive from my pocket.  ‘It was much easier being able to look at Mr Godbody’s records on a computer, so thanks for that – although I’m still none the wiser as to why on earth they went missing in the first place.’ 
 
    Adeline took a sip of her smoothie.  ‘No one at the office took them for any reason, as far as I can determine.  I’ve checked the hard copies that are there right now, and nothing new has been added, nor any applications made.  It’s bizarre.’ 
 
    It truly was, and a little voice inside me said that the temporarily missing Godbody records had absolutely nothing to do with this case.  Sure, they proved that he owned everything else that bordered Godbody House, bar Winnie’s property.  But that was already common knowledge, long before the murder.  I had the feeling that someone else was interested in Mr Godbody’s dealings.  But who, and why? 
 
    I took a long slug of my coffee, trying to wake my mind up and steer it back to the case at hand.  ‘The thing is, while I was checking out the records that you digitised, I got curious,’ I told Adeline.  ‘I’d like to check up on Winnie’s daughter – or more specifically who her husbands were.  But I have no idea what covens they belonged to, or what their surnames might have been.  How would the marriages be filed?  Under Gráinne’s coven name or the husband’s or ...?’ 
 
    ‘It should be under both,’ Adeline replied.  ‘But the female coven name will always have the more detailed paperwork.  Here, give it to me and I’ll see what I can find.  I’m used to the way they do things over there.’  Adeline picked up the flash drive, grabbed her laptop from her bag, and got to work.  After a few minutes, she smiled.  ‘Oh, here it is.  Gráinne Wywood.  Yes.  She married a Karl Lewis back in the Year of the Rhinoceros.  And then an Esteban Moore in the Year of the Pear.  One guy died.  The other marriage ended in divorce.  Hang on a minute.  That’s strange.’  She peered at the screen.  ‘There’s a file opened for a marriage licence this year.  But the marriage was never recorded, and the application form itself is missing, so I can’t see who it was she was going to marry.  Maybe it didn’t go ahead?’ 
 
    I picked up a chip, dipped it in ketchup, and chewed thoughtfully.  Sure, it was possible that the marriage didn’t go ahead.  But I needed to know that for sure.  I glanced around for a server.  If I was about to go annoy a grieving relative on the Winter Solstice, then I’d need an extra order of calorific courage. 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    I had been expecting to have to track Gráinne down at her home, but as I passed by the window of Suits Without Sorcery, I saw her inside.  As I pushed the door, and the little bell overhead rang, Gráinne looked up, her face full of fear. 
 
    ‘Oh, it’s you.’  She placed her hand on her chest.  ‘Sorry, I just wasn’t expecting anyone so late.’ 
 
    I walked to the till, trying to stop my nose from twitching.  The place smelled like men’s cologne.  I guess it was to be expected, seeing as she tailored men’s suits – but man oh man it was strong.  ‘Sorry if I scared you.’  I paused to sneeze.  ‘Guess I’m not the only one working so late on the Winter Solstice.’ 
 
    ‘I had some alterations to make for an incredibly fussy customer,’ she said.  ‘I’ll be closing up soon, so I can have dinner with the kids and then take them to the bonfire.  We’ve decided to go through with the usual traditions.  Mam would have wanted it that way.  So ... why are you here anyway?  Have you caught her killer?’ 
 
    ‘We’re working on that,’ I said, looking at the suit behind the counter.  It was incredibly well cut, and it looked like the sort of thing Gabriel would wear on his TV show.  ‘How much do your suits go for, anyway?’ 
 
    ‘That one would fetch a hundred gold rounds,’ she said.  ‘But I have suits that start at as little as ten.’ 
 
    ‘Ten.  Ten gold rounds.  So ... five hundred quid?!’  Okay, so Gabriel was going to have to like the watch I’d bought him or lump it, because he wasn’t going to be getting one of those suits. 
 
    She bit her lip, suppressing a laugh.  ‘Quid?  Oh, that’s right – you spent a lot of time in the human world, didn’t you?’ 
 
    ‘I did.  And it wasn’t half bad, as it happens.  Same silly issues, same smarmy politicians, only when they fight they do it with guns and exploding bombs instead of wiggling fingers and exploding spells.  I imagine suits probably go for just as much there, too, but I never had reason to check, so I can’t be sure.’ 
 
    Why was I babbling?  Oh, that’s right – because I hadn’t slept the night before and had knocked back four cups of coffee and a couple of energy drinks to compensate.  ‘So, Gráinne, there is a reason I came to speak with you.  When you spoke with Christine and I the other day, you mentioned your mother didn’t get along with your husbands?’ 
 
    Her head snapped up.  ‘What do my husbands have to do with anything?’ 
 
    ‘Quite a lot, actually.’  I heard a harsh tone creep into my voice, and I did nothing to counter it – because if anything happened to my mother, I wouldn’t be getting snippy with the people who were trying to help.  ‘We need to speak with anyone who might have had a grudge against your mother, and according to your own words, that could include your husbands.’ 
 
    Her eyes darted about like a cartoon baddie.  ‘You don’t need to talk to them,’ she insisted.  ‘One is dead.  The other is long gone.  And ... they had nothing to do with this.’ 
 
    I decided to take a punt – one I sincerely hoped would come to nothing.  ‘What about your third husband though, Gráinne?’ 
 
    She swallowed, and her animated eye darting turned into animated lash fluttering.  ‘I don’t have a third husband.’ 
 
    ‘Really?  But you applied for a marriage licence.  I saw it with my own eyes in your file at the Licensing, Records and Registry Department.’ 
 
    ‘No.’  She shook her head emphatically – and animatedly.  ‘I didn’t.  I don’t know what you think you saw, but it was a mistake.  Someone over in that place made a mistake.’ 
 
    I tried to look her in the eye, but I found my nose twitching again.  Another sneeze was coming, and I couldn’t stop it.  ‘Sorry,’ I said after I sneezed four times in a row.  ‘But I can’t help it.  There’s a really strong smell of cologne in here.’ 
 
    ‘Yes.  Well, my gentlemen do like to buy themselves the best.’ 
 
    ‘The best?’  My eyes were as wide as they were watery.  ‘Jeez, if that’s the best I don’t want to smell the worst.  Anyway, Gráinne ...’  I sighed.  ‘You have to help me out here.  Because much as I want to believe you, I have the feeling you’re holding something back.’ 
 
    Now she was doing the whole deal – eyes darting, lashes fluttering, head shaking.  ‘I’m holding nothing back!’ she shouted.  ‘You need to get out there and find my mother’s killer, that’s what you need to do – instead of coming in here and sneezing all over me while I’m grieving.  Go on.  Leave me in peace.’ 
 
    I stood at the counter just a moment more – long enough to get another three sneezes out of my system, and then I walked away, saying, ‘I’m doing everything I can on that score, Gráinne.  Believe me.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    I didn’t know how to feel after my conversation with Grainne.  I was sure she was keeping something back from me, and I was even more certain that she was lying about the marriage licence application.  But did it have anything to do with the case?  And, if so, then what did that mean for Mrs Dove? 
 
    Finn had texted me while I was busy sneezing all over grieving relatives, and I knew he was already at Wayfarers’ Rest.  He would be one of our dinner guests this year, and I was looking forward to having yet another friend at the table.  Finn himself probably wasn’t looking quite as forward to it, seeing as the whole reason he was coming was because he was on the outs with his mother.  Mizz Plimpton was an idiot, as far as I was concerned.  She should be thanking her lucky stars that she had a son as upstanding as Finn – not throwing a hissy fit because he had put her evil sister in jail. 
 
    Seeing as he was probably sitting by the fire with his feet up and a brandy in his hand round about now, I should have just gone home to join him.  But I couldn’t get Mrs Dove’s over-zealous confessions out of my mind, so I decided to bring my visit to her forward. 
 
    I walked by the holding pen, where the warlock was now telling a male witch all about the benefits of joining the Warlock Society.  Apparently, swift legal counsel wasn’t included in those benefits. 
 
    I went to the vending machine, doing my best not to listen to the man’s strident voice, and bought some tea and a sandwich for Mrs Dove.  When I reached the interrogation room and opened the door, her face lit up with relief. 
 
    ‘Thank the stars.  I thought you were going to leave me in here all night.’ 
 
    I sat down across from her, and passed her the sandwich and tea.  ‘Yeah, I had the feeling that you don’t like being alone.’ 
 
    ‘Of course I don’t like being alone.  Who does?  But I always am alone, anyway.  That’s the way it’s been my whole life long.’ 
 
    ‘Is it, though?’ I sipped at my own tea.  ‘I know that your husband died when Mark was young.  But you still had your little boy.  And now you have your grandchildren.  And the Crafty Ladies, too.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, but they don’t like me.  No one likes me.’  Her hands were shaking so much that her tea began to splash over the rim of her cup.  ‘Except Winnie.  She liked me.  Even when I ... even when I did something really stupid, she still tried to be my friend.’ 
 
    ‘So then why did you kill her?’ 
 
    She looked away from me, tracing circles in the spilled tea on the tabletop.  ‘I ... I ... I can’t tell you why.’ 
 
    My stomach was beginning to rumble.  I should have bought myself a sandwich as well.  Actually, no, I shouldn’t.  If my mother found out I ate a sandwich this close to Solstice dinner, my life wouldn’t be worth living. 
 
    ‘I have to say, Mrs Dove, I find all of this very strange.  You keep saying she was your only friend.  If I only had one friend, the last thing in the world I’d want to do is kill them.’  I paused.  ‘Unless it has something to do with whatever the two of you were fighting about.  That thing that you wanted Winnie to give back to you.’ 
 
    Her hands began to shake again, and she pushed the cup over, spilling tea all over herself and me.  ‘I’ve told you, I’m not going to talk about that.  It was a big mistake, and it doesn’t even matter anymore.  Just send me to Witchfield.  Please.  You might as well just get it over with, because I’m not going to tell you what you want to know.’ 
 
    I waved my fingers, creating a quick spell to dry her clothes and mine.  ‘Mrs Dove, here’s what I think.  I think that if I charge you right now with killing Winnie, I won’t be able to sleep tonight.  Because there are way too many things that just don’t add up.  I mean, you were seen running away from her house!  You’re a witch, Mrs Dove.  There are far better ways for you to leave a murder scene.  Ways that wouldn’t get you seen by witnesses.’ 
 
    ‘I ... I was upset.  I wasn’t thinking.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I believe that.  I believe that you were very upset, Mrs Dove.  I believe you probably went over there to make things up with Winnie after your argument the day before.  And when you got there, you saw her dead body and ran away.’ 
 
    She went absolutely still for a moment.  Bingo.  ‘I know that there’s something else you’re not telling me.  Something that you’re so ashamed of, you’d rather admit to murder than tell me what it is.  Whatever you and Winnie were fighting over, it must have been really bad.  Seeing as you’d prefer to go to Witchfield than tell me the truth.  What was it, Mrs Dove?  You can tell me.’ 
 
    She stared down at her hands.  ‘Maybe I deserve to go to prison.  Did you ever think of that?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe you do.  But unless you tell me why you seem to think so, I’ll never know.  Once you go to trial and plead guilty, that’ll be it, Mrs Dove.  You’ll go to Witchfield, and whoever really did kill Winnie will get away with it.  So I’m going to put that off as long as I can, in the hope that you come to your senses.  I can hold you for twenty-four hours before I have to charge you with anything.  So that’s what I’m going to do, Mrs Dove.  If you feel like you want to tell me anything else, ring the bell by the door, and you’ll be given access to a telephone.’ 
 
    I heard her begin to sob, but I didn’t look at her.  I just stood up and left the room. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 17. The Most Wonderful Time of the Year 
 
      
 
    The kitchen at Wayfarers’ Rest smelled better than ever – and looked it, too.  The fire in the stove had been lit with the remainder of last year’s yule log, and it seemed to glow all the warmer for the fact. 
 
    My parents both had rosy cheeks and glittering eyes, and though copious amounts of wine might have had something to do with it, I think that they were also incredibly happy to be spending the holiday together.  They were constantly looking at one another, or sharing brief touches and kisses any time they could. 
 
    Christine and Melissa would be leaving the following evening to spend the rest of the holiday period with Melissa’s human father, but for tonight they were stuffing their witchy faces with the rest of us. 
 
    Finn was doing his best to pretend that he wasn’t upset to be spending Solstice with another coven, and Mischief was certainly attempting to make the lie a reality.  He had never been so playful in all his life, bringing pieces of string and little plastic balls to Finn throughout the meal.  Finn had brought his own familiar along, of course, a female tortoiseshell cat who was busy chatting with Princess and Queenie.  They were all being surprisingly nice to the three blind mice.  They even let the mice into the cat bed, and brought snacks over for them every few minutes.  It seemed the Solstice spirit had inhabited even the animals. 
 
    Dizzy was flying around the room, hyped up on mango juice.  Every time he got close to the chess board on the coffee table, Max and my dad would keep a careful watch.  They had yet another chess game going, and I knew that as soon as they got the chance, they’d be making their next moves. 
 
    We had invited Lassie, too, but she told us she had something unavoidable to do.  She promised that she’d come as soon as she was finished, and for Finn’s sake, I hoped it was soon. 
 
    For the time being, everyone was far too busy eating to worry.  The meal tasted better than anything I’d eaten all year.  My dad cooked a goose, but most of it went to the cats while the rest of us feasted on the enormous veggie roast that Max had made. 
 
    We set a pudding on fire afterwards and served it with coconut cream.  By the time we finished it off, I felt fit to burst, so I just sat back and looked around, smiling at the people I loved most in the world.  Most of them looked just as full and happy as I did, but when my eyes fell on Melissa, I saw that she was far from content.  Her pudding was barely touched, and she looked like she was eager to spring out of her chair any moment. 
 
    ‘You okay?’ I asked her quietly. 
 
    She sighed.  ‘I have work I need to finish by midnight.  I’m just so irritated about it.  I couldn’t even stomach a roast potato – and you know how I feel about roast potatoes.’ 
 
    ‘For Mr Rundt?’ 
 
    She nodded glumly. 
 
    ‘Come on.’  I just about managed to heave my stuffed body from the chair.  ‘I’ll help you.  It’ll be a while before we open the pressies.  Dad and Max are itching to get to the chess board, and Mam and Christine have just opened another bottle of wine, so no one’s going to miss us.’ 
 
    ‘What about Finn?  He looks about as wretched as I feel.’ 
 
    I looked over at him, pouring himself a brandy and dangling a string in the air for Mischief.  ‘He won’t look that way much longer,’ I said, nodding to the back door at the same time as Lassie walked in. 
 
    Finn’s face lit up brighter than the Solas lights on the garland.  To my delight, Lassie made straight for him, and gave him a shy little smile. 
 
    ‘Okay, then,’ Melissa said decisively.  ‘I suppose we can slip upstairs for a while.  But when you see all the work I have to do, don’t say I didn’t warn you.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    When we got to Melissa’s room, she marched across to her desk and thumped an enormous pile of papers.  ‘Welcome to my misery.  Do you know what this is?  This is Mr Rundt’s end of year expenses, and it has to be filed by midnight.  Everything here is what he bought this year, except that he hasn’t recorded a single thing so far.  I’m supposed to go through it all.  I mean, I’m not an accountant, Wanda.  I’m a Magical Law graduate.  Why did he give it to me to do?  And how the hell am I supposed to file it all in the next two hours?’ 
 
    I began to leaf through the pile of receipts.  ‘Yeah, Mam told me you’d been stuck with doing this.  But it’s okay.  You might not be an accountant, but I am – or at least I used to be, anyway.  I can figure it out.  But I do think we need to talk to Agatha about this.  There’s no point in your clerking for a lawyer unless you get to learn from them.  And it looks like all you’re learning from Mr Rundt is how to charge an incredibly expensive steak dinner to the Wyrd Court.’ 
 
    I went through the pile quickly, separating it into months.  ‘Pass me your laptop,’ I said.  ‘Do the lawyers use the same expense forms Wayfairs do?’ 
 
    She nodded and pointed to the icon on her screen.  ‘Yeah.  I’ve already opened up a form, but all I’ve filled in so far is his name.  I mean, how can we type all this and email it in by midnight?  I might have to miss the bonfire and the ball, but I’m not letting you miss out, too.’ 
 
    ‘Well, maybe neither of us will have to miss out.  We can come up with a quick spell.  And we don’t have to key in December or most of November – they go on next year’s report.  Okay ...’  I held my hand over the first month’s worth of receipts, and thought of an incantation. 
 
    ‘Month by month onto this screen, words and numbers type.  Keep in line and separate, by each new page alike.’ 
 
    As the spreadsheet began to fill itself in, Melissa gasped.  ‘How do you do that?  Every incantation you come up with works.  You know how weird that is, right?’ 
 
    ‘Weird, and handy,’ I said as the spreadsheet kept on going.  ‘But maybe my skills aren’t quite so nifty when I’ve had a couple of glasses of red.  I forgot to leave November and December out.  Never mind – we can cut and paste them over for his next year accounts when we’re done.  Get you a head start in case you’re stuck with the creep any longer.  Hey ...’  I peered closer.  ‘He sure does buy some incredibly expensive suits.  He gets to count those as expenses?’ 
 
    ‘He wears them to court, so yeah.’ 
 
    ‘Pish!  No one needs to wear a hundred gold rounds suit to court.  Or a two hundred rounds watch.  How does he get away with this nonsense?’ 
 
    ‘They all do it,’ Melissa said resignedly.  ‘I mean, I didn’t have to do the last Minister’s accounts, but I did see them.  She even charged home improvements as work expenses.  I’ve always had half a mind to send some of the stuff I’ve seen to the papers, but for all I know they’re in on the same racket themselves.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm.  Maybe that’s what Agatha wanted?  For you to see all of this?  Have physical proof of it.’ 
 
    Melissa looked down at her desk, her dark red hair hiding her face.  ‘Actually, I’ve already spoken with Agatha about why she placed me with Mr Rundt.  I kind of confronted her in her office this morning.  I told you she said she wanted me to clerk for a lawyer so that I could get extra credit when I go for the LOL?  Well, that’s true.  But she didn’t just go and stick me with Mr Rundt for the fun of it.  She asked every other lawyer first, but no one else wanted me.  Mr Rundt didn’t even want me working for him but his last clerk quit so he got stuck with me.’ 
 
    I stroked her hair, hugging her close.  ‘That makes no sense, Melissa.  You came out of Crooked College with the best grades out of your entire class.  The lawyers in the Wyrd Court should all be fighting over you.’ 
 
    ‘Well, turns out that Wayfairs aren’t quite as popular as we thought.  All of the publicity lately might have made a few more witches join up with us.  But as far as the establishment goes, it’s business as usual.  Wanda ... I don’t think Agatha is going to win this election next year.  She said ... she said that the reason people didn’t want me wasn’t just because they think Wayfairs are all irritating do-gooders.  She said ... she said it was as much to do with her.  She’s Acting Minister because she won the popular vote last time, making her second-in-line to Justine.  But when the actual election comes around, it’ll be just like it was then.  Even if the people vote for Agatha, the board on Crooked College still get the last say.  We’re popular with the people right now, Wanda.  But I don’t think it matters how popular we are with the people.  Because at the end of the day, it’s not the people who get the last say.’ 
 
    I swallowed, looking at the screen, trying to calm myself down.  ‘Let’s not think about that just now, Melissa.  The vote isn’t happening for months.  Let’s just enjoy the time we do have with Agatha as Minister for Magical Law.  After all ... it’s the most wonderful time of the year.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    As soon as we finished up, Melissa’s demeanour lifted, and we returned downstairs to open our presents.  We didn’t have a tree in our house, we just piled them in front of the fire, opening them on the rug. 
 
    ‘What do werewolves celebrate?’ asked Dizzy, nibbling on the organic mango slices I’d bought for him.  ‘Christmas or Winter Solstice?’ 
 
    ‘Neither,’ I said.  ‘Well, they kind of get in on both holidays just for the laugh.  In fact, we’ll be meeting Jasper in a little while at the bonfire, so he can hand Wolfie over to Max for the next couple of days.’ 
 
    I looked over at Max.  Just the mention of that enormous dog made him grin from ear to ear.  ‘But they do celebrate the December full moon in style apparently,’ I went on.  ‘Only no one who’s not in their inner circle has ever been to one of those parties.  Vampires have a ceremony tonight, though, but it’s kind of the opposite to ours.  They’re mourning the coming of longer days, instead of welcoming them.’ 
 
    ‘Dayturners are probably happy about it, though,’ said Christine.  ‘Hey, Wanda – it looks like there’s one more present for you.’ 
 
    I looked down at the pile of unwrapped goodies before me.  ‘I don’t see anything.’ 
 
    ‘Not in here.’  She nodded at the kitchen window and winked.  ‘Out there.’ 
 
    I followed her eyes, and couldn’t believe what I was seeing.  In the field behind our house, now that the barley had finally been cut, I could see that my father’s work shed was lit up, with the door open.  I glanced around the kitchen.  Somewhere during my unwrapping frenzy, my dad must have slipped out. 
 
    ‘He’s working again!’  I wiped a tear from my cheek.  ‘Well, that is, without a doubt, the best present I could have received.’ 
 
    My mother came to the rug and pulled me up.  ‘Maybe,’ she said, leading me towards the back door.  ‘But it’s not the present Christine was talking about.  Come on.  Let’s go see what Dad’s up to out there.’ 
 
    As I walked along with my mother, I could feel everyone else trailing behind.  Their glee was tangible, which meant that they knew something I didn’t. 
 
    As we reached the door of the shed, I saw what that was.  My dad was standing there, arms outstretched, holding the most beautiful broom I had ever seen, wrapped in a bright red bow.  ‘It’s for you,’ he said.  ‘You lost your old one in Chaos Chasm, so I thought you could do with something new.  It’s ... it’s the first thing I’ve made since coming home.  I hope it’s good enough for you – Amelia Albright tells me you’re a very promising flyer.’ 
 
    His hands were shaking, and so were mine as I reached out to take it.  Just like the brooms he had been producing in Facility B, this one hummed with power.  ‘I love you, Dad,’ I said, hugging him close.  ‘And this broom is the best present in the world.  Also, I think we probably have time to take it out before the bonfire.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 18. Strangled 
 
      
 
    As it turned out, the broom really was the best present I had ever received.  Flying it was so exhilarating that I never wanted to stop.  Max, though, seemed far from exhilarated.  If anything, he was looking a bit green – but that might have had something to do with the fact that he was the last one I took for a ride. 
 
    ‘Are you all right?’ I asked, laughing, as we returned to the back garden.  ‘I thought you were going to squeeze the life out of me at one stage there.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, that would have been around the same time that you decided to fly upside down.’ 
 
    ‘You were fine.’  I turned my head to kiss his cheek before swinging off the broom.  ‘I bonded you to me.  And seeing as I was bonded to the broom, you weren’t going anywhere.  You know I’d never let anything happen to my Maxie.’ 
 
    His face went purple with the cold, and he poked me in the ribs and said, ‘Come on, you madwoman.  Let’s get inside and get these stupid golden robes on.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    Max and I would be staying at Wayfarers’ Rest for the night (or what was left of the night after the Solstice celebrations), so I went to my old bedroom to change.  The mice were in there, snoozing on my bed, while Dizzy looked worriedly on. 
 
    ‘They’re not gone yet, Wanda.  They’ve only fallen asleep because they ate so much food at dinner.  I don’t think Mrs Dove is the murderer.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t either,’ I told him softly.  ‘I think the evidence that leads to the real murderer is staring me right in the face.  And I think those poor little mice are beginning to lose faith in me.  They’ve been so quiet all afternoon and evening.  Did they say anything to you before they fell asleep?’ 
 
    The bat looked away from me.  ‘They said they hoped it was Mrs Dove, but they didn’t think it was, because her smell wasn’t right.  Then they said ... they said that they were going to go to sleep anyway, in the hopes that they’d pass on and be with Winnie.’ 
 
    I gazed down at the three of them, curled up in a little ball on my pillow.  I had no idea what it felt like to be a familiar.  The idea of being so attached to someone that you would die when they did seemed unfair to me.  But to every familiar I’d worked with so far, it was the natural course of things.  It wasn’t the thought of dying that frightened them.  They were far more upset to have to live on without their witch.  All of them wanted me to solve the murder, and quick, so they could be set back on that natural course. 
 
    ‘I’ll figure it out,’ I said determinedly, pulling my golden robes and mask from the chair by the bed.  ‘Before the Solstice is over, I’ll have figured this out.  But do you know what, Dizzy?  The truth is, I’m far more worried about Mrs Dove than I am about the murderer.’ 
 
    ‘Because she’s crazy?  The mice said she’s crazy.’ 
 
    I quickly dressed, looking at myself in the mirror.  Shiny gold material was not a friend to my hips.  ‘She has problems,’ I said.  ‘Maybe even an illness.  She definitely needs help, but I wouldn’t call her crazy.  But Dizzy, whatever she was fighting over with Winnie was bad.  Really bad.  Bad enough that she’d rather admit to a murder she didn’t commit than tell me what it was.  What could be that bad?’ 
 
    The bat shrugged.  ‘Two murders?’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes.  ‘Yeah, Dizzy.  Two murders.  That’ll be it.’ 
 
    ‘Your necklace is nice,’ he said, snuggling into me.  ‘Is it from Gabe?  You don’t need to answer that.  I already know it is, because it smells like him.’ 
 
    I picked up the spherical sun, and sniffed.  Dizzy was right.  Gabriel’s’ scent was all over it.  He must have just spritzed himself before he wrapped the box.  ‘Y’know, I looked everywhere for that cologne so I could buy him some for Solstice.  I couldn’t even find a bottle in his flat.  I wound up buying him a boring old watch even though he has a hundred watches already.  And I don’t even know if I’ll give it to him now.’ 
 
    I sighed and looked at the holly brooch.  It was so beautiful that it would be a shame not to wear it – plus, I’d be advertising Lassie’s wares.  I picked it up and fixed it to the bodice of my robes.  No, I hadn’t made up my mind about Gabriel just yet.  All I knew was that, whenever he was near me, it was the only place in the world I wanted to be. 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    The market had been cleared of stalls, and a huge bonfire was lighting in the centre.  By the time Arthur Albright and Agatha kicked off the short ceremony, most people already wore their golden robes, although they would be leaving their masks off until the ball began.  Everyone looked so glamorous, shimmering in the firelight.  Melissa looked particularly stunning, but then I sometimes thought she could make a bin bag look good. 
 
    Max looked ... a little different.  I had offered to do a warmth spell for him, but he decided he wanted to wear his new scarf, hat and gloves instead.  And considering he was just about the tallest person at the fire, he definitely stood out. 
 
    ‘I only wore the woollies so I could cover up my stupid Pendant of Privilege,’ he grumbled.  ‘But they’re all looking at me anyway.  I can’t win.’ 
 
    ‘If they are looking your way, then that’s just because they’re jealous,’ I said.  ‘Witches might not need scarves, but we sure do love them.  I wish I’d worn mine.’ 
 
    His eyes went to my neck.  ‘But then no one would get to see your new necklace, would they?  Seeing as it smells like that sickly sweet cologne he wears, then I guess it’s back on with Mr TV.’ 
 
    I linked my arm through his.  ‘I really don’t know, Max.  All I’m sure about is that nothing is going to happen unless it’s all right with you.’ 
 
    ‘What?  Why does it matter what I think?’ 
 
    I looked up at him, all shaggy hair and caveman teeth and big brown eyes.  The firelight was shining on him, making him look like a great big glowing symbol of all that was lovely in the world.  ‘It matters,’ I said. ‘If you just thought Gabriel was a twat for no good reason, I’d shake it off.  But you do have good reason.  He’s flown off the handle way too many times.  He says ... he says it’s because he’s jealous.  Of us.  You and me.’ 
 
    Max blinked.  ‘Jealous?  Of us?  Give over.’ 
 
    ‘Well, not because he thinks there’s anything going on.  Obviously.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, well, obviously.’ 
 
    ‘He just thinks he hardly gets to see me, and you and me are always together,’ I went on.  ‘But I mean, that’s just because we live together.  And I like living with you.  You like to eat nearly as much as I do.  We like watching the same stuff on TV.  We read the same sorts of books and listen to the same kinds of music.  We don’t argue about anything.  Living with you is as close to perfect as it gets, Max.  Why would I move just because he’s having a hissy fit?  You like living with me too, don’t you?’ 
 
    His face was turning a little red, and he was staring at me far too intently.  ‘Actually, Wanda,’ he said, pulling at his scarf. ‘I’m starting to feel a bit strangled.’ 
 
    ‘What?’  I moved away from him, a wave of hurt surging through me.  ‘By me?  I ... do you really mean that?  Do you want me to move out?  To be less in your face?  Just tell me, Max.’ 
 
    His eyes looked close to popping.  ‘Not that,’ he said in a high–pitched voice.  ‘I’m being strangled, Wanda!  My scarf!’  He pulled desperately at the red and white wool around his neck.  ‘My scarf is ...’ 
 
    I looked at the scarf, and couldn’t believe what I was seeing.  It had tied itself into a knot, and was tightening itself around his neck.  I rushed back to Max’s side, furiously trying to undo the scarf.  It was tightening fast, though, and I could do nothing to stop it.  It took a moment for the rest of the crowd around the bonfire to realise what was happening, but as soon as they did, it was all hands on deck – well, all hands on the scarf – while poor Max’s face grew redder and redder. 
 
    As I struggled to get a hand underneath the scarf, I had a sudden flash of what life would be like without Max.  No popcorn and scary movies with Dizzy and Wolfie curled up by our sides.  No veggie bacon sandwiches on a Sunday morning.  No long chats in the Water Bowl over black bean burritos.  No him.  Tears streamed down my face as I worked, trying everything I could think of, from incantations to sheer brute force. 
 
    And Max, the stupid fool that he was, began to smile and try to talk.  ‘It’s been great living with you, Wanda,’ he croaked out.  ‘And I want to tell you something before ... before ... Wanda, if I die ... I want you to know that I ... I ...’ 
 
    I shook my head at him, pulling the scarf with all my might.  ‘Stop right there, Max.  You’re not getting away from me that easily!’ I cried.  And as I said it, I knew that I was right.  Because in my state of desperation, the answer to a recent question became suddenly clear.  ‘Oh my stars!  Mam!  Dad!  We need to get Max over to the Wyrd Court.  Right now!’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    I used to think it was a sensible idea to block travel directly inside the Wyrd Court.  It meant that criminals couldn’t easily escape.  Or that politicians couldn’t do a runner when they’d been caught with their hands in the candy jar.  But right now, I thought it was the stupidest idea in the world. 
 
    We landed on the steps and rushed straight through to the interrogation rooms, with all of us pulling at Max’s neck, unsuccessfully trying out spell after spell to give him air.  Finn, Lassie, Christine, Melissa, my father and mother and even Agatha were with us.  But not a single one of us could manage to find a spell that would undo the scarf. 
 
    I recognised the Peacemaker behind the desk, a guy called Darren.  ‘Open Mrs Dove’s room.  Now!’ I cried as we rushed Max past him.  ‘Oh and ... Merry Solstice, Darren.’ 
 
    When we arrived at the interrogation room, Mrs Dove was staring miserably at the floor.  ‘What are you all doing here?’ she said, barely inclining her head in our direction.  ‘I’m not going to change my mind, Wanda.  No matter how many people you get to come and convince me.  I told you, I deserve to go to jail.’ 
 
    ‘Yes!’ I shouted.  ‘You do!  You did this to the scarves, didn’t you?’  I landed poor Max at her feet, while I kept pulling at his scarf.  ‘Tell me how to undo it!’ 
 
    Her face paled.  ‘Oh, my stars!  How did this happen?  Winnie said she was going to destroy the whole box.’ 
 
    ‘Well, clearly she didn’t get around to it.  So get up off your self-pitying behind and do something to stop this!’  I heard the words coming out of my mouth.  And whilst I normally would have felt terrible for saying something like that, just then I didn’t.  The only thing I felt was worry for Max. 
 
    ‘Well?’  My father stood forward, eyeballing Mrs Dove.  ‘Can’t you hear what my daughter is saying to you?  Do something!’ 
 
    For far too long a moment I thought she was going to freeze, but eventually she stood up on shaky legs and made her way towards Max.  Once she got to him, she worked quickly, waving her hands in the air and saying, ‘Undo now this spell of mine, let this scarf cease to entwine.’ 
 
    I felt the scarf grow slack, and as Max began to gasp for air, I felt like I, too, had been holding my breath the whole time.  While I fussed over him, giving him little sips of water and making sure he was all right, Mrs Dove began to wring her hands and pace the room. 
 
    ‘This wasn’t supposed to happen!’ she shrieked.  ‘I told you, Winnie took my box of scarf sets off me.  She said she was going to destroy all of it!’ 
 
    ‘That’s what you were hiding from us all this time?’  Finn looked at her, a mixture of shock and disgust in his eyes.  ‘Winnie found out that you’d put this horrible spell on your scarves?  That’s what the two of you were fighting over?’ 
 
    She looked away from him.  ‘Yes.  That’s what happened.  I wanted ... I wanted everyone’s Winter Solstice to be as miserable and lonely as mine, so I knitted an enchantment into the scarves.  Once midnight hit, they’d strangle anyone who put them on.  When Winnie realised what I was doing, she took the box off me.  I was angry at first, but the more I thought on it, the more I felt grateful to her for not letting me go through with it.  That’s why I went back the next day – to apologise.  But ... she was already dead when I got there.’  She began pulling at her hair.  ‘I was so wrong, so wrapped up in my own misery, feeling sorry for myself because I was going to have yet another depressing Solstice.  Dozens of people could have died because of me.’ 
 
    ‘Dozens of people still could!’ Finn shouted.  ‘Every single red and white scarf has that spell woven into it, doesn’t it?’ 
 
    Mrs Dove nodded.  ‘Yes.  But at least now you can see why I was so ashamed.  You can understand why I wanted to go to Witchfield, even if I didn’t kill Winnie.’ 
 
    Lassie had been quiet for a while, helping me with Max, but she suddenly glared up at Mrs Dove.  ‘You’re absolutely right to be ashamed of yourself, you crazy old bat.  You do deserve to be in Witchfield, and I hope you stay there for the rest of your life.’  She turned back to look after Max, still red with rage. 
 
    Finn moved close to me.  ‘Wanda, what are we going to do?’ he asked in a low voice.  ‘I mean, none of the witches will be wearing the scarves tonight.  But any other supernatural could have bought them.  And witches could put them on tomorrow, when their magic is too dulled by a hangover to manage a warmth spell.  We need to find everyone who bought those scarves.  But how the hell are we going to do that?’ 
 
    For a moment I felt almost as hopeless as Finn sounded, but then it hit me, like a wonderful, precious, Winter Solstice miracle.  ‘Candace!’  I cried.  ‘We have to get to Candace.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 19. The Nice List 
 
    Finn and I stood in Candace’s bedroom, a dozen hastily gathered Wayfairs and Peacemakers around us.  Her mother had been reluctant to let all of us into the house, but Finn had pulled out his truncheon again, and forced her to move aside.  I had hoped that kindness and concern for her fellow supernaturals would have been enough to gain us entry, but apparently some people don’t let such bothersome irritations into their hearts. 
 
    ‘I can’t believe Mrs Dove has done this,’ Candace said with a scowl, as she performed a nifty little copy spell, making enough copies of her naughty and nice list to go around.  ‘I’ll have to move her onto my naughty list now.’ 
 
    Finn stared down glumly at the paper in his hand.  ‘So is there any way to narrow down who bought the red and white striped scarves specifically?’ 
 
    Candace shrugged.  ‘No.  Most people bought a few things.  I was only concerned with who was helping the fundraiser.’ 
 
    I gave her a brief squeeze.  ‘Thanks, Candace.  This is more than enough to go on.  You are – quite literally – a lifesaver.’  I looked around the room.  ‘I’ll network the lists, so that every time we check a name, it’ll be magically crossed off everyone else’s copy.  You all have five people to check on, so let’s get going.’ 
 
    Fingers clicked all around, and we went on our way. 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    The next couple of hours went by in an exhausting blur.  All of the witches on the list were safe, if a little bit miffed that we took their Solstice scarves away.  But as for the rest of the people on the nice side of the list, we only just got to them in time.  Even with Mrs Dove’s incantation to undo the strangling scarves, we still needed to get two vampires, one wizard and a werewolf over to Night and Gale to recover. 
 
    ‘I still can’t believe Mrs Dove did something so ... so ... so ... ugh ...’  Finn shook his head, sitting down in a chair in the foyer of Night and Gale.  We were done for the night, finally, and as I sank down beside him, I thought I might just fall asleep in that chair. 
 
    ‘I know.  I guess it’s like she said.  She was so wrapped up in her own misery, she just wanted everyone else to feel the same.  Ha, ha, wrapped up.  That’s not a funny joke.  Pretend I never said that.’ 
 
    ‘Nope.  Never going to let you away with that totally inappropriate turn of humour.  And speaking of inappropriate, Mrs Dove’s actions were about as far from an appropriate response as it gets.  She decided to ruin peoples’ holiday by murdering them?’  He threw his legs up on the chair opposite, and tried to quell a yawn.  ‘And the worst thing is, she had no reason to feel miserable.  She had people around her who loved her.  She just couldn’t see it.’ 
 
    I sighed, holding my head in my hands.  I felt less glamorous than ever in my golden dress.  My yet-unworn mask was now scuffed and bent.  My hair was a mess, and what little make-up I’d put on was long worn away by tears and frustration.  ‘It’s not that simple.  She doesn’t need our anger.  She needs a psych evaluation.  And by the end of it, she’ll probably end up in the last place she wants to be – completely on her own, with only her healers for company.  But right now, Max is safe.  Everyone she could have killed, they’re alive.  So we can let the experts figure out what to do with Mrs Dove, while we figure out who really killed Winnie.’ 
 
    Finn glanced at the clock, and I followed his eyes.  ‘It’s 2 a.m., Wanda.  And I don’t know about you, but I haven’t got the brainpower to think.  We didn’t sleep last night.  We’ve been on the go all day.  Why don’t we go to the Masked Ball for the last couple of hours?  Have a drink.  Eat some food.  Go home and get some shut eye when they throw us out of the community hall, and then we can work on it tomorrow afternoon.’ 
 
    I didn’t want to admit it, but he was right.  I was exhausted, but I was also wired, and it wasn’t the sort of combination that was going to solve a murder. 
 
    ‘Okay.  We’ll go to the ball for some food and a drink so we can wind down.  Then we’ll get some rest.  But we have to get back on this tomorrow, Finn.  There’s a murderer walking free, and some mice that really want to pass on and be with Winnie.’ 
 
    He stood up, tugged on his mask, then grabbed mine and held it out.  I pulled it down over my face, looking out at him through the eye holes and marvelling at the effect – sure, I could see the eyes of my friend, but other than that, I could have been looking at a stranger. 
 
    ‘Perfect,’ he said, pulling me to my feet.  ‘With that mask covering up your stubborn determination, you almost look pleasant.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 20. Unmasking 
 
    When Finn and I arrived at the community hall, we walked in to a room full of masked people.  This late into the proceedings, they were all incredibly merry, too. 
 
    I managed to pick out Melissa and Christine, because of their dark red hair.  And I thought I spied my mother, because she shared the same short stature and curvy figure as mine.  That would make the guy she was dancing so happily with my father, then. 
 
    Max was so tall that I could pick him out, too.  Although I couldn’t see his face beneath his mask, the way he was dancing with Wolfie and Lassie told me that he was much recovered.  I just gazed at him for a moment, letting the reality set in: I almost lost Max this evening.  It seemed like one of the worst thoughts imaginable.  And now, even though people had teased me about the amount of presents I’d bought for him, it didn’t seem like enough.  He was the best housemate in the world.  And I was the luckiest witch in the world, to get to live with him.  I might just have to buy even more surprises to stick under the tree. 
 
    ‘I em ... I think I might head over in that direction,’ said Finn, interrupting my schmaltzy reverie. 
 
    ‘Oh yeah?  Over to that gorgeous female weredog who you totally don’t recognise, despite the long brown hair spilling out from the back of her mask?’ 
 
    ‘Exactly.’  Judging by the way his mask moved, I think he was grinning.  ‘Because isn’t that the whole point of the Masked Ball?  To spend time with all people, no matter their coven, no matter whether they’re witches, vampires, werewolves, weredogs or wizards.  And that woman over there – who, as you said, I totally don’t recognise – seems like she just might share that same inclusive philosophy.  Catch you later.’ 
 
    I watched him sway across the floor and whisper something to Lassie.  As the music dipped, I heard her giggle, and she joined him for a dance.  Aw.  I was about to go and keep Max and Wolfie from being a third wheel – or two third wheels?  Or a third and fourth wheel?  You know what I mean.  Either way, I was almost across the dance floor when I saw someone else approach Max.  Light brown curls peeped out from beneath her mask, so it was most likely Emily Caulfield. 
 
    Aw.  Again. 
 
    I made my way to the snack table instead, and played a game of guess the supernatural.  There was Kevin Caulfield, bowing in front of Christine and pulling her onto the dancefloor.  There was Callum Cool on the stage, pulling off his mask so he could wink at Melissa before returning to drumming.  There was Ronnie, our potions’ expert, dragging a shy but delighted Arthur Albright towards a sprig of hanging mistletoe. 
 
    Shall we have another Aw? 
 
    Although I was enjoying my game, I knew that I was secretly just keeping my eye out for Gabriel.  I spotted lots of rings and necklaces and other little identifying jewels throughout the hall, but his idea was never an original one.  No one’s jewellery was quite as fabulous as the holly brooch, thanks to Lassie.  I poured myself some mulled wine – it was far stronger than usual, so I did the sensible thing and followed it up with a glass of champagne.  And then another. 
 
    I danced with a few friends, and had nice little chats here and there, but I still saw no sign of Gabriel.  After my third champagne, I was beginning to feel tipsy.  I was also feeling the need to pee, so I rushed outside to where a row of portable toilets had been set up.  Yes, witches can do a lot of magic, but we’re just as bad at organising big events as humans. 
 
    By the time I finished what I had to do, the crowd between the portable toilets and the front door had grown tenfold.  I guessed everyone had imbibed just as much of the festive spirits as I had, then.  I knew there was a back entrance, so I inched my way in that direction instead.  It was far quieter by that door, and as I made my way into the back corridor, I saw only one person inside. 
 
    He was slouched against a wall, a glass of something that smelled like whiskey in his hand.  I was about to rush away and leave him to his lonesome slouching, when I noticed the ring on his hand.  It was ruby and emerald, fashioned into a sprig of holly, and it glinted in the borrowed light that seeped through from the main hall. 
 
    A million thoughts rushed through my drunken little brain, some so fleeting that I couldn’t quite catch a hold.  But there were a few main contenders for my attention.  The first was that I still wasn’t sure if Max wanted me to be with someone as volatile as Gabriel.  Another was that I wasn’t sure if I wanted me to be with someone as volatile as Gabriel.  The third was that I missed him holding me.  The fourth was that I missed holding him. 
 
    The fifth was that I should probably wait until I was sober to think a little more about this. 
 
    The sixth was that there was a sprig of mistletoe hanging above his head, and it was probably against some law or other not to obey the lure of mistletoe. 
 
    Ding, ding, ding!  We have a winner. 
 
    ‘Just the man I’ve been looking for,’ I said, striding towards him. 
 
    The music seemed to have turned up a notch, almost drowning out my voice.  Callum’s drums and Jasper’s bass swelled some more, and then Mack’s voice began to growl.  The noise was good noise, but it was still noise.  Noise so loud that Gabriel looked like he hadn’t heard me.  He looked up and said something that sounded like, ‘Listen, I told you I’m not in the mood.  Can you just leave me alone for a while, please?’ 
 
    I shook my head and poked at my ears.  ‘I think I must have heard you wrong.  You’re joking, right?’ I said, drawing closer.  ‘This is because I was all indecisive?’  I smelled him, then.  Not his usual cologne, but lovely all the same.  Maybe he hadn’t been able to track down a new bottle, either.  But whatever this new scent was, it was even better than the cinnamon smell I liked so much.  It suffused the air around me, making me feel warm, safe, and also a little desperate to rush into his arms. 
 
    ‘Listen, I know we have things we need to work on,’ I went on.  ‘But just right now, it’s Winter Solstice.  And all I want to do is kiss you.  We can figure everything else out afterwards, okay?’ 
 
    He cupped a hand to his ear and said, ‘What did you say?’ 
 
    I moved closer, and pointed at the mistletoe on the ceiling above him.  ‘I said I want to kiss you,’ I replied as, standing on my tiptoes, I pressed my lips against his.  He hesitated for a long, painful moment, and then finally kissed me back. 
 
    And kissed me ... and kissed me ... and kissed me ... 
 
    In all the times I’d kissed Gabriel, I’d never let it go too far.  All of a sudden, I had no idea why.  Why had I been holding back?  Why had there always been that little voice at the back of my mind saying, ‘Stop.’?  Because this kiss set all of those fears aside.  This was it, the kiss I had been waiting for, the kiss that finally let me know: this was the guy I wanted to be with. 
 
    All of my former hesitation rushed away from me, all of the doubts and fears lifted from my mind, and I moved closer to him, running my hands through his hair.  He was just as swept up in the moment as I was.  I could feel him press tighter and tighter to me, feel the kiss grow deeper and deeper, feel the longing that was palpable between us.  His hands began to rove – through my hair, down my back, over my hips. 
 
    Suddenly, he pulled away.  I gaped at him, feeling like I’d just been dragged from the most delicious dream. 
 
    ‘Why did you stop?’ I asked groggily.  ‘And why ...?’  I trailed off, as a splash of light from the hall beyond caught his eyes.  Why did those eyes look so different?  They looked bigger.  Lighter.  In fact, they looked positively sea-green.  I jumped back, gaping at him.  ‘Will?’ 
 
    He pulled off his mask, lashes fluttering wildly, and he stared at my brooch.  ‘I thought you were Mandy,’ he said, shocked, his hand moving to my mask, pulling it up over my hair, and gazing at my face.  ‘I thought you were Mandy, but then ... your hips.  She got us some holly jewellery so we’d know each other.’ 
 
    ‘From Lassie’s stall?’ I asked with a groan, wrenching my mask back down.  As he nodded, I took another step away.  ‘Listen, don’t worry about it.  I thought you were someone else.  You thought I was someone else.  It was just ... one of those things.’  I turned to walk away, but he grabbed my wrist and pulled me back. 
 
    ‘No,’ he said with a gasping breath.  ‘It wasn’t just one of those things.  It was ... it was ...’ 
 
    The smell of whiskey suddenly hit my nostrils, and I looked away from him.  The glass he’d been holding when I arrived was smashed on the floor, and the alcohol had spilled over both our shoes.  He must have dropped it when we were doing that thing that we shouldn’t have been doing.  How had I not noticed? 
 
    ‘It was the drink,’ I said with a tight smile, looking at his hand, still clasped to my wrist.  ‘That’s all it was.  It just made the kiss feel ...’  I stopped myself before I could voice exactly how it had made me feel.  Neither of us needed to hear that right now.  ‘Anyway, don’t worry.  I won’t tell Mandy.  I heard you guys got engaged.  I wouldn’t want to ruin that.’ 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t you?’ he asked, his voice strangely wistful.  ‘No.  I guess you wouldn’t.  That’s not the kind of girl you are.  You’re honest.  Straightforward.’ 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh.  ‘I thought that as far as you were concerned, I was nothing but a scheming, snooping Wayfair.’ 
 
    He blinked, winding his free hand through his dirty blond hair.  ‘People can be more than one thing.  Wanda ...’ 
 
    ‘Whatever it is, don’t say it.’  I looked pointedly at my wrist.  ‘You need to let me go, Will.’ 
 
    ‘What if I said I didn’t want to?’ 
 
    I stared at him.  His eyes looked sincere.  And just like the last time we’d had an awkward moment at a ball, they also looked like they held far too many worries inside.  But it didn’t matter how tormented he looked.  And it definitely didn’t matter how he looked at me.  Because his breath had tasted like whiskey, and I was drunk on champagne.  I pulled my wrist away from him, hard and swift. 
 
    ‘What if I said you’re an idiot when you’re drunk?’ I cried.  ‘Don’t touch me again, Will.’ 
 
    I rushed into the hall, ignoring his deep, anguished voice calling me back, while I thought of all the things I wanted to ask him.  Like: if he thought I was Mandy when I first approached him, then why did he ask me to leave him alone?  Or: why did he help me, time and time again, when he supposedly hated me so much?  Or: why the hell did that kiss have to be the best kiss of my life? 
 
    And then there was the most urgent question of all, the one I couldn’t believe I hadn’t considered until now: did he know about the ex-Minister’s deal with his father when he helped me get her arrested? 
 
    I marched back to the drinks, and grabbed myself some more champagne.  It didn’t matter.  None of it mattered.  By now, I shouldn’t be under any illusions when it came to Will Berry.  He didn’t help me time and again because he cared.  He helped me only when it meant he could help himself.  If he did know about the Minister’s deal with his father, then the only reason he’d scuppered it was so he could stay head of the coven.  There was no point in asking him when I already knew the answer.  There was no point in being anywhere near him.  He was a power-hungry Berry.  And I was just a girl he’d mistaken for his girlfriend. 
 
    The front door of the hall opened, and a crowd of people walked in.  Even in golden robes and masks, Gabriel and his TV buddies were easy to recognise.  I saw the ruby and emerald ring sparkle on his finger, and I looked him up and down.  How could I ever have mistaken Will for him?  Gabriel wasn’t as tall, for starters.  His hair was darker than Will’s.  And he had a completely different way of holding himself. 
 
    Champagne goggles had a lot to answer for. 
 
    I cringed into my glass as Gabriel’s eyes found me, and watched nervously as he strode in my direction. 
 
    ‘See?’ he whispered into my ear.  ‘I told you that this jewellery would make it easier for me to find you tonight.’ 
 
    ‘You and your TV mates all just got here?’  I nodded to the people he had arrived with.  Mask or not, I could tell that his horse-faced lady friend was giving me an extremely dirty look.  I shivered, feeling suddenly cold. 
 
    ‘Yeah.  Sorry about that,’ he said.  ‘The party at the station went on a bit longer than I thought.  But I’m here now.’  He wound his arm around my waist and nuzzled into my neck.  ‘And I can’t tell you how happy I am to see you wear the brooch, Wanda.  I knew you’d see sense.  Me and you are meant to be together.  Shall we dance?’ 
 
    I knocked back my drink, smiled through my mask and said, ‘Yeah.  Yeah, let’s go and have a dance.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 21. Drunken Mumblings 
 
      
 
    When I woke up, it was to the sound of a bat and three mice squeaking away.  It hurt to open my eyes, so I did it very, very slowly.  Dizzy was at the bottom of my bed, curled up with the mice in the crook of his wing.  As he saw me looking their way, he placed his opposite wing to his mouth and said, ‘Shush.  I’ve only just got them comfortable.  They had a bad night.’ 
 
    ‘Of course they did, the poor things,’ I said, somehow dragging my body to a sitting position.  ‘They must miss Winnie so much.  And I doubt my drunken stumblings helped matters.  Oh, Dizzy!  My head hurts so much.’ 
 
    He shrugged and curled his wing closer around the mice.  ‘If you think your head is bad, then what do you think mine is like with the way you were going on when you got home?  Forget drunken stumblings, Wanda.  It was drunken mumblings that kept us awake.’ 
 
    I did my best to focus on him.  For some reason, though, my eyes weren’t operating at their optimum level.  The bat had a fuzzy outline, and unless I squinted, there seemed to be two of him.  ‘What are you going on about?’ I asked.  ‘And have you done something weird to yourself?  Because it looks like there are two of you.’ 
 
    ‘Firstly, you need to sober up quickly, because there are not two of me.  This world couldn’t handle two bats as awesome as me.  And secondly, I’ll tell you what I’m going on about.  I’m going on about you.  You were stamping around your room, talking about expense reports and cologne and wedding licences and ... I don’t know.  You marched off to Melissa’s room and came back saying, “Aha!  Now I understand!”  I thought that you were about to tell me you’d figured something out, but then you fell asleep with your clothes still on.  And after that you snored.  A lot.’ 
 
    My eyesight hadn’t yet improved, because there were definitely two angry bats talking to me.  But what those two angry bats were saying sure did kick-start my brain. 
 
    ‘I did figure it out!’ I said, jumping out of the bed.  ‘I’ve got to go arrest someone.  Hey ... why am I still wearing this stupid golden robe?’ 
 
    ‘Because like I told you less than a minute ago, Miss Attentive, you fell asleep with your clothes still on.  Listen, before you stagger off to solve the murder, maybe you could take a trip to the shower first.  You smell like a brewery.  A brewery where all the staff got drunk and threw up, and then got drunk again.  And then–’ 
 
    ‘All right!’  I held my arms up.  ‘I get the message.  I’ll go take a shower.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    As I wiped the steam from the bathroom mirror, it became clear that the incredibly long shower had not been enough.  My eyes were bloodshot, with puffy bags beneath.  My skin was paler than I’d ever seen it, and don’t ask me how, but it was even puffier than my eye-bags.  Not for the first time, I wondered why I hadn’t made more of an effort to learn glamour spells. 
 
    Oh well, seeing as I hadn’t mastered glamour spells, and I definitely wasn’t about to trust myself with an eyeliner pencil or even a blusher brush right now, the world would just have to witness me in my true form.  And if I scared a few children when I went outside, well, that was just an outcome that I’d have to live with. 
 
    As I lumbered down the stairs, I could smell coffee.  Thick, strong coffee.  The elixir of life.  As I headed into the kitchen, two Melissas waved two cups under my nose and said, ‘I was just about to bring this up to you.’ 
 
    As I managed to grasp onto the most solid-looking cup, the Melissas picked a sandwich up off the table and pressed it into my other hand.  ‘And this, too.’ 
 
    I sniffed the sandwich.  ‘A stuffing sandwich?  How did you know?  Oh, Melissa, I love you so much right now.’ 
 
    Two Melissas grinned at me.  ‘Well, although I am very loveable, it was Max who made you the stuffing sandwich.’ 
 
    ‘And it was me who went over to Three Witches’ Brew and woke the brothers up so I could get you a Sober-Up potion,’ said two Finns, standing up and rubbing their heads.  ‘Although to be fair, I needed one for myself.  I put it in your coffee.  So drink, eat, and let’s get to work.’ 
 
    Although I wanted to drink the coffee very, very quickly, my stomach wasn’t quite up to the job.  Hmm.  This could take some time. 
 
    ‘You don’t normally drink much more than orange juice,’ said the Finns, stealing half of my sandwich and cramming it into their mouths.  ‘How come you knocked back nearly as much as me?’ 
 
    I sipped and nibbled carefully for a moment (for some reason, opening my jaw too wide seemed to hurt my head even more), before saying, ‘Oh, y’know ... because it’s the most wonderful time of the year.  I guess I thought I’d be hangover proof.  Anyway, where is Max?  And everyone else?’ 
 
    The Melissas sat down across from me and took a drink of their coffee.  ‘Mam’s gone off to say goodbye to Kevin Caulfield before we go to my dad’s.  Your parents haven’t been seen yet today, and their bedroom door is staying firmly shut.  So, y’know ... that’s too horrific to think about.  And Max ...’  They rubbed their chins.  ‘Max made you a sandwich and then went to walk Wolfie on the beach.  Or at least I think that’s what he was doing, anyway.  I mean, he had Wolfie with him.  But he was kind of doing an angry mumbling thing, so for all I know he’s taken the dog to Timbuktu.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’  I managed to wrestle the remainder of my sandwich from the Finns, and finished it in two big gulps.  ‘Well, none of that matters right now.  I mean, I’ll probably throw up over what you said about my parents when I have time to process it, but ... I figured out who the killer is.  Or maybe it’s killers, plural.  That I’m not a hundred percent sure of.’  I drained my cup.  ‘Good coffee.  I’m almost starting to see just one of each of you again.’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’  Understanding dawned on Melissa’s face (one face, yippee!).  ‘I should have known you figured it out.  That’ll be why you were in my room in the early hours of the morning thumping away at my computer keyboard and saying, “Aha!”’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 22.Sophistiwitch for Men 
 
      
 
    When we arrived at Gráinne’s house, we were ever so slightly shocked by who answered the door. 
 
    ‘Adeline?  What are you doing here?’ 
 
    She scowled.  ‘That’s what I’ve been asking myself since yesterday afternoon.  Gráinne phoned me when I got home from my meeting with you.  She said she was stuck at work, and asked me if I could come over and relieve her babysitter.  She said she’d only be an hour or so.  So I thought, well, that’s fine.  Julian will be okay for another hour or so.  And it’s not like I had any plans.  Also, y’know, her mother had just died, so the fact that I’m terrible with children wasn’t really a suitable excuse.’ 
 
    I felt my legs go weak.  ‘You haven’t heard from her since yesterday afternoon?’ 
 
    Adeline shook her head.  ‘And the poor kids had to open their presents without her, last night.  I’ve phoned her a hundred times.  I’ve tried calling people who know her, or who knew her mother, so they could come and take over and I could get home to Julian.  But I guess they were all too busy celebrating the return of the sun.  I’m thinking that’s what Gráinne was up to last night, too.  Maybe she’s fast asleep on a tavern sofa somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s hope so,’ said Finn.  ‘Listen, we’re really sorry, Adeline, but can you keep an eye on the kids a little while longer.  We’re ... we’re looking for Gráinne too, you see.’ 
 
    She laughed brusquely.  ‘Obviously.  I mean, I assume that’s why you called in.  Oh, look, I’ll stay here for now, and I’ll try not to be too cranky about it.  But let me know what’s going on as soon as you can, please.  Julian might be able to feed himself, but he can’t well give himself a cuddle, now can he?’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    I pushed on the door of Suits Without Sorcery. 
 
    ‘Locked,’ I said.  ‘I can try an opening spell.’ 
 
    ‘Sod that,’ Finn replied, kicking his foot towards the lock.  In two surprisingly limber moves, the door snapped open. 
 
    As soon as we walked inside, my nose began to twitch.  ‘He’s here,’ I whispered.  ‘I can smell him.’ 
 
    ‘We’re closed!’ shouted a male voice.  ‘Come back in the New Year.’ 
 
    Finn pulled out his truncheon, and we walked cautiously towards the back of the shop.  ‘Afraid we can’t do that Mr Rundt.  We kind of need to see you right now.’ 
 
    Mr Rundt grew quiet, and we made our way behind the till.  A door marked, ‘Staff Only,’ was ajar, and we pushed our way inside.  The room was tiny, but I think even if it had been the biggest room in Ireland, the smell of Mr Rundt’s cologne would have made me sneeze.  Sophistiwitch for Men, according to his expense receipts.  El Stencho for Murderers, more like. 
 
    Gráinne was sitting, pressed up against the side wall, her hands and legs tied with what looked like a magical bond, and her mouth gagged with a plain old handkerchief.  Mr Rundt was looming over her, facing us, with a wand outstretched.  He was wearing suit trousers, but his jacket had been removed to reveal a shirt and suspenders beneath.  ‘Don’t come any closer,’ he said.  ‘I’ve been practising my killing spells.’ 
 
    ‘And when did you start practising them?’ Finn asked.  ‘Was it when you met your lovely wife?  Or when you realised her mother owned some incredibly valuable property?’ 
 
    The lawyer glared at us, his lips curled.  His hair product had long given up working, and a strand was now falling into his left eye.  He blew at it, pointlessly, but the strand stayed hanging.  ‘You have no idea what you’re talking about.  I told you – stay away.  This is between a man and his wife.’ 
 
    I pushed past him and pulled the gag from Gráinne’s mouth, then took a look at the golden rope that was binding her.  Binding spells were only as good as the witch who made them, so I undid it in less than a second.  It was then that I noticed the piece of paper, lying at Gráinne’s feet.  ‘He’s been trying to get me to sign it over,’ she said.  ‘But I won’t!  I won’t do it.’ 
 
    I picked up the paper.  It was a form to transfer the title deed for Winnie’s house and land.  The signature of the buyer was filled in.  I gulped and passed it to Finn. 
 
    ‘Gabriel Godbody the Twentieth?’  He looked at Mr Rundt.  ‘You’re trying to get Gráinne to sign her mother’s house over?’ 
 
    Mr Rundt clenched his teeth.  ‘We’re a married couple, as of a few days ago.  What’s hers is mine.  But I can’t seem to get that through her thick skull.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t know he killed her!’ Gráinne cried, looking pleadingly at me.  ‘He – he was here when you called round yesterday, Wanda.  As soon as he saw you at the front door, he ran off and hid in the changing room.  I didn’t understand why he ran in there at first, and I was desperately trying not to think of the obvious reason, while you and I were talking.  I’m so sorry.  I know I was rude to you.  But I had to get you to leave so I could ask him to tell me the truth.’  She hung her head.  ‘And I found out the truth, all right.  I thought he loved me.  But he just wanted my mother’s house.’ 
 
    Mr Rundt pointed his wand at me and said, ‘Marbh.’ 
 
    ‘Wow.  You really have been practising your killing spells,’ I said.  ‘I feel so dead right now.’ 
 
    He gawped from me to his wand, and then began banging the tip of it before pointing it again.  I almost felt sorry for him – that poor, evil lawyer in his frenzied state of confusion.  He had used a simple spell – the Irish word for dead – but coupled with a wand and the right amount of intent, it should have done the job. 
 
    Finn sighed, pulled the wand from him and then indicated a small, round device hanging off his belt.  ‘You keep forgetting that you lawyers aren’t the only ones my aunt’s been throwing money at for months.  I disempowered you the second we walked into the room.  I just point at the little bad man, press a button and ... ta da.’ 
 
    A high squeal escaped the lawyer’s lips.  I began to think he might be on the verge of stamping his feet, but Finn saved us from that pathetic sight by saying, ‘Bind.’  The rope did a much better job than Mr Rundt’s, pressing his arms to his sides and tightening around his legs.  But while stamping might have been narrowly avoided, that angry squeal kept right on coming. 
 
    ‘Gráinne, I’ve got to tell you that I’m still a little bit confused,’ I said, raising my voice over the noise.  ‘If you didn’t have anything to do with all of this, then why did you hide your marriage from us?  I understand why you didn’t tell me yesterday, but you avoided all mention of him long before that.’ 
 
    She glanced at her husband.  ‘My mother hated him on sight.  She told me not to marry him.  She said he was the worst one I’d chosen yet.  She told me that she could feel all of the bad intentions in his heart.  I went and married him anyway.  I did it ... I did it the day before she was killed.  I was going to tell her that day, but then ... well then she was dead.  Dougie said we should wait until the funeral was over before we told people, and I agreed.  I wanted to concentrate on my mother.  And at that stage, I wasn’t even sure if I wanted to stay married to him.  My mother had been right about my other husbands.  I started to fear she might be right about Dougie, too.  I figured I could just get a divorce or an annulment, and it’d be almost like it never happened.  I hoped ... I hoped that I’d never have to tell anyone how stupid I’d been.’ 
 
    I looked at Mr Rundt.  ‘Dougie?  Anything you might like to add?  I can completely see why Gráinne would want to keep her marriage to you a secret, but what was your reason?  Your real one?  I mean, I can see why you’d wait for the dust to settle before you tried to get her to sell her mother’s house.  But what with you having her all tied up and trying to get her to sign it over right now ... well that’s kind of dumb, under the circumstances.’ 
 
    He stuttered a few times, spittle flying from his mouth.  ‘Y-you!  W-Wanda b-bloody W-Wayfair!  I wish to the goddess you’d stayed unempowered.’ 
 
    ‘Hey.’  Finn’s face bore a gruff expression.  ‘Wanda’s not the only person arresting you, you know.  I’d kind of like if some of that frustrated rage was directed my way.’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t supposed to be like this!’ Dougie cried, turning to Finn and giving him exactly what he’d asked for.  ‘I was going to wait it out.  Convince Gráinne it was time to sell in a few weeks’ time.  But you people were getting too close.  I’d stolen all the records of our marriage, but you still wouldn’t stop poking your noses in.  I knew Wanda didn’t believe Mrs Dove was involved when she came here questioning Gráinne yesterday.  So I tried to hurry things along.  Only this stupid witch wouldn’t agree.’ 
 
    ‘No.  I wouldn’t.’  Gráinne glared at her husband.  ‘So he decided to try and force me.  He says Mr Godbody will pay a fortune for the property.  But my mother would never have sold it to that weirdo.  Dougie spent all last night telling me that if I didn’t agree to sell, he’d kill me, and then he’d inherit it anyway seeing as we’re married now.’ 
 
    I glanced at Mr Rundt.  ‘Yeah.  Well a night is a long time to spend not killing someone.  I guess he was keen to avoid that outcome.  One body, he thought he might just get away with.  But two?  And Mrs Dove definitely wouldn’t be able to take the rap for this one, seeing as she’s been in custody since yesterday morning.  Mr Rundt – Dougie – I just have one more question for you.  Did Mr Godbody know about any of this?’ 
 
    The room fell silent, and his eyes went a little too wide before he looked away from me.  ‘No.  No.  Mr Godbody just wanted to buy the place.  That’s all.  He knew nothing about me killing Winnie.  I’m the only guilty party here.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    Two hours later, Finn and I stood at the graveyard in Riddler’s Cove, laying three blind mice to rest.  Winnie wasn’t buried yet, but she would soon be there beside them.  And her funeral didn’t matter, anyway, because I had the feeling that they were all together already. 
 
    The wind was picking up, and cold rain and sea spray blew in our direction all the while.  Every now and then, I was sure I saw a spot of snow mixed in with the spray and the rain.  I thought of Solstices past, standing in this very graveyard, looking at the empty grave that had been my father’s.  I thought of Solstices future, when I might be standing here again, burying yet another familiar with their witch. 
 
    But here, now, this Solstice, I was saying goodbye to three blind mice.  And whilst I’d only known them for a short time, I was going to miss them a lot. 
 
    ‘I dunno about you,’ said Finn as we smoothed over the soil.  ‘But grief always makes me hungry.  And speaking of hungry, I heard the Hungry Hippy are doing a new special today.  The Hungover Hippy, they’re calling it.  Wanna try it out?’ 
 
    I looked down at the tiny grave, and brushed a tear away.  ‘Sure.  Why not?’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    The Hungover Hippy turned out to be a plate piled with fried mushrooms, fried tomatoes, veggie sausages, baked beans and hash browns, accompanied by a green juice and some wholemeal bread for mopping up.  It sounded like a strange combination, but it worked.  Coupled with the Sober-Up potion from earlier on, I was beginning to feel almost human.  Well, almost witchy, anyway. 
 
    The place was packed, and most of the customers were still in their golden robes of the night before, all desperately throwing back green juices and wincing down at their plates. 
 
    ‘I can’t believe how quickly we got him into Witchfield,’ Finn said, squeezing more ketchup onto our hash browns. 
 
    ‘Yeah, I know,’ I replied with a tired laugh.  ‘You’d almost think Judge Redvein hated him or something, the way she arrived at the Wyrd Court two minutes after our call.’ 
 
    ‘Not just that, though.’  Finn’s mouth was twisting into a troubled frown.  ‘I mean, yeah, everyone who works at the Wyrd Court is only too happy to see that guy sent to jail.  But it was him – the way he was.  He pleaded guilty.  Just like that.  Told us everything we needed to know, and repeated the same to Judge Redvein.  I mean, he’s a lawyer.  I was sure he’d come up with some way to wriggle out of the charges.  Hey, you never did tell me how you figured it out.’ 
 
    I squeezed my eyes shut.  I could feel the near-constant activity of the last few days catching up with me.  ‘Because he was dumb as hell, that’s how.  Melissa’s been clerking for him at work. He made her submit his end of year expense report last night.  To be honest, I wasn’t really paying attention to any of it when I was helping her get it finished.  It just came to me later, when I was very, very drunk.  He buys a new suit every month, without fail, and then puts it down as a work expense.  All of them in Suits Without Sorcery.  A couple of months ago, he stopped.  I figured that Gráinne stopped charging him once they started seeing each other.  Which meant he must be her secret husband.’ 
 
    ‘A bit of a leap.’  Finn pulled a pained expression as he slugged back some of his green juice.  ‘How much spirulina did they put in this thing?  It smells like pond scum.’ 
 
    I took a sip of my own juice.  Yeah, it smelled like pond scum, but it tasted okay.  And if it would undo even a tenth of the damage I inflicted upon my poor body the night before, then I might just get a second glass.  ‘Oh, yeah – there was the cologne, too,’ I said.  ‘The mice smelled a strong, icky scent when Winnie was being murdered.  And when I went to see Gráinne, the smell in the shop was the strongest and ickiest I’ve ever known.  He puts that on his expense account, too.  Sophistiwitch for Men.’ 
 
    ‘Still a leap,’ said Finn.  ‘A good leap.  But a leap.  Your brain is ... well, it’s ... let’s just say it gets the job done and leave it at that.  So what do we do about your boyfriend’s father?  Do we really believe he knew nothing about the murder?  I mean, the second you asked Mr Rundt if Gabriel senior knew anything, he looked scared.  I thought he was going to make an even worse smell than his cologne.’ 
 
    I took a deep breath and sat forward.  ‘Yeah.  Yeah, he did look scared.  And I have a sneaking suspicion that the reason behind that fear was the same reason he didn’t try to wriggle out of the charges, either.  Finn ... I think we might need to expand Operation Long Leash.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 23. The Night Before Christmas 
 
      
 
    I arrived in the hallway to total darkness.  But such arrivals had been becoming the norm, of late.  I ran around the house, switching on all of the Christmas lights.  Dizzy flew behind me, nattering away about whether or not Santa would bring him more mangoes. 
 
    ‘You’ve got a kitchen full of mangoes,’ I told him with a laugh, as I turned on the battery-operated Santa in the kitchen.  ‘How come you’ve asked for mangoes for Solstice and Christmas?  You could have asked for anything.  Asked for something that you didn’t already have truck-loads of, anyway.  And ... do bats even believe in Santa? 
 
    ‘Ho, ho, ho!  Merry Christmas!’ said the Santa. 
 
    I kissed his plastic, bearded face.  ‘Merry Christmas to you, too, Santa.  It’s Christmas Eve, as I’m sure you already know.  Your time to shine, my ruddy-cheeked hero.’ 
 
    ‘Well, witches clearly believe in Santa,’ Dizzy said with a smirk.  ‘You do, anyway.  So why shouldn’t bats?’ 
 
    I sat down at the table and sniffed Gabriel’s poinsettia, while I glanced at the clock.  ‘I guess you’ve got a point.  Hey, have you been at home all night?’ 
 
    Dizzy shook his head.  ‘Just got back.  I went out with a colony of bats who live in the closest church.  They were a bit too wild for me, though.  I have a feeling they might be sipping the altar wine when the place is shut.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.  Well, you’ll find a group more to your liking soon, I’m sure of it.’  I glanced at my watch, in case the kitchen clock was wrong.  When that gave me the same time, I pulled my phone out of my pocket and checked that too, just to be sure.  ‘It’s half past eleven, Dizzy.  Max and me promised each other we’d swap our presents at midnight.’ 
 
    The bat fluttered to my shoulder.  ‘Maybe he’s stuck at work.  I’m sure he’ll get home on time.’ 
 
    ‘He’s not at work.  I stopped into the Water Bowl after my date was over.  Lady said that Max asked for tonight off.’  I stood up and moved to the fridge.  ‘Never mind.  How about we have a snack?  What would you fancy?  Mince pies?  Sherry trifle?’ 
 
    ‘Ha ha!  You know exactly what I want.’ 
 
    I smiled at him, pulling out some mango and slicing it.  I didn’t actually want anything to eat myself.  I just needed a distraction from staring at the clock. 
 
    Ever since Winter Solstice, Max had been so busy I’d barely seen him.  And when I did manage to get a moment with him, he seemed like he couldn’t wait to get away.  Whilst I could think of quite a lot of annoying habits of mine, none of them were new.  If Max was annoyed with me, then the reason had to be serious. 
 
    As I slid the plate of fruit across to Dizzy, Wolfie came bounding down the stairs.  ‘Oh,’ he said, looking disappointed.  ‘I thought you might be Max.  He promised he’d be back by midnight.’  The dog’s eyes strayed to the clock.  ‘What time does that say, Wanda?’ 
 
    I sighed.  ‘It says midnight is twenty minutes away, Wolfie.  I’m sure he’ll be back on time.  Hey, did he tell you where he was going?’ 
 
    ‘No.’  The wolfhound shook his head.  ‘He’s been sneaking off a lot lately.  And he’s being funny with me all the time.  Not funny ha ha, either.’ 
 
    ‘You too?’  I bent down and cuddled him.  ‘Oh, Wolfie, that’s just not like Max, is it?  I hope there’s nothing wrong with him.’ 
 
    Just when I thought I couldn’t feel more miserable, I heard Max’s key in the door.  Wolfie, Dizzy and I rushed to meet him.  As he entered the hall, he did a double take.  ‘Em, hi everybody.’ 
 
    ’Max!’  Wolfie jumped up on him, licking his face.  ‘Where were you, Max?  Are you okay, Max?  I missed you, Max!’ 
 
    He snuggled into the dog’s neck.  ‘Missed you too.  Sorry I’m so late.’  He looked me up and down.  ‘You look nice.  New dress?’ 
 
    I bit my lip, looking down at my dress.  It was black, sparkly and slinky, and yeah, it was new. 
 
    ‘It must have been for your latest date with Gabriel, then, was it?’ Max went on. 
 
    Good Gretel, I was going to chew all the skin off my lip.  I walked into the living room and sat on the couch.  ‘I went to dinner with him and his dad.’ 
 
    Max’s eyes turned round as he followed me in.  ‘At that creepy mansion?  But you said you hated that place.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’  My hand went to my necklace, and I rolled the sun around in my fingers.  ‘At that creepy mansion.  And I do hate that place.  His dad made pasta for me tonight – with what tasted like a tin of tomatoes poured over the top.  And he gave me some plain white bread to go with it.  Oh, and a glass of water, because he said he wasn’t sure if his alcohol was vegan or not.  It was ... yeah.  It was painful.  And that’s kind of what I’ve been wanting to talk to you about for the last couple of days.  Max–’ 
 
    He put a hand to my arm.  ‘Wait.  I want to say something to you, first.  I know I’m being rude, interrupting you and everything.  But if I don’t say it now, I never will.’  He took a deep breath.  ‘Wanda, it’s about Winter Solstice.  Well, about the Masked Ball, anyway.  It’s ... it’s about something that happened under the mistletoe.’ 
 
    I sat back, gulping and looking away from him.  This was it – the reason why he was being so strange.  He’d seen me with Will Berry, and now he thought I was a two-timing witch and he hated my guts.  I mean, I suppose I couldn’t blame him.  I kind of hated my own guts too, at the moment – and for far too many reasons to count. 
 
    ‘Max, I can explain.  It was just ... it was ...’ 
 
    ‘What?’  His nose wrinkled up.  ‘Why would you have to explain anything?  Did you see us?’ 
 
    ‘See ... us?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ he said with a groan.  ‘Us.  Me and Emily Caulfield.  Oh, God.’  He hung his head.  ‘It was so awkward, Wanda.  She was dancing with me, and then all of a sudden I noticed we were under the mistletoe.  I tried to get out of there, but she spotted it, and she swooped in, all lips and tongue and ...’  He shuddered.  ‘I mean, I had to kiss her back, didn’t I?  It was mistletoe.  And there were lots of people around us, too.  I couldn’t embarrass the poor girl by pushing her off me.  And afterwards she seemed to think we were some sort of couple or something.  I’ve met up with her twice since then, and every time I go to see her I mean to tell her I’m not interested.  But she’s so sweet.  And so nice.  And so lovely.  And ... and I don’t want to hurt her.  What am I going to do, Wanda?  I’ve been afraid to tell you because I know you’ll think I’m a giant twat for leading her on.  But I didn’t mean to.  I don’t know what to do.’ 
 
    He sat back, shaking his head and sighing.  ‘So that’s it,’ he said.  ‘I’m somehow going out with a girl I don’t even fancy because I’m too much of a coward to give her the push.  Do you hate me now?’ 
 
    For a moment I didn’t know quite what to say.  I mean, I felt relieved, I guess.  The thought of Max hating me had been eating away at me ever since the Masked Ball.  But I also felt confused. 
 
    ‘I could never hate you, you big galumph.’  I kissed his cheek.  ‘But I don’t really understand.  What’s so wrong with Emily, anyway?  She’s pretty.  Really pretty.  Are you sure you don’t like her back and you’re just too stubborn to see it?’  I grabbed his arm and threw it over my shoulder, snuggling into him.  ‘And, y’know, there are other things to consider.  Like the apple tart, Max.  Won’t you please think of the apple tart?’ 
 
    He wiggled away from me.  ‘Get off me, you ravenous monster!  The apple tart is good.  The ice cream is amazing.  The chocolate …’  A spot of drool seemed about to escape from his mouth.  ‘The chocolate is out of this world.  But I’ve kissed her, Wanda.  I even kissed her again, after that first time, just to be sure.  And now I am sure.  Yeah, she’s pretty.  Yeah, I like her.  And yeah, she’s been giving me all the food I can eat over the last couple of days.  But when she kisses me, there’s nothing there.  She’s not the one, Wanda.  She’s just not.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’  Dizzy and Wolfie had arrived on the couch by then, so I trailed my fingers through the dog’s fur while the bat curled up on my lap.  ‘Well ... we’re young, aren’t we?  I’m twenty-one, you’re twenty-two.  We don’t need to worry about finding the one just yet.  Do we?’ 
 
    He moved closer to me again.  ‘Suppose not,’ he said, throwing his arm back over my shoulder.  ‘So does that mean Gabriel’s not the one?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ I said sadly.  ‘That’s just one of a million things I’m trying to figure out right now.  Max ... I want to tell you some things.  I want you to understand why ...’ 
 
    I never did get to finish what I was trying to say, because Max, Dizzy and Wolfie all jumped up and went to the window. 
 
    ‘Did you see that?’  Max’s eyes were wide with wonder. 
 
    ‘I saw it,’ Dizzy said. 
 
    ‘Me too,’ Wolfie confirmed.  ‘Who was that man?  Why did he have all those reindeer?  I want to chase those reindeer.’ 
 
    I ran to the window, staring out.  A large sleigh was streaking away from the house, trails of glitter in its wake as it flew up in to the sky.  A man in a red suit sat at the reins, shouting, ‘On, Comet.  On, Cupid!’ 
 
    I blinked.  ‘That wasn’t ... that couldn’t have been ... could it?’ 
 
    Max looked at me, his dark brown eyes shining with excitement.  ‘Unless we’re having some sort of mass hallucination, I think it was.’  He glanced at the Christmas tree.  ‘And there’s an extra present under there.  That small gold box with the green ribbon.  That was not there before.’  He picked it up.  ‘Do you want to open it, or shall I?’ 
 
    I stared at the box.  I was just about to tell Max that he should be the one to open it, when my phone began to ring.  Lassie’s number was flashing on my screen.  ‘Hang on a minute,’ I said.  ‘I’d better answer this first.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 24. Seeing is Believing 
 
    ‘I don’t know what we’re going to do!’ Lassie cried when I answered the phone.  ‘They’ve all gone, Wanda.’ 
 
    ‘What are you talking about?  What’s all gone?’ 
 
    I heard some muffled words, and then Agatha came on the phone.  ‘I’m sorry, Wanda.  I know you were planning to celebrate Christmas with Max, but I think there might be another mystery for you to solve.  Lassie and I ... we had a little surprise lined up.  A lot of special presents that were set to go out tonight.  Can you come over to my house?  Max can come too, of course.  He already knows what we’re doing here.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be there in a minute,’ I said, hanging up the phone.  ‘Max ... I’ve got to go to Agatha’s.  Fancy coming along?’ 
 
    He looked longingly at the box in his hand. 
 
    ‘You can take your new toy with you,’ I told him. 
 
    He grinned like a child, slipped his free hand into mine, and I clicked my fingers and took us on our way. 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    Agatha lived in a town house on Warren Lane.  It was small but pretty, with a living room full of books and shelves lined with archaeological artefacts.  Or at least, that’s how it used to be.  When Max and I arrived, the living room was ten times its normal size. 
 
    ‘I ...um ... I had a lot of extra things to fit in, just lately, so I did a bigger on the inside spell,’ Agatha said.  ‘But now it seems they’ve all been stolen.’ 
 
    ‘They?’ I asked. 
 
    Agatha and Lassie shared a guilty look. 
 
    ‘Oh, just tell her,’ said Max.  ‘You want her to help you, don’t you?’ 
 
    Agatha took a seat in an enormous armchair, and held her hands on her lap.  ‘I commissioned Lassie to design and manufacture some new Pendants of Privilege,’ she explained.  ‘Except they weren’t the big, ugly things of old.  They were beautiful rings, brooches, and some smaller pendants for those who might want them.  They were going to be permanent issues to every supernatural in Ireland.  I wanted to make sure that I did at least one good thing before the election is called.  But when we came here tonight to do the spell to send them to everyone’s house, they were already gone.’ 
 
    Lassie grunted.  It seemed she had grown too angry for words. 
 
    ‘I tried to keep it below the radar,’ Agatha went on.  ‘I didn’t even buy any new Admitaz – the green stone that gives the pendants their magic.  We had hundreds of pendants in the Wyrd Court, so I gave them to Lassie and she removed the stones, broke them up, melted down the metal ... she did an amazing job on a shoestring budget, and somehow managed to make the jewellery look better than I could have thought possible.  I’d come up with a spell that would send it to every house at the same time.  I mean, it hadn’t worked so far, but I was sure I’d get it to work tonight.  Or I would have if some ne’er-do-well hadn’t ruined it all.  I can give you a list of people who might have been slimy enough to steal them.  Needless to say, I have quite a few enemies in the Wyrd Court.  I can’t think of how any of them might have found out, but clearly someone did.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’  I nodded.  ‘Make a list and I’ll go chat with them.  Hey, was this new jewellery wrapped, by any chance?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Agatha said.  ‘In gold paper, with green ribbon.  A nod to the old Pendant of Privilege.  Why?’ 
 
    Max’s eyes lit up.  ‘Because we just saw frickin’ Santa!  That’s why!’  He held out his hand.  ‘Recognise this?’ 
 
    Lassie and Agatha looked at the present, then looked at each other, then finally looked at Max. 
 
    ‘That’s definitely one of ours,’ said Agatha.  ‘But I don’t understand how you have it.’ 
 
    ‘Because it’s the most wonderful time of the year,’ I replied.  ‘It’s like Max just said – we saw frickin’ Santa.  And let me tell you, Agatha – seeing is believing.  Go on, Maxie – open it up.’ 
 
    He didn’t need to be told twice. 
 
    When Max opened the little gold box, my heart swelled.  There it was, finally.  A small, elegant ring, one that would be his for all time.  He could come and go as he wished.  Everyone could. 
 
    ‘Santa delivered that?’  Lassie looked just as excited as her cousin.  ‘Santa?  I knew he was real.’  She smiled at Agatha.  ‘Come on – we need to go and see if the rest of them got delivered by the man in red.  And I think we should check under my tree first.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    A short while later, Max and I were back at home, sitting by our tree.  Lassie had already phoned to say that she found her own present waiting at her flat, and since then our phones had been lighting up with messages from friends all over Ireland. 
 
    ‘I can’t believe Agatha got Lassie to do this,’ I said as Max slipped the ring on his finger.  ‘It’s the most amazing Christmas present in the world.’ 
 
    Max’s smile was still wide and happy, but it was becoming a little less beaming than mine.  ‘Yeah.  As long as it lasts, it is.  Hey ... why do you think Santa delivered these?’ 
 
    I’d been thinking about that, and I’d come to a conclusion – a conclusion that I was incredibly reluctant to say aloud.  ‘I ... em ... well … Agatha is amazing at a lot of things.  But her magic isn’t the strongest I’ve ever seen.  A spell of that magnitude – sending all those presents out at the same time, all over the country – that would take an enormous amount of power.  I think maybe her spell wasn’t going to work, and Santa decided to step in.  But don’t tell her I said that!  If she ever asks why you think the big man did it, say ... say that you have no idea why.  I mean, it’s only a guess, after all.’ 
 
    We admired the ring for a while longer, before beginning our unwrapping.  And there was a lot to unwrap.  If I thought I’d gone overboard with presents for Max, I needn’t have worried.  By the end of it all, I had so many new sweaters, pyjamas, slippers, perfumes, chocolates ... but better than all of that, he’d bought me a broom polishing kit.  Hmm.  It almost seemed as if he knew my dad was making me a new broom for Winter Solstice. 
 
    Dizzy got an enormous crate of mango, while Wolfie got treats, balls, and a nice checked winter coat.  When Max came to the last present in his pile, he smiled at me.  ‘Yet another from you.  Okay, so the box is kind of small.  And it feels wooden ...’   He opened it, and his smile stretched wider. 
 
    It was a wooden stationery box, about the size of a cigar case.  Inside, there was a line of silver pens.  ‘Thanks, Wanda.  This is brill.  No one ever gets me pens.  They think I already have enough.  But you can never have enough, can you?’ 
 
    I pointed to the first pen in the row.  ‘Pull it out,’ I said. 
 
    With a bemused expression on his face, he grabbed the pen and pulled.  As he did, the box doubled, then tripled, then quadrupled in size.  More and more compartments opened out, and thumbtacks and paperclips glistened, while blank sheets of paper and envelopes sat waiting patiently for their words. 
 
    Max blinked.  ‘It ... but ... how is it magic?  I’m not magic.’ 
 
    ‘It’s wizard tech,’ I said.  ‘You don’t have to be magic.  Pull out the first item on the far right of each compartment, and another compartment opens.  Each one bigger than the last.  And when you close it all, it goes back to being a light, handy stationery box all over again.’ 
 
    He stared down at the paperclips.  ‘There are at least a hundred different sizes here,’ he gasped before pulling me close.  ‘Wanda, this is the best present I ever got.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 25. A Weredog Christmas Carol 
 
      
 
    As Max and I strolled arm-in-arm along Eile Street, I felt like I was living inside a snow globe.  The white, fluffy flakes had settled on the ground, and they were still falling as we walked.  Lights were strung up everywhere, shining brightly, making the snowy street sparkle.  Through many of the windows, I could see the perfect picture of Christmas within – families serving up lunch or pulling crackers, while children played with their toys. 
 
    ‘I can’t believe it’s snowing,’ said Max, his breath sending a plume of vapour into the air.  He hadn’t worn a scarf since Solstice, and whilst I couldn’t say I blamed him, I was worried that he might be cold.  ‘It never snows at Christmas.’ 
 
    I pulled him closer, hoping my warmth spell would rub off on him.  ‘Not usually.  But this has been a pretty special year.  And I have the feeling that things are only going to get better.’ 
 
    He looked down at me, smiling.  ‘Y’know, I’m kind of starting to believe that they might.  Hey, can you smell that?’ 
 
    I took a sniff.  We had just turned onto Madra Lane, and the Water Bowl was beckoning us, sending the smells of delicious food wafting our way. 
 
    ‘I am so looking forward to tasting a weredog Christmas lunch,’ I said as we rushed inside.  ‘Wow.’  I paused as I shrugged off my coat.  ‘There are a lot of people here.’ 
 
    The bar was closed to customers for the day, and a long table had been laid out for family and friends.  People milled around, eating canapés and guzzling champagne.  Brand new rings, bracelets, and necklaces twinkled, reflecting the many coloured lights that decorated the room. 
 
    There was a nativity scene, a Christmas tree, a family of plastic snow men, snow women and snow children, a giant inflatable Santa swaying in the air ...  There was an entire table dedicated to snow globes, a train set whizzing around what looked like Santa’s workshop, and ... well, let’s just say there were even more decorations than at mine and Max’s and leave it at that. 
 
    Just as I was preparing to gush about how wonderful it all was, loud singing hit my ears.  A woman was walking towards us, singing a carol at the top of her lungs.  Well, actually, singing a lot of carols, with all of the words jumbled up.  She wore a necklace made of tinsel, and had a sprig of mistletoe attached to a tiara atop her head.  Before she could sing right in our faces, Lady stood in the way.  Her light-red hair was dusted with glitter, and she wore a sparkling red dress and heels. 
 
    ‘This is my mother, Carol,’ said Lady.  ‘She likes to sing Christmas songs, but you’ve probably already figured that much out.  Also, she’s had six glasses of buck’s fizz.’  She gave Max a tense smile.  ‘So.  Max.  Welcome.’  She turned to her mother.  ‘Mam, this is Max and Wanda.  Rover and I told you about them, remember?’ 
 
    Carol stopped singing, but I suspected the intermission would be brief.  ‘Oh.  You’re Max.  Max who has the new girlfriend.  And what’s wrong with my Lady, might I ask you?  Look at her.  She’s beautiful.’ 
 
    Lady’s face went purple, and she said, ‘Look, Mam – see Rover sitting over there?  I just heard him say he’d love you to go and sing him a song.’ 
 
    As she walked away, Lady’s smile grew even tenser.  ‘When I said six glasses, clearly I was underestimating.  I’m happy for you and Emily, Max.  Really I am.  Listen, I’ve just got to get into the kitchen.  There’s lots of snacks and drinks, so help yourselves.  Lunch will be ready in about twenty minutes.’ 
 
    Oh dear.  I had known for some time that Lady had a crush on Max.  He’d been fobbing her off by telling her he could never go out with her, seeing as she was Rover’s sister.  But although Rover could seem quite scary when you first met him, I knew he’d have no problem with Max and Lady.  And Max knew it, too. 
 
    Across the room, Carol was now singing to her son, who was laughing good-naturedly and sipping from a champagne flute. 
 
    ‘I’ll get us some drinks,’ said Max. ‘Champers or beer?’ 
 
    ‘Orange juice,’ I said with a wry smile.  ‘I’ll go sit with Lassie.’ 
 
    As I made my way over to Lassie, I watched Max, laughing and chatting with his friends as they stood around the bar. 
 
    ‘You look like you want to lick him,’ Lassie said, patting the seat next to her. 
 
    ‘I ... what?  No I don’t!’ 
 
    She laughed.  ‘Only joking.  But he does look nice in that new sweater.  I’m guessing that’s one of your pressies to him.  I heard about the stationery box, too.  He sent me a very excited message about it, with a photo and everything.’ 
 
    There was a bowl of peanuts in front of her, and I grabbed a handful.  There was something about the food in the Water Bowl.  Even the peanuts tasted amazing.  Just the right amount of salt and – more importantly – there were always lots of them.  ‘Yeah, it was a great find.  Hey, what’s that perfume you’re wearing?  It smells lush.’ 
 
    Her cheeks turned pink.  ‘It’s ... em ... well, it’s from Finn.’  She pulled her chair closer to mine.  ‘Wanda, he got me perfume, a gorgeous new snow globe and those super-expensive chocolates that they only sell on Madra Lane.  I feel a bit bad about what I did, now.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?  Finn didn’t say anything.  What did you do?’ 
 
    She sighed.  ‘I knocked him back.  We were dancing.  He got a little romantic and ... I mean, he didn’t get inappropriate or anything.  He just looked into my eyes and said a couple of mushy things.  Like how he knew I was probably still grieving over Connor but he wanted me to know he was there for me if I ever wanted him to be more than a friend.  I pushed him away and said I wouldn’t have even had him as a friend if I knew he felt that way.  I told him to get lost.’  Her body slumped, and even the tinsel in her hair looked like it was about to grow droopy.  ‘What am I going to do?  I do want him as a friend, Wanda.  I mean, I can even see wanting more with him at some stage in the very far future.  But ... the last time I was that close to a guy was Connor.  I know he’s dead.  I know he’d want me to move on.  But I feel like I’m betraying him.  And now Finn’s never going to talk to me again.  And I like talking to him.  He brings me hot drinks when he’s patrolling in the market.  He tells me dumb jokes when he can see I’m having a bad day.’ 
 
    I pushed the peanuts away and gave her a squeeze.  The poor thing was close to tears, and I understood why.  I’d never lost a boyfriend the way she had, but I knew what grief felt like.  And it had only been around six months since Connor was murdered.  She had seemed as if she was getting over it, but clearly that wasn’t the case.  ‘Hey, don’t worry about it.  When I first met Finn I thought he was the cockiest guy I’d ever known.  But he’s actually an amazing person.  I mean, he is cocky, no doubt about it, but he’s also sweet, steady, loyal and nearly as stubborn as me.  He won’t let this ruin your friendship.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, well, he’s got a lot to be cocky about.  He’s gorgeous!’  Lassie clasped a hand over her mouth as soon as she spoke and then said, ‘Y’know.  If you like that sort of thing.’ 
 
    ‘I guess I might be able to see what you mean.  If I squinted.  And if I was drunk.  Very drunk.  But seriously, I feel like I should shoulder some of the blame.  I knew he liked you.  I even told him what chocolate to get you.  I didn’t think he was going to lay all his cards on the table, though.  I think he might have had even more to drink than I did that night, so he blurted out his feelings a bit too soon.  Okay, maybe a lot too soon.’ 
 
    ‘What was too soon?’ 
 
    We both jumped at the sound of Max’s voice. 
 
    ‘You know, you might be a weredog, but you move as silently as a cat,’ I said, reaching for my drink.  ‘And as for what we were talking about, it was girl talk.’ 
 
    He sat down next to me, sipping at two drinks.  One was a glass of chocolate soy milk.  The other was a bottle of beer.  ‘Well, I definitely don’t need to know about that.’  He nodded to the door that led to the kitchen.  Lady and a few others were walking through with plates piled high with food.  ‘Time to chow down.’ 
 
    As we made our way to the dining table, Carol started singing again.  I’m not sure what song it was, but at least it covered the noise of my rumbling stomach. 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    A couple of hours later, I sat back in my chair, doing my best not to burp.  There had been nut roast, seitan, Brussels sprouts, roasted veggies, mashed potato and the most amazing gravy I’d ever tasted.  It was followed by three desserts – pudding, trifle, and chocolate profiteroles stuffed with a soy cream.  After that we’d had brandy, port, a vegan cheese board, coffee, more brandy and port and ... well, I didn’t know how I was ever going to explain to my coven that the weredogs did a better holiday meal than witches did. 
 
    Carol was singing throughout, but the funny thing was that, the drunker she got, the more recognisable the songs became.  I actually recognised the chorus of Good King Wenceslas, and she did a beautiful Silent Night. 
 
    Just as we were all beginning to hum along, the sounds of shouting came to my ears.  I could hear Goldie, one of the bouncers, but I could have sworn I also heard the voice of a young girl. 
 
    ‘Hey, Rover!  Wanda!’ Goldie shouted from the door.  We turned in our seats to see him blocking the doorway, his arms wide.  Behind him, I could see Candace, jumping up and down and waving.  ‘This little witch says she has to see the two of you!’ 
 
    ‘Hey, Wanda!’ she shouted.  ‘Hello, Mr Rover!  Nice to make your acquaintance.  Can I come in please?  I have something to show you both.’ 
 
    Rover looked at Candace, then at me.  ‘She one of yours?’ 
 
    ‘She’s a Plimpton, actually.  But a good one.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm.’  He scratched his stubble-covered chin and looked her up and down.  She was still jumping and waving, and she was holding an envelope in her hand.  ‘All right then.  Let’s see what she has to say.  Goldie, let her in.’ 
 
    The enormous, blond bouncer stood aside.  As Candace stepped into the bar, Rover and I went to meet her. 
 
    ‘Your coven said you were here,’ she said breathlessly, smiling up at me.  She had her dark, glossy hair in pigtails, with holly-covered bobbins keeping it in place.  Her sweater had a reindeer on it, and she was wearing gorgeous green snow boots.  ‘Did you hear about Santa?’ she asked, her eyes wide.  ‘Well, of course you did.’  She glanced at the brand new ring on Rover’s finger.  ‘But did you guys see him?  I thought I saw him, but he was at a distance, so I can’t be sure.  My mother says there’s no such thing.  She says humans and weredogs made him up, but I dunno.  I mean, the naughty and nice list worked out, didn’t it?  And the new jewellery was delivered by a man in a reindeer-drawn sleigh who happened to be dressed in a red suit.  So I’m a believer.  And I mean, there can be the triple-form goddess and Santa, can’t there?  I don’t see why they can’t both exist.  I–’ 
 
    Rover broke out into laughter, cutting Candace off mid-flow. 
 
    She stuck her hands on her hips and pouted.  ‘What?  What are you laughing at?’ 
 
    ‘You, kid.’  He tousled her hair, then looked at me.  ‘Is she always this animated?’ 
 
    ‘She sure is.  Except her long, animated speeches used to be nasty.  These days they’re mostly nice.  So ... did Santa bring you that envelope, Candace?’ 
 
    ‘Oh!’  She looked at the envelope.  ‘No.  Well, I don’t think so.  I found it on the doormat this morning.  But ... just read it.  You won’t believe it.’ 
 
    I took the envelope from her hand, and opened it.  Inside was a letter in handwriting I recognised.  Swallowing, I began to read: 
 
      
 
    Dear Candace, 
 
      
 
    I’ve been hearing all about your efforts to raise money for a new community hall in Riddler’s Edge.  And while I’m sure that you’re determined enough to raise more than enough money, I thought I might help things along. 
 
      
 
    My company, Berry Materialization, would like to build the new community hall free of charge, with work beginning in January.  We’ll kit the place out with the latest furnishings and fittings, also free of charge. 
 
      
 
    Of course we’ll be reaching out to the various factions who make use of the hall in the New Year, in order to assure them we want nothing in return, but I wanted to write this letter to you first of all, to let you know you can take a break from all your hard work, and enjoy the rest of the holiday. 
 
      
 
    Sincerely, 
 
    Will Berry. 
 
      
 
    When I finished reading, Rover grabbed the letter from me, staring at it in disbelief.  ‘Berry.  Will Berry.  He the one whose dad and aunt killed all those people?’ 
 
    I nodded numbly.  A small crowd had formed around us as I read, and Max was looking curiously in my direction. 
 
    ‘Well,’ said Rover, ‘thanks for letting us know, Candace.’  He tousled her hair again.  ‘Would you like to stick around for a while?  We’re about to play Pass the Parcel.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’  Candace looked up at him.  ‘But if you touch my hair one more time, Mr Rover, I’ll do a spell that’ll make your hand freeze.’ 
 
    The entire bar turned silent.  A split second passed before Rover broke out into laughter once again.  ‘I like you, kid.  And you know what?  I think I might like that Will Berry, too.  Point him out to me sometime, Wanda.  I think I need to shake his hand.’ 
 
    I trailed after them, listening to Candace tell Rover all about Santa’s sleigh.  When we got back to the table, Carol began to sing again.  This time it was, It’s the Most Wonderful Time of the Year. 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    You’ve reached the end of Wrapping Up.  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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