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 1. A Jump in my Step 
 
      
 
    The thing about Imbolc is that it always seems to come way too early.  Normally, the witches I know are a disorganised bunch.  We leave Winter Solstice shopping until the last minute.  We choose holiday destinations by sticking a pin in a map.  We wait until we’re hungry enough to be grumpy before deciding what to have for dinner (a great tactic if you want to argue yourselves into getting some takeaway). 
 
    But Imbolc?  Imbolc, our spring festival, is always celebrated early in the year.  And I do mean early.  Early as in frost on the ground and three sweaters plus a plethora of warmth spells to stop our skin from turning blue. 
 
    I’d love to be able to tell you that, by the time this year’s Imbolc rolled around, spring really was in the air.  I could spin a yarn about birds tweeting vows of love in the trees, bees buzzing from flower to flower to find the choicest pollen and nectar, and butterflies ... well ... butterflying.  But the truth was it was cold, miserable, and whilst there might have been a spring in my step, it was the wrong kind of spring.  It was more of a nervous jump, really.  Because by the time February was on the horizon, I’d been treated to many weeks of that feeling.  Bad tingles down my spine.  The sense that someone was following my every move.  Empty rooms that didn’t feel quite as empty as they looked. 
 
    Yeah, I was jumpy.  And the last thing I wanted to do in this jumpy mood of mine was to celebrate a spring that hadn’t yet arrived. 
 
    ‘It’s traditional,’ said my mother, sweeping out the spare bedroom of Wayfarers’ Rest and waving me in.  ‘You make up the bed.  Melissa’s gone to get the white wand.’ 
 
    ‘But where’s Max going to sleep?  You said he was invited to this debacle.’ 
 
    ‘Of course he’s invited.  Max is always invited.  But it is falling on a full moon, Wanda.  Won’t he be ... you know?’ 
 
    I scrunched up my nose, wishing she hadn’t made such a good point.  Max, my housemate, was a weredog.  He turned into a great big shaggy brown dog for three nights out of every month, and usually spent the time scampering around local parks, or hanging about at the backs of restaurants.  The last thing he needed on the night of Imbolc was a bed to sleep in.  Maybe a curry carton to lick and a ball to chase, but definitely not a bed.  But I was the sort of person who followed through, so I wasn’t about to give up now, even if my mother’s argument was perfectly sensible.  ‘Yeah, but ... what about when he gets back in the morning?’ I persisted.  ‘Where will he sleep then?’ 
 
    My mother seemed to be fighting the urge to roll her eyes.  ‘Can’t he sleep in your bed?  You won’t be using it during the day, will you?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.  I might fancy a lie in.’ 
 
    She shook her head and swept a little more furiously.  ‘Fine.  Well then we can make up an extra bed in your room, can’t we?  I mean, we’re witches.  If we can’t magic a second bed into your room, then what’s the world coming to?’ 
 
    Another sensible solution.  Or at least it would have been, if I hadn’t been wearing my contrary pants.  ‘Well, that might be weird, though.  I mean, me and Max are strictly platonic.  It’d feel funny, us sleeping in the same room.’ 
 
    ‘Even though he’d only be sleeping during the day?  And in a different bed?’  My mother had clearly had enough.  All resistance had been worn down, and she gave in, rolling her eyes.  ‘Give me strength, Wanda Wayfair.  I happen to know that you and Max have shared your bed before, when you both fell asleep at your place watching television.’ 
 
    I didn’t bother asking how she knew.  I could deal with that little intrusion into my personal space another time.  ‘Yes, but that was accidentally.  After an incredibly long Hammer Horror marathon.  Sleeping together purposely would be weird.’ 
 
    ‘Fine,’ she relented through gritted teeth.  ‘We can clear out that little bedroom in the attic.  Or he can have the couch in the living room.  We never use the living room unless we’re watching TV.’ 
 
    ‘Squinting at the TV, more like,’ I said.  ‘I need an eyesight spell when I’m watching that thing.’ 
 
    My mother stopped sweeping and turned on me, her warm brown eyes flashing.  ‘Okay, now I’m getting annoyed.  You’re never moody, Wanda.  Especially not at Imbolc.  You’re Little Miss Holiday Spirit at all of our celebrations.  Either tell me what’s wrong with you or I’ll do a truth spell and force you to spit it out.’ 
 
    Oh dear, maybe I’d gone too far.  I marched across to the bed and began to make it up with clean sheets.  ‘Okay, okay.  Look – I’m making up the bed like you asked me to.  No need for any spells, okay?  I’m just ... I guess I’m just feeling a little bit bored of Imbolc.  I mean, I’m making up a bed for an imaginary goddess who can somehow sleep in every single witch’s bed in Ireland on the same night.  Not to mention she can supposedly wave all of these white wands we leave out for her and make the crops grow while she’s at it.  And what if the weather is good tomorrow?  Does that mean Brigid isn’t coming and the Cailleach is gathering wood for an even longer winter?  I mean, we could be making all this effort for nothing.  The imaginary goddess might not even imaginarily arrive.’ 
 
    My mother snorted and pointed at the bed, making it hover in the air, and then began to sweep out underneath it, sending a plume of dust my way.  I could be wrong, but I think she did it deliberately.  As I sneezed, she herded yet another clump of dust bunnies my way, turning the sneeze into a frenzy. 
 
    ‘You’re doing that on purpose!’ 
 
    ‘Oh, am I?  Well, maybe if you wouldn’t be so moody, then I wouldn’t be sweeping so enthusiastically.  I’m just balancing things.’  She paused to lower the bed.  ‘Look, I know something’s wrong.  Wanda, this is your first Imbolc as an empowered witch, so you should be even more excited than usual, not less.  I mean, if anyone believes in goddesses, it’s you.  I remember you lecturing Melissa when the pair of you were children, telling her that spring would come when it comes, but it was best to be prepared, either way.  You put your little hands on your little hips and told Melissa that the hag would pass her power over to Brigid when she was good and ready, but that if we didn’t make up the room, then it might never happen.  Anyway.’  A mischievous glint entered her eyes.  ‘There are plenty of other things to look forward to at this time of year.  Especially now that you have a boyfriend.’ 
 
    I smoothed out the bed, and then sat on it.  Yeah, I had a boyfriend.  A boyfriend I was mostly crazy about.  At least when I was near him, anyway.  I should be looking forward to this time of year, given the romance of it all.  And I might do, too – if I wasn’t secretly investigating his father. 
 
    I thought about the upcoming festival, and felt that same persistent jumpiness that had been dogging me for weeks.  Despite my complaints to my mother, I knew that the feeling had little to do with the festival itself. 
 
    Imbolc really was one hell of a confusing time – or at least the way we celebrated it was.  If the weather was bad on the first day of February, that meant that the winter was nearly over.  The Cailleach – the hag – was ready to end the winter and do a handover to Brigid, the younger goddess who would wave her white wand and kick off the spring.  If the weather was good¸ though, it actually meant that the winter would last longer.  See what I meant about it being confusing?  Good weather wasn’t a good omen.  The Cailleach was making the sun shine only so that she could go and gather more wood for the rest of the winter, and then hunker down. 
 
    Either way, we went through with the same old same old.  The night before February arrived, we prepared a room for Brigid, just in case.  But whether Brigid showed up or not, our romantic season would always begin at Imbolc.  Traditionally, male witches would ask to be let in to the house of the witch they were interested in.  In long-term relationships, that could mean a proposal.  But for newer relationships, or not-yet-begun trysts, it could be the beginning of their courtship. 
 
    These days, most people got together and proposed whenever they wanted, but plenty still went along with the old ways.  I always thought that, once I met someone special, I’d look forward to this time of year.  But seeing as I was keeping an enormous secret from Gabriel, and was intermittently as unsure about him as I was about his father ... well, combine that with the jumpy feeling I’d been having of late, and you can see why all I wanted to do was bury my head under the covers and let Imbolc do its thing without me. 
 
    ‘I’ve got it.’  Melissa, my best friend and coven-sister, stood at the door, listlessly waving the white wand.  Her mother arrived behind her, a wide smile on her face. 
 
    ‘Put it beside the bed,’ said Christine. 
 
    Melissa looked back at her mother, and sighed.  ‘You’re smiling too much.  It’s unnerving.’ 
 
    I glanced at Melissa’s mother.  Like Melissa, Christine was the epitome of a sexy witch.  She was tall and slim, with long, dark red hair and gorgeous green eyes.  And thanks to some incredibly powerful glamour spells and a lot of yoga, she looked almost as young as her daughter.  But right now, the smile she wore was making her look even younger.  That smile had been around a lot lately.  Every time I’d come here to visit Wayfarers’ Rest over the past few weeks, it had been getting wider. 
 
    ‘Of course I’m smiling.  Spring is nearly here.  Why aren’t you smiling?’ 
 
    Melissa shrugged and placed the white wand next to the bed, in waiting for the goddess.  ‘Oh, I dunno.  Maybe because Imbolc is falling at the same time as a full moon.  A blue moon, nonetheless.  Oh, and might I add, a blue moon that’s also a blood moon and a supermoon to boot.  Yeah, I’m really happy about this.  I don’t even remotely think it’s some sort of portent of doom.’ 
 
    Christine tossed her hair and broadened her smile.  ‘You should be happy.  Beautiful young girl like you, you’ll have a million men buzzing around you for the next few weeks.  And anyway, we won’t see the eclipse in Ireland.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, number one, I don’t want a million men buzzing around me.’  Melissa turned to glare at her mother.  ‘Especially not seeing as the number one man who’s interested in me right now happens to be Callum Cool, drummer and werewolf.  He won’t be buzzing around our house tonight.  If he does show up here, he’ll probably be peeing on our flowers.  And number two – just because you can’t see the eclipse doesn’t mean it’s not happening.’  She shuddered.  ‘Don’t the rest of you feel a bit wiggy right now?  I know I do.’ 
 
    As if to underline her words, a shadow flitted across the window.  I ran to the glass and looked out, but could see nothing except some leaves blowing in the breeze.  I glanced at my mother and Christine.  Christine had begun to dust, and my mother was re-smoothing the dent my bum had made in the bed.  Neither of them looked remotely perturbed. 
 
    But Melissa?  She definitely wasn’t exaggerating.  She looked just as disturbed as I’d been feeling for weeks.  I would need to talk to her about it, as soon as I got the chance.  For now, I simply shrugged and said, ‘Meh.  I dunno about wiggy, but I’m definitely in the mood for a party.  What time are we heading to the tavern?’ 
 
    Melissa fixed me with a look that was half-disappointed, half-suspicious, and said, ‘Why don’t we head there now?’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    There were bonfires burning everywhere, because, well, witches really like bonfires.  We have them blazing for pretty much all of our festivals, and Imbolc was no different.  You’d think we’d have a bit of an aversion to them, what with all of the burning at the stake nonsense that went on back in the day.  But the truth is that not a lot of witches were actually killed that way – well, not a lot of real witches were killed anyway, but of those that were, the methods of murder were even more horrific than being burned alive.  When you hear people talking about the good old days, maybe you should slowly back away from that person.  Because anyone who enjoyed the way things used to be might be a little bit sadistic and murderous.  Just saying. 
 
    When I entered Three Witches Brew with my mother, Melissa and Christine, we made our way over to the seating area on the right side, to join the other women.  The men looked over from the left side of the pub, and wolf whistled.  Now, bear with me.  Irish witches don’t normally go in for male-female segregation.  And as for wolf whistling?  Well, any man who dares to do that to a female witch is usually rewarded with an incredibly painful spell directed at his nether regions.  But on Imbolc, we have a tendency towards role reversal. 
 
    Ronan, Fiodóir and Quinn, the three brothers who ran Three Witches Brew, were busy behind the bar, keeping up easily with all of the orders despite the hustle and bustle in the tavern.  But then again, I didn’t think I’d ever seen those guys break a sweat.  Male witches were as much a fan of glamours as female, and the three brothers were no exception.  They looked just the same as they had when I was a kid.  They seemed to stay permanently at fifty, with hair so black it was almost blue, and shining grey eyes. 
 
    We made our way to a long table, one where most of the seats were taken up by other members of our coven, the Wayfairs.  After a bit of reshuffling, they managed to find room for all of us. 
 
    Ronnie swung an arm around my shoulder and said, ‘It’s the princess of potions!  Tell her, Wanda – tell her you’re going to be in my class next year, not hers.’  She lifted a straw out of her drink and poked it in Agatha’s direction.  Agatha, another Wayfair, was the Magical History Professor at Crooked College, while Ronnie taught Potions. 
 
    I tried not to cringe quite so obviously, but the truth was I didn’t have a clue how to reply.  By the end of February, college applications for the next academic year needed to be made.  At twenty-one, I was a little late to the college game.  But because I’d been unempowered until last summer, I hadn’t been eligible to study at Crooked College until now. 
 
    Along with the Peacemakers, the Wayfairs policed the supernatural world as best they could, and I’d been working as a Wayfair for months now.  Seeing as I loved my job, it was a given that I would study Magical Law, just like my mother and many other Wayfairs.  But for the first two years at Crooked College, I was supposed to take two courses, one of which I could either dump or carry on with in year three.  I would have little enough time as it was, fitting in college around my Wayfair work, so I needed to be sure that I was choosing the right second subject.  Potions and Magical History were in equal running. 
 
    Ronnie and Agatha were both still looking at me, waiting. 
 
    ‘Well, when Agatha wins the election in a couple of weeks’ time,’ I said, ‘then I won’t have to decide, will I?  She’ll be too busy telling the public what to do.  She’ll have no time to tell students what to do anymore.’ 
 
    It was an avoidance tactic, sure, but it was still the truth.  When the last Minister had been ousted, Agatha had become the Acting Minister for Magical Law.  The election was to take place on February fourteenth.  Melissa had expressed worry as to whether Agatha would win, because she had lost before. 
 
    This year, Agatha only had one competitor at the upcoming election, a man called Darrell Plimpton.  Darrell had been a businessman all his life, and had no experience in politics.  But it didn’t really matter what his experience was, or what the people thought about him – because if Agatha didn’t win the popular vote by an enormous majority, it was the board at Crooked College who would make the decision. 
 
    Unsurprisingly, that board was not voted for by the public.  They earned their places simply by being important alumni.  And whilst there wasn’t a single Wayfair on that board, there were an awful lot of Plimptons and Berrys. 
 
    So yeah, I shared Melissa’s concerns.  But sometimes, miracles happened, and I was hoping for one in two weeks’ time. 
 
    ‘Hah!’  Agatha appeared to be just as inebriated as Ronnie, and I wondered how early the two of them had started.  ‘I’m not going to win!  I’m going to lose worser than anyone has lost before.  Even worser than I lost last time.’ 
 
    ‘Worser?’  I laughed.  ‘Yeah, I think I’ll take Ronnie’s class, after all.’ 
 
    ‘Of course you’re gonna take Potions, my little genius!’  Ronnie’s words were even more slurred than a moment ago.  ‘You could do all the classes if you wanted to.  Roll on September.’ 
 
    I glanced around the tavern.  It appeared that Ronnie and Agatha were actually some of the soberest in the place, even though it was barely three in the afternoon.  I made my way to the bar, and Ronan came my way. 
 
    ‘What’ll it be?  Four Superbrews?’ 
 
    As tempting as the thought of one of his heady Superbrews was, I decided against it. ‘Make it three,’ I said.  ‘I’ll just have an orange juice.’ 
 
    ‘Actually,’ said Melissa, arriving beside me, ‘make it two orange juices.’ 
 
    Ronan fetched our drinks quickly, but Melissa and I didn’t return to our seats straight away.  ‘I want to talk to you,’ I whispered.  ‘We’ve both been so busy lately, and there’s something going on that I really want to let you in on.’ 
 
    Her eyes widened.  ‘It’s you and Gabriel, isn’t it?  He’s going to propose tonight!’ 
 
    ‘What?’  I took a deep gulp of my orange juice and shook my head.  ‘No way.  We’ve only been together a few months.  It’s about what you were saying.  About feeling wiggy.  See, the thing is, I’ve been feeling wiggy too.  Melissa, I think–’ 
 
    My voice trailed off as I realised she had long stopped listening to me.  The Call of the Wild were arriving on a small stage in the corner of the tavern, and her eyes were affixed on Mack McAdams, the singer. 
 
    ‘It’s going to be a short one this afternoon, folks,’ Mack said in a sultry voice.  ‘Because we all know that tonight is a full moon, and me and the boys have places we like to be on full moons.’ 
 
    Behind him, the other band members howled.  Jasper Jaunt, the bass player, stepped towards the microphone.  ‘But if any ladies are brave enough to join us, you’ll be very welcome.’ 
 
    I put my fingers to my mouth, mimicking throwing up.  Melissa didn’t even notice.  She’d gone all gooey, because while Jasper was speaking, Mack McAdams was looking her way.  I sighed.  One of these days the two of them were going to do more than just look at one another.  For the sake of my eyeballs, I hoped it would be soon. 
 
    After a few more words from the werewolf rockers, the music began to play.  Max arrived at the bar beside me, with Emily Caulfield pasted to his side. 
 
    ‘You’re not supposed to be together yet!’ Ronnie shouted over.  ‘Get over to the blokes’ side of the bar, Max, and leave poor Emily alone!’ 
 
    Max went bright red, gave me a sheepish shrug, and loped away to join my father and a few other Wayfair men at a table on the men’s side of the bar. 
 
    ‘Thanks for collecting Max from Dublin,’ I said to Emily. ‘Can I get you a drink?’ 
 
    She shook her head.  ‘Thanks, but I’m not staying long.  And of course I was going to collect him, silly.  I am his girlfriend.’ 
 
    I blinked, looking over at Max.  Ever since he and Emily shared their first kiss during the Masked Ball at Winter Solstice, he had been telling me that he liked her, but he didn’t like her like her.  Max seemed to think that being with anyone who wasn’t the one was a waste of time.  I gave Emily an uneasy smile, hoping to the goddess that she knew she wasn’t the one.  Because as much as I loved Max, if he was leading her on, then I wasn’t going to play along. 
 
    ‘I hope he comes to my house tonight,’ she said, moving closer to me.  ‘I mean, yeah, he’ll be a dog and everything, but still ... it’ll mean something.  Won’t it?’ 
 
    I took another drink of my juice while I thought of how the hell to reply to her question. 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t read too much into it, either way,’ said Melissa.  ‘Weredogs aren’t as different from werewolves as the two would like us to believe.  They both go a bit wild at full moon.  If he doesn’t turn up, it doesn’t mean he doesn’t like you.’ 
 
    Emily’s smile fell away.  ‘You don’t think he’ll turn up, do you?’ 
 
    ‘I ... I’m not saying that.’  Melissa’s green eyes rounded.  ‘I’m not saying that at all.  Am I, Wanda?’ 
 
    Way to throw me under the bus, Melissa.  I turned to Emily and smiled brightly.  Her big blue eyes looked so sad, bless her.  She really was a cutie pie.  She was a couple of years older than Max (she was twenty-five to his twenty-two) but as far as I knew he’d been the first guy she’d taken an interest in.  ‘Of course Melissa’s not saying Max won’t turn up.  She’s just saying it’s full moon tonight, that’s all.  Last full moon – the wolf moon – Max didn’t even come home to sleep during the day.  All of these supermoons have the dogs and wolves behaving a little wilder than usual.’ 
 
    I was stretching the truth a little.  Max had returned home during the day over the course of the wolf moon at the beginning of the month.  Just a little bit later, and a lot more dishevelled than he might normally return.  And after the third night, he’d returned home with a black eye.  He wouldn’t tell me how he got it, but he would let me use a magical cream to fade the bruise away. 
 
    ‘Well, he’s spending this full moon here in Riddler’s Cove, where I live,’ Emily said brightly.  ‘That means something.  I know it does.  Things with me and Max are going so well.  I mean, he’s been putting off making it official because he’s worried about the way the vote will go on the fourteenth.  But I keep telling him I don’t care.  No one cares anymore, do they?  I’ve seen Finn sniffing around Max’s cousin, and he’s a Peacemaker.  If the people who uphold the laws don’t care about them, then why should me and Max?’ 
 
    As if on cue, Lassie – Max’s cousin – walked into the tavern with Finn, the captain of the Peacemakers, close behind.  They both came to the bar. 
 
    Emily prodded Finn in the arm.  ‘You don’t care which way the vote goes, do you, Finn?  You and Lassie will stay together, either way, won’t you?’ 
 
    Somehow, Finn managed to go only mildly pink, while Lassie’s cheeks began to flame.  I really wished Emily wouldn’t have asked that question.  First of all, I was feeling incredibly tense about the fourteenth.  We weren’t just voting for who would be the next Minister for Magical Law.  We were also voting on whether supernaturals known as others – weredogs, wizards, umempowered witches and dayturning vampires – would finally be granted equal rights. 
 
    Second of all, Lassie and Finn probably didn’t enjoy being asked about their relationship status. 
 
    ‘Me and Lassie aren’t a couple, actually,’ Finn said.  ‘But as for the vote on Equal Rights for Others?  Of course I care what way it goes.  If people vote against it, there’ll be riots.’ 
 
    ‘There’ll be riots either way,’ said Emily.  ‘At the end of the day, people can do what they want, law or no law.  If I want to be with Max, no one has the right to tell me otherwise.’ 
 
    She wasn’t wrong about the riots.  But I had the feeling that if the supernaturals known as others didn’t get granted equal rights on the fourteenth, then the riots were going to be much bigger than if they won. 
 
    ‘Sure there’ll be riots either way,’ said Finn, before going on to echo my thoughts.  ‘But the thing about this vote, is that weredogs, wizards, dayturners and unempowered witches are being gracious in letting it happen at all.  They don’t have to be as patient as they’re being.  If they don’t get equal rights, then they’re going to stop playing by the rules.  And if that happens, I know I won’t be arresting them for rioting.  I’ll be joining them on the streets.  Marching with them to the Wyrd Court.  I’ll be with the others all the way.’ 
 
    Lassie looked up at Finn, her eyes shining with admiration.  She stood up on her tiptoes, and kissed his cheek.  When she moved away again, Finn’s complexion finally lost the fight, and he turned bright red. 
 
    ‘I will too,’ said Melissa.  ‘Be joining the riots, I mean.  If it comes to that.’  She squeezed Lassie’s hand.  ‘But y’know what?  I don’t think it will come to that.’ 
 
    I was just about to add my own words of hope, when all the lights went out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 2. Someone’s Punched Her Lights Out 
 
    I extended a finger and whispered, ‘Solas.’ 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    All around the room, I could hear witches pull out fingers and wands, trying the same simple light spell at which I had just failed miserably. 
 
    As the tavern remained in total darkness, voices rose in panic.  I could hear people shouting and tripping over each other as they rushed to the doors.  When someone shouted, ‘The doors are locked!’ the panic got worse. 
 
    Beside me, I heard Melissa’s voice whisper, ‘This isn’t right, Wanda.  Something’s going on here.’ 
 
    I fought the urge to gulp.  Melissa was right.  No spells worked.  All of the electric lights had gone out – but so too had every single candle in Three Witches Brew.  I ran to where I knew the closest window was, and gazed out at the street.  All of the bonfires had stopped burning.  The sun was close to setting, which would mean the whole town would be in darkness while we were trapped in this tavern. 
 
    Beside me, a small flame flickered to life.  ‘Lighter,’ Lassie explained.  ‘Weredogs have to light their fires and candles the old–fashioned way.  Will this be any help?’ 
 
    ‘You’re a goddess send, Lassie,’ I said with a worried grin, taking the lighter she offered and lighting a candle on the bar beside me.  As the candle flared to life, I stood up on the bar beside it (hey, when you’re short like me, you’ve got to come up with creative ways to attract attention).  ‘Listen up!’ I cried out.  ‘It seems like only magical light has gone out.  The electricity in town is powered by magic, and all of the candles in here and the bonfires outside were lit with spells.  I’m going to go around and relight all the candles with this handy, practical lighter, given to me by my friend Lassie.  Anyone else who has a lighter on them, do the same.  Once we can actually see each other, then we can start to figure out what’s going on here.’ 
 
    The non-witches in the tavern fished about in their pockets.  Some had lighters.  Others had torches.  Within a few minutes, the whole place was lit up once again. 
 
    ‘Brilliant,’ said my mother, clapping Lassie on the back.  ‘Takes someone who’s not a witch to come up with a sensible solution, as usual.’  She looked at me.  ‘We need to figure out what’s going on here.  The sun will be going down soon.  If no magic works, then this place is a ticking time bomb.  Werewolves, weredogs and vampires all trapped together on full moon?  Not to mention a bunch of power-sapped witches who are definitely not going to be able to calm things down.’ 
 
    Other Wayfairs began to join us, all chattering and offering suggestions about what could be done.  Just as we stopped talking over each other and began to get things organised, the lights all turned back on. 
 
    ‘Hang on,’ said Melissa, extending a finger and saying, ‘Solas.’  A ball of light emanated, bright and beautiful, and floated a few inches from her hand.  ‘Thank the goddess,’ she whispered. 
 
    I tried my own magic.  Like Melissa’s, it was working once again.  Melissa ran to the door, and checked it.  ‘It’s open,’ she said.  ‘So I guess we’re not all going to kill each other come sundown.’ 
 
    All around the tavern, witches were trying out their magic, looks of relief on their faces.  It was a relief, however, that had a pretty short lifecycle.  Just as people were giggling, practising spells and beginning to sip at their drinks again, a voice screamed through the tavern, ‘Oh my stars!  It’s Nancy!  Someone’s punched her lights out!’ 
 
    Along with Finn, my mother and I fought our way through the crowd.  Witches at the Berry coven’s table were all gathered around a young woman – perhaps in her late twenties or so.  She was splayed against a back door of the tavern, her dirty-blonde hair messed up, both eyes swollen. 
 
    The woman closest to her was Sylvia Berry, Will’s mother.  She looked up at me, tears streaming down her face.  ‘She has no pulse, Wanda.  I think she’s ...’ 
 
    I gently nudged Will’s mother out of the way, and felt for the young woman’s pulse.  There was nothing.  ‘Her name is Nancy?’ I asked. 
 
    Sylvia nodded.  ‘She’s ... she was ... my niece.  Harry’s daughter.’ 
 
    As she spoke, Will arrived.  His eyes went to Nancy first, and then to me.  He looked distraught, but beneath his shock and upset, there was something else.  Anger? 
 
    Behind me, I could hear my mother on the phone, calling in reinforcements, while Ronnie and Finn were already clearing people away and examining the body.  I led Will and his mother away, so that Ronnie and Finn could get on with their not-so-enjoyable task. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry for your loss,’ I said.  ‘Do either of you know what happened?’ 
 
    Will’s mother shook her head, while Will said in a choked-up voice, ‘I was at the other side of the tavern.’  As he spoke, Mandy Parker, his fiancée, rushed to his side and placed her hand in his.  I couldn’t help but notice that he looked slightly irritated by the action.  Grief did funny things to people, though.  Sometimes human contact wasn’t what you needed. 
 
    ‘I thought I heard a weird, grunty noise,’ Mandy said.  ‘But everyone was screaming and panicking when the lights went out.  It was horrible.  I mean, I couldn’t even do a Solas spell!’ 
 
    Sylvia’s nostrils flared.  ‘Poor you.’  She turned away from Mandy, and looked at me.  ‘My son’s fiancée is right.  All of the women at our table were in panic mode.  It was a mess over here.  Everyone was moving around, bumping into each other, shouting and crying.  No one saw it happen, according to them.  And anyone could have done it.  Although I can’t think why.  Nancy was popular.’ 
 
    Some other Berry coven members, standing a short distance beyond, nodded and murmured their agreement.  As they reiterated exactly how popular Nancy Berry was, the skin on my arms began to prick up, and an unsettling sense of déjà vu took over.  Another recent murder investigation had involved an incredibly popular woman.  If that case had taught me anything, it was that you didn’t need to be a horrible person to make enemies.  You just needed to be in someone’s way. 
 
    ‘Doesn’t matter how popular Nancy was,’ Will said bleakly.  ‘Our coven has enemies.  A lot of them.’  He met my eyes and said, ‘I think someone killed Nancy to send a message.  To tell us to be careful at the election.’ 
 
    I noticed him wince as Mandy squeezed his hand.  Judging by the tense expression on her face, I doubted Mandy was squeezing him as a motion of comfort.  She wanted him to shut up.  But why?  Was it because she didn’t like what he was saying, or simply because he was a little bit drunk? 
 
    ‘Wanda doesn’t need to hear your crackpot conspiracy theories,’ Mandy went on.  ‘Especially not when you’re as drunk as a skunk!’ 
 
    I looked at him more carefully.  Most of the men and women in Three Witches Brew this afternoon were merry.  It was normal to have a few celebratory drinks during our festivals – and Imbolc was in the top four.  But whilst Will didn’t seem any more inebriated than the others, he definitely didn’t seem as merry. 
 
    I thought of how often I’d seen him with a drink in his hand.  One great big regretful example of this worrying trend had happened at the Masked Ball in December.  When I realised it was Will I was kissing, and not my boyfriend, I had been all set to skedaddle.  But Will had been drunk and stupid enough to have other ideas.  He had grabbed onto my arm to stop me from leaving. 
 
    I searched his eyes.  Yeah, he was drunk then, and yeah, he was drunk now.  But that didn’t mean he didn’t have anything important to say.  And whilst I might have wanted to get as far away from him as possible, this was an investigation – bruised hearts didn’t come into it. 
 
    I finally pulled my eyes away from Will’s and looked pointedly at Mandy.  ‘I need to speak to Will alone,’ I told her.  ‘As head of the coven, I think he’s best placed to answer any questions I have.  You’ll be questioned too, in due course.’ 
 
    She scowled at me, looking me up and down.  Just when it seemed like she might be about to stamp her feet, Will’s mother said, ‘You heard what Wanda said.  Come over here and sit with me while we wait for our turn to be questioned.’ 
 
    Mandy let out a little whine, but pulled her hand from Will’s.  I guessed that she didn’t want to argue with her future mother-in-law. 
 
    I led Will to one of the quieter booths, doing my best not to stare at him as he slid in across from me.  Normally I would take in every expression of all of the people at a murder scene.  But Will ... Will was hard to look at, these days. 
 
    ‘Your coven has some seats on the College Board,’ I said, getting straight to the point. 
 
    For a moment I thought he was going to attempt to steer the conversation to other things.  He certainly seemed to be trying to catch my eye.  But to his credit, he recognised the severity of the situation, and answered my question directly. 
 
    ‘Yup,’ he said quietly.  ‘And as temporary head of the coven, I’m the unlucky man who gets to hold one of those seats.  You know about the College Board?’ 
 
    ‘I sure do,’ I replied with a sigh. 
 
    ‘A lot of these old guys think it’ll be just like the last election,’ Will went on.  ‘Agatha won the popular vote back then, just not by enough, so they got to slide Justine Plimpton into the role.  This time, they want to do just the same.  Darrell Plimpton isn’t going to win the popular vote, but he might get enough votes that it leaves the real decision up to the College Board.  And things are neck and neck right now, as far as the board are concerned.  Half of them are all for Darrell, and the other half are on Agatha’s side.  My vote will wind up being the only one that matters.’ 
 
    I narrowed my eyes.  ‘And how are you going to vote, if it does come down to a College Board decision?’ 
 
    He looked straight at me, smiling wanly.  ‘I’m going to vote for Agatha.  Even after this latest warning.  I have to say, it’s their most serious yet.’ 
 
    ‘Their?  You’re saying that members of the College Board have been trying to influence you?  You think they’re behind Nancy’s death?’ 
 
    His face contorted with pain.  ‘Yeah.  I do.  So far they’ve attempted to bribe me – as though I don’t have enough money as it is.  They’ve threatened me, too, because a couple of them are also on the parole board at Witchfield.  They’ve said they can make sure my dad and aunt never get out if I don’t vote the way they want.’ 
 
    Okay, so now I couldn’t not look at him.  ‘I don’t understand.  If these people could help cut your dad’s and your aunt’s sentences, then why in Hecate’s name would you vote for Agatha?’ 
 
    He moved his eyes down, staring at his hands.  ‘You know I wanted Justine Plimpton out of power just as much as you did, Wanda.  I’m not going to let another Plimpton slide in and take her place.  I would have run in the election myself, but you have to be at least twenty-six.  Which I won’t be until May.’ 
 
    I sat back, regarding him.  There were dark rings under his eyes, and he had that same look he’d been wearing for months – like he was bearing the weight of the world on his shoulders.  ‘Tell me about Nancy,’ I said. 
 
    ‘Tell you what, exactly?  It’s like my mam told you.  Nancy had no enemies.  I’m telling you, Wanda, she was killed as a warning.  It’s those old goats at Crooked College who are responsible.’ 
 
    It definitely seemed like an avenue worth investigating, but I could hardly dismiss all other lines of inquiry on his say so.  ‘You might be right.  But I’d still like you to tell me everything you can about your cousin.  What was she like?  Who were her friends?  What did she do?  Did she work for one of your coven’s companies?’ 
 
    Will nodded.  ‘Yeah – well, in a way.  We own a large share of Mutual Magic Bank, and she worked there.  She was the assistant to Heber Montrose, the bank manager.  She was popular at the bank, too.  She had lots of friends there, and in our coven.  I can give you a list of her friends, but it’ll be an incredibly long one.  And she ... oh, Wanda, she was so full of life.  She was always dragging me to some concert or art gallery.  She loved flying, and dancing, and travelling and ... anything that made her feel alive.  And you know the best thing about her?  My dad murdered her dad, and she never once let it stand in the way of our friendship.  She knew what I knew – that we didn’t have to be who our parents were, or who our coven was.  She–’  He broke off suddenly, clearing his throat and looking away from me once again. 
 
    I decided to give him a minute to collect himself.  And seeing as he looked so vulnerable just then, I figured I’d be better off keeping my eyes on other things while he did his collecting.  I glanced around at the rest of the tavern.  Dennis, the department healer, was leaving the scene with Nancy’s body, and a few Wayfairs and Peacemakers were leaving along with him. 
 
    My coven was busy questioning customers, taking notes and gathering evidence.  One of the people gathering evidence was Gabriel, my boyfriend.  I hadn’t seen him arrive, but right now he was working along with Gretel, a Peacemaker, photographing the area around where Nancy’s body had been.  He looked up from the camera, and gave me a little wave. 
 
    I waved back quickly, trying to quash the uncomfortable feeling that arose when I saw him.  My kiss with Will might have been accidental, but that didn’t stop me feeling bad about it.  If I wasn’t afraid it would destroy Will’s relationship with Mandy, I would have told Gabriel long ago. 
 
    It hardly helped matters that right now, as per usual, Will was reminding me of all the reasons why I could never get him out of my head.  He was an enigma.  A gorgeous, hard-bodied enigma that I wished to the goddess I could forget about. 
 
    ‘How come Nancy went into banking?’ I asked, forcing my mind back to the murder investigation.  ‘Your coven has entertainment businesses, travel businesses ... it seems like there were a lot more suitable jobs you could have found for her within the fold.’ 
 
    As Will shrugged, a veil seemed to fall over his face.  ‘I dunno.  Sometimes people like a boring day job, don’t they?  Just to make enough money so they can pursue their other interests in their spare time.’ 
 
    I felt my eyes begin to narrow.  ‘You’re holding something back, Will.’ 
 
    ‘No.  I’m not.’  He swallowed.  ‘And even if I was, would it matter?  I’m telling you, Wanda – this was those old farts at Crooked College.  They killed Nancy.  You need to go and talk to them.  Now.’ 
 
    Yeah, he was holding something back.  Something big.  ‘I’ll talk to who I want and when I want,’ I said.  ‘And if you don’t tell me what it is you’re being so cagey about, then I’ll be talking to you a lot more.  I think I can say with confidence that neither of us wants that.  So just tell me, Will.  Why was Nancy working at the bank?’ 
 
    ‘Drop it, Wanda.  I’m telling you everything you need to know.’  His jaw grew tight, and I could see a vein begin to pulse as he stood up.  ‘I’ll send you a list of Nancy’s friends and acquaintances as soon as I can,’ he said over his shoulder, before walking over to his mother and Mandy. 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    A couple of hours later, we had questioned everyone in the tavern.  The sun had long set, and the weredogs and werewolves had been allowed to leave before anyone else, seeing as the last thing we needed tonight was even more carnage. 
 
    Dennis had given us a preliminary cause of death, but he promised to tell us more as soon as he was finished the autopsy.  I shuddered at the thought of his initial – and probably accurate – assessment.  Nancy had literally been punched to death.  Three swift and hard hits: two to shock her, and a third that killed. 
 
    Somebody really had punched her lights out. 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    With Three Witches Brew closed for the evening, the men had gone off to the community hall to pass the time, while the women had gone home.  I was surprised that people still wanted to go through with the usual Imbolc rituals, but the longer I worked as a Wayfair, the more I saw people behave similarly – after the initial shock of discovering or witnessing a murder, people needed to return to normal, and the sooner the better. 
 
    The only people remaining in the tavern were my mother, me, and the three brother-landlords. 
 
    My mother and I were just gathering the last of our things when Ronan approached.  His face was a mixture of worry and concentration.  ‘Wanda, Beatrice,’ he said.  ‘I think ... I think the two of you should follow me.  I want to show you something.’ 
 
    He led us towards a section of the floor that I knew all too well.  A rug had been pulled back, and a trap door was open.  I had once arrived in Three Witches Brew through that very door, after finding my way there via a maze of underground passageways.  On that occasion, I was rushing to stop a mass murder taking place.  You know – just an average day.  Since becoming empowered, dramatic events really were the norm.  Maybe once I headed to college next autumn, things would settle down.  Although seeing as I loved being a Wayfair so much, I wondered how long I would be able to endure settled. 
 
    My mother and I stared into the hole below the trap door, where Ronan’s two brothers were waiting. 
 
    They had already dropped down a small rope ladder, and we climbed quickly down, with Ronan following behind.  Casks and crates were strewn around, and it looked just as messy and unused as it had the last time I was there.  But seeing as, on that occasion, Ronan had referred to the area as his secret brewing cave, I knew there had to be more. 
 
    Sure enough, Fiodóir was drawing a dusty crate aside, and revealing a door behind.  As he pulled the door open, it creaked in protest.  He issued a few Solas spells, and the space lit up.  As we walked into the secret room, I shivered.  There it was again – that far-too-familiar feeling.  Someone, or something, had been in this room very recently, and I wasn’t altogether sure that they were gone. 
 
    Fiodóir was shivering too.  ‘Does it feel colder in here than usual?’ 
 
    Ronan nodded.  ‘And a little bit like we’re being watched?’ 
 
    As always, when I had that feeling, I did some pointless looking around.  If the cause of my jumpiness was what I thought it was, then I was unlikely to see a thing.  Vampires could vaporize themselves, getting in and out of the tiniest spaces unseen.  They wouldn’t have even had to pull aside the crate that hid this room’s door – not since they could slip through hairline cracks. 
 
    ‘We know you’re there,’ said my mother.  ‘And we know who you are, too.  The Dark Team, right?  Well, feel smug, if that’s what you want to do.  Feel just as smug as you like.  But mark my words, we’re onto you.  And we’re coming for you.’ 
 
    I felt a rush of cold air, flying past my right shoulder.  I reached out a finger and said, ‘Conáil,’ hoping to freeze whoever it was in the act.  But I caught nothing.  Whoever it was, they were gone – I was sure of that, because the air in the room felt different. 
 
    ‘They’re gone,’ my mother said darkly, pulling a small scanner from her bag.  The light was blinking madly.  ‘Telekinetic energy,’ she muttered.  ‘Why amn’t I surprised?’  She looked at the brothers.  ‘Is that what you wanted to show us?  You sensed someone was in here?’ 
 
    The brothers looked at one another, then shook their heads.  ‘Well ... no,’ said Fiodóir, raking a hand through his blue-black hair.  ‘I mean, we only just came in here at the same time as you.  We wanted to show you something that we’d forgotten all about.’  He approached a wall filled with brewing apparatus.  He pulled what looked like a pipe, and the wall moved aside.  ‘Another hidden room,’ he said.  ‘With old-school mechanisms rather than a room within a room spell, or a bigger on the inside one.  Sometimes, the easiest ways of hiding things are the hardest to detect.  Witches are always scanning for magic.  They’re not so often looking for the obvious.’ 
 
    I found myself curious at his choice of words.  The brothers were witches, that much I could sense.  But I’d never looked much further than that.  I’d never had much reason to.  They were trustworthy, and that was all I needed to know.  But now that I pushed my senses harder, I could feel something unusual about their power.  It had a firmness to it that I’d not encountered in other witches. 
 
    Right now, though, what was behind the wall was even more fascinating than the brothers.  It was just another wall, bare except for a golden switch.  It was on a round backing plate, and the switch itself was a large, old-fashioned toggle. 
 
    ‘What does it do?’ my mother asked. 
 
    Once again, the brothers shared a look before replying.  ‘First off,’ said Quinn.  ‘We need to say that we’d very near forgotten about the thing.  That switch is as old as the tavern.  Second off ... don’t pull that switch.  If you do, you’ll find yourself without power all over again.’ 
 
    I gulped.  ‘This is ... a power switch?’ 
 
    ‘In the most accurate sense of the word, yes,’ said Ronan.  ‘It was built along with the tavern, but it was only used once before, that we know of.  The switch was supposed to knock off all magical power inside Three Witches Brew.  The tavern was meant to be a safe zone, back when coven arguments got a lot more murderous.  It was supposed to be a place where witches could go and have a drink and a bite in peace, without worrying that someone might have poisoned their port or sent a death spell to their table.  But the switch turned out to be defective.  Instead of subduing magical power inside the tavern, it subdued magical power throughout Riddler’s Cove.  It proved impossible to destroy, so we – our family – blocked it up and eventually forgot all about it.  But when the power went out all over town tonight, we remembered it.’ 
 
    Fiodóir nodded.  ‘We hoped it wasn’t the switch, but look – you can see that it’s been used.  The toggle is dust free.  We think someone turned the power off and then back on again, once they’d killed Nancy.  Probably that same someone who we all sensed when we came in here first.’ 
 
    My mother and I peered closer.  They were right.  The toggle of the switch looked like it had recently been wiped. 
 
    ‘Someone trying to destroy prints,’ said my mother with a grimace.  ‘They’ve probably managed it as well.  But it won’t stop me trying.’  She pulled out her fingerprinting kit, and we got to work. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 3. Some Ghostly Presents 
 
    When we arrived back at Wayfarers’ Rest, the moon had long come out, and Max had gone off to howl at it for the night.  We had arranged some food and drinks before we went to the tavern, but we decided to help Christine do some scrying before we filled our gobs. 
 
    She pulled out the big guns – the black scrying bowl, the one that displayed through fire instead of water – for herself, and gave the rest of us a selection of other bowls.  She was an expert in seeing present and future events, and could sometimes manage a glimpse of the past, too.  Once she saw these visions, she was able to capture them in ice-cubes that she called Frozen Stares.  She usually kept these recordings of her visions in the freezer at Wayfarers’ Rest, so it was always wise to check you were putting a plain old ice-cube in your drink instead of a recording of a horrific murder.  Well, unless there was nothing decent on TV. 
 
    I tried my best to peer into the water, focusing on all that I knew of Nancy, but Envisioning really wasn’t my thing.  My mind would get in such a muddle, so desperate to see anything – whether it be past, present or future – that I just couldn’t calm down enough to let what would come simply come. 
 
    Christine’s bowl was filled with leaping flames, and I knew she was trying to look into the past, to see the moments before or during Nancy’s murder.  Melissa seemed to have inherited some modicum of her mother’s talent, and tonight she was looking into a bowl of water, trying to see anything that would help.  She rarely saw the past but she could sometimes catch a glimpse of the present or future.  Right now, she didn’t seem able to make sense of what she was seeing. 
 
    ‘Why am I looking at Barry Plimpton?’ she asked. 
 
    I peered into her bowl, my heart thudding fast.  It was Barry Plimpton all right.  Seeing as Finn, Gretel and I had been secretly tailing the ex-Minister’s secretary for weeks, I would recognise him anywhere.  He was a medium height, medium build, mousey-haired guy with a face that was neither handsome nor ugly.  Nevertheless, his nondescript looks had become etched in my mind.  He had worked in the Wyrd Court for years, right up until his boss got thrown into prison.  In Melissa’s scrying bowl, he was sliding what looked like a plate of fried chicken into the microwave to heat it up. 
 
    ‘What the hell?’  Melissa pushed her bowl away, grunting in irritation.  ‘As if it wasn’t bad enough that I had to work with that guy for months.  Now I have to see him when we’re trying to solve a murder.  I’m clearly not going to be any help.’ 
 
    I kept looking at Barry, unsure that Melissa’s vision was quite as useless as she believed. Whenever Gretel had followed Barry back to his flat, the first thing he did, each and every time, was heat chicken in the microwave.  Finn, Gretel and I dismissed it for a long time, thinking he really was just a boring, predictable guy.  But if Barry’s eating patterns were appearing in a scrying bowl, then maybe the whole chicken thing was far more significant than it seemed. 
 
    I shuffled closer, and whispered, ‘I wouldn’t say that, Melissa.  Remember how I was telling you I wanted to talk to you earlier on.  I–’ 
 
    ‘Oh my stars!’ Christine exclaimed, interrupting me.  ‘I’ve got something.  Come on, everyone, take a squizz.’ 
 
    We all made our way to Christine’s bowl and peered into the flames.  We were looking at an office I had never seen before.  But the fat man who was arguing with Nancy, spittle flying out of his mouth, was someone I’d seen just as often as Barry Plimpton over the last few weeks. 
 
    ‘Heber Montrose!’ I breathed.  ‘This must be inside his office at Mutual Magic Bank.’ 
 
    My mother eyed me with confusion.  ‘How do you know that?  We bank at Sickle Sensible.’ 
 
    ‘I ... process of deduction.  Will Berry told me Nancy’s manager’s name.’  Well, that wasn’t exactly a lie.  Will did tell me Heber’s name.  I just happened to know it already.  ‘And I know that Nancy worked at Mutual Magic, so ...’ 
 
    ‘Oh, right.’  My mother seemed to accept the untruth.  ‘Christine, can we get sound on this?’ 
 
    Christine nodded.  ‘I’ll start it from the beginning,’ she said, dipping her hand towards the flames and saying, ‘Reform.’  The images rushed towards her hand, condensing and crystallizing, before forming into a small, snowflake-shaped cube of ice.  She added a few more grains of sand and dropped the cube into the bowl. 
 
    The flames leaped larger, enhancing the vision that was playing in front of our eyes.  We could see and hear every single word of the argument Nancy was having with her boss. 
 
    ‘I told you, I wasn’t listening at the door!’ Nancy screamed.  ‘I couldn’t care less what you do in here with your special customers.  I don’t care who you bribe, or who’s bribing you.  I just want to come in, do my job and go home, you crazy old goat!’ 
 
    More spittle flew from Heber’s mouth, and his chins began to wobble.  ‘Little Miss Innocent, as usual.  Nancy bloody Berry.  Well, I don’t give a rat’s behind how much money your coven has in this bank, or how many shares you own.  I know you’re sneaking around here, listening at keyholes.’ 
 
    Nancy let out a frustrated shriek, and pulled her hands through her dirty-blonde hair.  Now that she was animated, I could see that her hair colour wasn’t the only similarity she shared with her cousin.  Her eyes were the exact same shade as Will’s, too.  She even had the same dimples in her cheeks. 
 
    ‘Listening at keyholes!’ she cried.  ‘Listening at keyholes!’  She marched to the door and pointed at it.  ‘Do you see a keyhole there?  Because I sure don’t.  And as you’re forever telling me, no one can see through, or hear through, the wood you’ve used.  So unless you think I’ve got bionic ears ...’  She shook her head and curled her lip.  ‘But never mind how ridiculous your accusations are, Mr Montrose.  Just fire me and get it over with.’ 
 
    Mr Montrose’s lips formed a tight, scary smile.  He took a step forward, moving his big face close to hers.  Judging by the look on Nancy’s face, his breath did not smell pleasant.  ‘Be careful, Nancy Berry.  I’m on to you.’ 
 
    The flames began to sway, and Christine moved quickly, catching and recording the vision before it disappeared, palming the ice-cube and shaking her head in wonder.  ‘Well, that was a doozy.’ 
 
    ‘The dooziest,’ my mother agreed, then looked at me.  ‘Has Will Berry sent you that list yet?’ 
 
    I checked my phone, and scanned through my emails.  ‘Yup,’ I said, trying to hide my disappointment as I opened the email in question.  There was no hello, no goodbye.  Just three lists.  One of Nancy’s friends, another of her acquaintances, and a third list detailing the names and addresses of everyone on the board at Crooked College. 
 
    ‘Good,’ said my mother, looking at my screen.  ‘We’ll divide the interviews up among the Wayfairs and Peacemakers.  But you and I are going to pay a visit to Mutual Magic, first thing in the morning.’ 
 
    I felt a small flurry of excitement.  I loved interviewing with my mother.  Lately, though, she had been so wrapped up in my dad’s treatment, and in designing our new policing force in time for the election.  We hadn’t worked a case together for weeks. 
 
    ‘Well, now that we have that much to work with,’ said Agatha, pushing her own scrying bowl away.  ‘How about we take a break for some refreshment?’ 
 
    ‘Definitely,’ Christine said, wiping her hair from her forehead.  She looked exhausted.  Pulling visions from the past sounds like it ought to be the easiest – it’s already happened, after all.  But a vision of the past was a concrete event, an event that belonged to the people in the vision.  The future, because it wasn’t set in stone, was open for anyone to see – well, anyone with the power.  But the past ... you didn’t just need power, you needed perseverance.  The longer Christine did it, the more it seemed to sap from her.  ‘And I think I’ll start with a very large red wine.’ 
 
    As everyone began to move about, piling food on their plates and filling their glasses, I realised that a few someones were missing from the room.  ‘Y’know what, I think I’ll go check on Dizzy, and see where Wolfie’s hiding,’ I said, getting up from the table. 
 
    The others were so interested in the goodies in the kitchen that they barely looked up as I left the room. 
 
    I started in the living room, and although I could see evidence that the enormous Irish wolfhound had been in there (cushions on the floor and a half-eaten tennis ball) the dog was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Max shared custody of Wolfie with Jasper Jaunt, the bass player from the Call of the Wild.  It was an arrangement that was working unusually well, seeing as Max was a weredog and Jasper a werewolf.  Wolfie split his time between the two men, and on full moon nights, I usually wound up looking after him – although sometimes one of Jasper’s many girlfriends stepped in to help. 
 
    But whenever we came here to my childhood home, poor Wolfie suffered the misery of being bullied by the household familiars.  Mischief, my mother’s familiar, was in the living room right now, looking far too innocent.  He was sitting on the rug near the ancient TV, not even licking his behind. 
 
    ‘Seen Wolfie?’ 
 
    Mischief shook his head. 
 
    ‘What about Dizzy?’ I pressed. 
 
    ‘Nope – maybe check the attic.  The bat’s often in the attic.’ 
 
    It was true – my bat familiar usually frequented the attic when we visited Wayfarers’ Rest, on account of the colony of bats that had taken up residence there.  But with Wolfie around, the pair would normally stick together. 
 
    ‘And what about your partners in crime?  Princess and Queenie?’ 
 
    The tabby tomcat looked off into the distance.  ‘I don’t own them.  Wherever they are, or whatever they’re doing, it’s none of my business.’ 
 
    I sighed.  ‘Y’know what, Mischief?  I sometimes wish I couldn’t talk to familiars.’ 
 
    I left him there, still not licking any of his body parts – a sure sign that something was afoul – and checked out the rest of the house.  Dizzy wasn’t in the attic, and the other bats that lived there had already headed out for the night.  I doubted Dizzy would have joined them.  As a Lesser-Known Mango Bat, he didn’t have quite the same taste in food as the carnivorous colony. 
 
    I checked out my bedroom next.  Neither Dizzy nor Wolfie were there, but given the fact that my two brooms were knocked to the floor, and a vase filled with early daffodils was spilled to the ground, I sensed shenanigans. 
 
    ‘Wait … daffodils?’  I approached the knocked-over vase, picked up the strewn flowers, and quickly dried the carpet where the water had spilled.  I stuffed the flowers back into the vase and took a deep sniff.  ‘Yum,’ I murmured, sniffing even deeper.  These daffodils were definitely from Gabriel – everything he gave me smelled just like him.  I asked him once if he spritzed everything with his cologne to remind me of him, but he just patted his nose and smiled. 
 
    And he hadn’t only left flowers, either. I soon spotted a box of dairy-free chocolates peeping out from beneath the bed. 
 
    Well, now I really was thinking of escalating my opinion from mere shenanigans to something more sinister.  Because shock of all shocks – the box of chocolates was unopened.  Since when had Wolfie been able to spend more than two minutes in a room with chocolates without at least stealing one? 
 
    I opened the box and stuffed a couple into my mouth, and then a couple more, and then ... wow, those chocolate-makers really didn’t put that many in there, considering the size of the box.  Ahem.  I threw the empty box into the bin, licked the remaining chocolate from my fingertips and the side of my mouth, and headed to the bathroom to refill the vase. 
 
    As I neared the bathroom, I spied Queenie and Princess sitting outside.  Just like Mischief, they weren’t licking so much as a paw. 
 
    I narrowed my eyes.  ‘I don’t suppose there’s a wolfhound and a bat behind that bathroom door?’ 
 
    Queenie, the older of the two cats, shrugged her lustrous black shoulders and sauntered away.  ‘No idea.  We were just on our way downstairs.  We’ve spent the entire evening sleeping on Melissa’s bed.  Haven’t we, Princess?’ 
 
    Princess nodded, a little nervously. ‘Yes,’ she said hurriedly, following her mother down the stairs.  ‘Of course we have.  What else would we have been doing?’ 
 
    Oh dear.  This had to be bad.  I pushed at the bathroom door, but found it locked. 
 
    ‘Anyone in there?’ 
 
    There was a short whimper of reply.  A moment later, the door opened, and Dizzy hung mid-air.  He seemed to have opened the door all by himself.  He really was a handy bat to have around. 
 
    He hovered at the threshold for a moment, peering from side to side, and then looked back into the room.  ‘The cats are gone.  Wanda’s on her own.’ 
 
    It was only then that I spotted Wolfie.  He’d somehow managed to squeeze his enormous body behind the toilet, and his head was buried in his paws.  ‘Yeah,’ he said, ‘but you can’t see ghosts, can you?’ 
 
    Dizzy sighed.  ‘I keep telling you, there’s no ghost.’ 
 
    ‘Cats said there was.’ 
 
    The bat flew towards the dog, and gently patted his head with a wing.  ‘They were pulling your leg.  Just like I’ve been telling you for the last half an hour.  Come on.  Wanda will show you, okay?  It was magic, not a ghost.’ 
 
    I cautiously approached, and joined Dizzy in rubbing the dog’s huge head.  ‘What happened, Wolfie?  Why do you think there’s a ghost?’ 
 
    ‘Cats said so,’ Wolfie told me as he began to wriggle out from behind the toilet.  After a few seconds, it became apparent that he wasn’t going to do much more than wriggle.  ‘Wanda, I can’t get out.’ 
 
    I chewed on my lip, examining his predicament.  It wasn’t unusual for him to stuff himself into the smallest space he could when he was hiding from the familiars in Wayfarers’ Rest.  But this was the tightest space he’d ever managed.  He really must have been scared, poor thing.  And if he struggled too much and broke the pipe, we could have a plumbing emergency on our hands. 
 
    I stroked his fawn-coloured fur, and murmured, ‘Wolfie’s body, big and strong 
 
    Is lithe and sneaky too 
 
    Into small places, he can go 
 
    And wriggle out easily, too.’ 
 
    I let power trickle down through my fingertips while I incanted, and then said, ‘Now try it.’ 
 
    He gave me a look that said he didn’t think it was going to work – no way, no how.  But nevertheless, he began to shuffle.  And then he began to laugh, as his body finally made its way out from behind the toilet. ‘What did you do?’ 
 
    ‘Just made you a bit more flexible.  It won’t last for long though – so try not to stuff yourself somewhere even tighter for the next while, okay?’ 
 
    His mouth hung open in a dribbly smile.  ‘I love you, Wanda.’ 
 
    ‘I love you too, you great big hairy monster.  Now, what’s all this about ghosts?  What have the cats been telling you?’ 
 
    Wolfie began to shiver.  ‘Cats were chasing me all over the house for ages.  Then Dizzy came down from the attic and told them to stop.  We went to your room and snuggled up.  The cats were at the door, but I didn’t care because Dizzy was there.’  He turned his goofy smile upon the bat.  ‘Dizzy always sticks up for me.  Then ... then the stuff appeared.  Dizzy said it was a spell, but the cats were at the door looking in when it happened.  They said it wasn’t a spell.  They said they should know, because they’re proper magical animals, and they can sense magic.  They said it was a gh-ghost.’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’  I understood now.  ‘They tried to convince you that a ghost made the presents appear in my room?’ 
 
    Dizzy flew to my shoulder.  ‘I tried to tell him they were just gifts from Gabriel, but the stupid cats wouldn’t shut up.  Wolfie ran into the bathroom, and he wouldn’t even come out when Max came home to get ready for his change.  All I could do was lock the bathroom door to keep the cats out.’ 
 
    ‘Oh Wolfie.’  I trailed my fingers through his fur.  He stood up, his back nearly level with my chest.  ‘You can’t believe a word those cats say.  You know by now that witches can send stuff wherever they want with a spell.  No ghosts involved.  Okay?’ 
 
    He still didn’t look entirely convinced, but he let me lead him back to my room nonetheless.  I felt a bit bad for eating all the chocolate.  A treat might have cheered him up.  ‘Listen, you just go and relax, okay.  I saw some yummy cakes on the table downstairs.  I’ll bring one up to you in a while.’  I felt the weight of Dizzy’s stare.  ‘And I’ll bring you up some mango, too.’ 
 
    The bat rewarded me with a smile. 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    I recalled Imbolc celebrations from when I was a kid, and this one was seriously lacking.  It was eleven p.m., and the Wayfair women were gathered around the kitchen table, each one more morose than the next.  I guess a gruesome murder can have that effect.  Even I was barely picking at the bowl of crisps in front of me. 
 
    ‘I knew there was something bad in the air,’ said Melissa.  ‘I told you all.  I told you I felt wiggy.  Nancy’s death is just the start of something worse.’ 
 
    Agatha drained the last drop of red wine in her glass.  ‘You never told me you felt wiggy.  Define wiggy.  And pretend you’re talking to a slightly tipsy, middle-aged witch when you do.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, right.  You weren’t here then.  I told that lot.’  She glared at my mother, Christine and me. 
 
    Christine was busy looking through the many bottles of wine on the table.  She picked up one that was already open, refilled Agatha’s glass, poured one for Melissa and said, ‘When my daughter describes herself as wiggy, Agatha, she means she’s suffering from a case of  the heebie-jeebies.  A malady she always suffers from when there’s a blood moon.’ 
 
    Melissa snapped her glass from her mother’s hand.  ‘Yeah.  And with good reason.  This is a blue blood moon.  The second full moon of the month, a supermoon no less, along with the eclipse.  Something weird was bound to happen.  I mean, who in the world could have known about that power switch?’  She took a sip from her glass, and in an instant her face changed from irritable to blissed-out.  ‘Oh, my stars!  This is so good.  What kind of wine is this?’ 
 
    Christine picked up the bottle.  ‘Château Toff de Toff!  Who among us can afford Château Toff de Toff?  This must be one of the bottles from the lot you brought, Agatha.  I’m going to pour us all a glass of the little that’s left.  No one should go through life without knowing whether ridiculously priced wine is worth it or not.’ 
 
    Agatha shrugged.  She had brought along a large box filled with a dozen or so bottles of wine. ‘Could be.  I didn’t buy any of it myself.  I’ve been getting a lot of gifts lately.  Good luck presents, of course.  Definitely not bribes.’ 
 
    ‘Oh no.  No one would try to bribe a politician.’  My mother sniggered as she took her glass from Christine.  As she sipped, she paused for a moment and her eyes went round.  ‘Oh, you’re right, Melissa!  It really is good.  Money might not buy you love, but it sure does buy a nice bottle of red.’ 
 
    I picked up my glass.  I didn’t really care how amazing it tasted or how much it might have cost.  Now that I’d gotten Wolfie settled down, my mind was back on what happened at Three Witches Brew. 
 
    The brothers had insisted that no one could have known about that power switch.  They said it had been forgotten about for centuries, and never written about anywhere.  But back when it was first created – well, back then, everyone or anyone could have known about it.  Knowledge of its existence could have been passed down through other families.  Or ... I took a small, absentminded sip, and then paused.  The others were right – this was amazing wine.  I downed it far quicker than I might normally, and then tried to focus on the case once again. 
 
    Knowledge of the switch wasn’t even necessarily passed down.  There could have been someone who was there when the switch was first created, someone who was still living today.  Because vampires lived for a very long time – potentially forever.  And there was little doubt that the team of assassins known as the Dark Team were vampires. 
 
    And if a member of the Dark Team was old enough to have been around when Riddler’s Cove and Three Witches Brew first came into being, then that was one vampire we didn’t want to be up against.  Because just like witches, a vampire’s power increased with age. 
 
    I was just about to ask the others what they thought about my theory, when my mother stood up.  ‘It’s time to do our walk,’ she said.  ‘Come on.  We’d better get it over with before the men arrive.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 4. Even Werewolves Know How to Woo 
 
    We encircled the house three times, while my mother began our incantation.  The Wayfairs call to Brigid was a fairly sensible one, as these things go, and I half-heartedly joined in with the others and repeated my mother’s words. 
 
      
 
    ‘Cailleach she might stick around 
 
    The wand might go unused 
 
    Till fairer days, the crops will wait 
 
    For Brigid’s time to move. 
 
    Spring will come in its own time 
 
    This the Wayfairs know 
 
    But a bed is made for Brigid 
 
    Through sun or rain or snow.’ 
 
      
 
    We finished our circles of the house, and we were just about to head back inside when we heard the first of the men arrive.  Well, first we heard him arrive, and then we heard him pace up and down outside the garden gate. 
 
    I peered through the darkness.  It was Arthur Albright, the Tall Tales teacher.  I knew he had a crush on Ronnie, but since she’d dragged him under the mistletoe at the Masked Ball, nothing else had happened between them. 
 
    A tender look passed over Ronnie’s face.  ‘He really is lovely, isn’t he?’ she said.  ‘A proper, shy, gentlemanly sort of a guy.  There aren’t many Arthurs in the world, more’s the pity.’ 
 
    I glanced at Ronnie.  She was wearing her usual uniform – skinny jeans, biker boots, and, well ... a lot of black.  I think her one criterion when buying clothes was that her outfit matched her hair.  I owned a lot of black myself.  It was slimming, but more importantly, it was a lifesaver on early mornings.  Because when your eyes were too squinty to decide if a yellow skirt was really a good match for a purple blouse, then black was your friend.  But I doubted Ronnie cared much about whether her shirt matched her jeans.  Most days, her mood was just as spiky as her hair, and she looked like she was one enormous cup of coffee away from exploding. 
 
    So the girlish sigh that was escaping her mouth right now, coupled with the lovelorn gaze in Arthur’s direction, was a little unexpected.  But she was right about one thing – he really was a lovely guy. 
 
    ‘He’s shy all right,’ I agreed.  ‘So shy he’ll probably have worn a spot in that footpath by tomorrow morning.’ 
 
    She nodded decisively.  ‘You’re right.  I should make a move.’ 
 
    She leaned in through the open front door, grabbed her motorcycle helmet, and ran outside.  A moment later, I saw Arthur holding tightly to her waist while she flew her bike into the sky.  Arthur’s face had an expression that was somewhere between somebody help me and I can’t believe my luck. 
 
    Ah, romance.  As we all stood and watched them fly off into the night, Agatha suddenly grabbed her coat.  ‘Y’know, there’s a curator at the Museum of Magical Artefacts that I suddenly feel the need to go and see.’ 
 
    ‘You go girl!’  Melissa patted Agatha on the back.  ‘Stuff this waiting around for the guys nonsense.  We should all take Imbolc by the horns.’  She cleared her throat.  ‘Or, y’know, by whatever body parts we want to.’ 
 
    Agatha let out a wicked cackle, waved at us all, then clicked her fingers and disappeared. 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    The next half an hour was a little more traditional.  My father called in for my mother, and they promptly ran upstairs – which wasn’t at all disturbing.  Despite my embarrassment, I was happy for my parents.  Their relationship had a few hiccups over the years – hiccups the size of ex-Minister Justine Plimpton, who was now deservedly in prison after kidnapping my father, and keeping him imprisoned for years while we believed he was dead.  Okay, maybe hiccup was putting it mildly. 
 
    But now they were where they were always meant to be – together.  If I ever doubted that true love was real, all I had to do was look at my mam and dad. 
 
    Shortly after that display of loved-up wonder, Melissa and I were subjected to yet another.  This time it was Kevin Caulfield calling for Christine.  The baker uttered some romantic words that made Melissa hold her hands against her ears, and he was soon after dragged up to Christine’s room. 
 
    Melissa and I retreated to armchairs by the fire.  I wanted to have a serious conversation with her, about so many things – my suspicion that my boyfriend’s father might not be all that he seemed, for the most part.  And my own feelings of wigginess, too. 
 
    But no sooner had we sat down, than the first of Melissa’s admirers began to call.  I guess it was to be expected, what with her being just about the most stunningly beautiful person in the entire world.  From that point on, Melissa didn’t have time to sit down for more than three seconds, let alone have a serious chat. 
 
    She gave each and every guy the polite thanks but no thanks treatment.  Considering almost every guy under thirty (and quite a few way over that mark) came a-calling, I thought Melissa would be a lot happier than she was.  But with each caller, she grew more irritated.  The only time that she perked up was when the first howl began. 
 
    Melissa rushed from her chair and pressed her nose against the small windowpane next to the back door.  ‘Do you think it’s anyone we know?’ 
 
    I looked out.  ‘That’s not a werewolf.’  I felt my forehead begin to wrinkle.  I’d know that shaggy brown dog anywhere.  ‘That’s Max.’ 
 
    I was just about to comment on how strange it was to see Max out there, when two more shifters arrived.  This time, they were werewolves.  Max was circling around the house, out of sight when they arrived.  They began to pace up and down by the back door. 
 
    ‘Well, well, well,’ I said.  ‘I’m guessing that the enormous black one is Callum Cool.  But what about the even bigger one?  The lighter-coloured one who manages to have a confident strut to his walk, even as a werewolf?’ 
 
    Melissa cleared her throat but didn’t stop staring out.  ‘No idea,’ she said in the most unconvincing voice I’d ever heard. 
 
    ‘Sure you don’t,’ I replied, laughing.  ‘I think it’s romantic – even werewolves know how to woo when Imbolc comes around.  Oh, and they know how to fight, too.’  The two wolves had just begun to snarl at each other, and were soon advancing to lunging with bared teeth.  ‘Should we do something about that?’ 
 
    ‘What?  Like throw a bucket of water over them?  What do you think I am – the werewolf whisperer?’ 
 
    I giggled.  ‘I can think of a couple of werewolves who wouldn’t mind you whispering sweet nothings.  Hey ... I think Max is coming back.’ 
 
    Melissa pushed me aside, her cheeks beginning to grow pink.  Okay, so that was odd – why did her cheeks turn pink the second I uttered Max’s name?  ‘You’re right,’ she said, with a strange gulping quality to her voice.  ‘Max is back.’ 
 
    ‘Hang on a minute.’  I pulled her over to the window on the other side of the door.  ‘I’ve just realised that we’re fighting to look out a tiny window when there’s a bigger window a few feet away from it.  I guess that’s why we’re Wayfairs – because of our awesome skills of observation.’ 
 
    Melissa laughed weakly, staring out through the bigger window.  Max was barking at the two werewolves, chasing them away. 
 
    ‘Maybe he feels like it’s his territory or something,’ I suggested.  ‘I mean, me and him spend as much time here in Wayfarers’ Rest as we do in our own house.  I’m afraid if we keep looking out, we might see him marking the boundary line.’ 
 
    A shiver rippled over Melissa.  ‘Maybe we will.  Wow.  Isn’t he brave, taking on two werewolves all by himself?  Do you think ... do you think he could have done it for me?’ 
 
    I pulled away from the window, staring at her.  An unusual feeling was beginning to invade.  I was irritated with Melissa’s words, but I couldn’t figure out why.  I searched my mind for viable reasons.  Ah.  Emily.  Emily was as good a reason as any as to why I was annoyed.  ‘I hope not,’ I said.  ‘I mean, what about poor Emily Caulfield?  Female solidarity, Melissa – we must never snag the man who is loved by another witch.  And she is nuts about him.’ 
 
    ‘True,’ Melissa agreed.  ‘Although I have to say, Max is a bit of a dish, isn’t he?  I mean, has he always been this ... y’know ... yummy?’ 
 
    I stared out at Max, then back at Melissa.  ‘Yummy?  You’ve never liked guys like Max.  I like guys like Max.  All tall and scruffy-haired with great big teeth and kind brown eyes.’ 
 
    ‘His eyes really are kind, aren’t they?’ said Melissa, practically swooning.  ‘Sooo brown and big and deep and kind.’ 
 
    ‘They really are,’ I agreed, feeling an odd flurry in my belly.  What in Hecate’s name was that about?  Sure, Max was gorgeous, and perfect, and would probably be the ideal guy if he didn’t happen to be my platonic friend.  But he was my friend.  And only my friend.  Friends didn’t usually send my belly all a-flutter.  ‘Oh, cat in a hat!  Gabriel’s coming.’ 
 
    I pointed to the sky, where my boyfriend was flying his broom towards the house.  As he tried to land, Max snapped at the broom and Gabriel wavered.  Max kept right on snapping until Gabriel fell to the ground. 
 
    I gulped and went to the door.  ‘Max!’ I cried.  ‘It’s only Gabe.  It’s all right.’ 
 
    Max looked at me, then glared at Gabriel and growled.  For a moment I worried that he was going to stand his ground, but with a high-pitched whimper he turned away, tail between his legs, and left the garden. 
 
    Gabriel ran into the house, examining his broom for damage.  ‘Jeez Louise!  What the hell did Max think he was doing?  Maybe I do have something to be jealous of, after all.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be silly,’ said Melissa, saving my vegetarian bacon.  ‘Everyone knows Max and Wanda are totally platonic.  He just had a fight with a couple of werewolves, that’s all.  It’s the blue blood moon, like I keep telling everyone.  It’s driving everyone around the bend.  So ... is there a reason you’re calling on my stunningly beautiful coven sister at the beginning of Imbolc, Mr Godbody?’ 
 
    Gabriel looked at me, blushing.  ‘Well ... as much as I would love to propose to Wanda, I don’t think she’s quite there yet.  So I guess I just called in to make sure she knows how crazy I am about her.’  He reached into his backpack, and pulled out a bunch of early daffodils.  ‘I know I already gave you some, but I just can’t stop getting you things.  You did get the presents I left in your room?’ 
 
    I nodded, kissing him briefly on the cheek.  As soon as my body met his, a rush of warmth travelled through me, followed by tummy flutters.  Aha!  That was why my tummy was feeling all funny a minute ago.  It was because I was hoping Gabriel would show up.  That was all it was.  Nothing to do with Max.  Not in the slightest. 
 
    ‘Thanks.  It was great.  I’m afraid it’s all gone, though – in case you were hoping to share.  I wish I could say it was because I shared it with the rest of the coven, but ... what can I say?  You’re in like with a greedy monster.’ 
 
    ‘Wow.’  He let out a low whistle.  ‘You ploughed through all of that by yourself?  I’m impressed.  And just so you know – you might be a greedy monster, but you’re the most beautiful greedy monster I’ve ever seen.’  He leaned closer, and whispered, ‘And who knows?  Maybe by next Imbolc you’ll fully belong to me.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 5. The Morning After What? 
 
    The next morning I woke up feeling incredibly disagreeable.  You know that morning after sort of disagreeable?  Except in my case, there hadn’t been much of a night before.  I ended up sending Gabriel home less than an hour after he arrived, because the noises that I could hear coming from my parents’ bedroom were putting me off the idea of making noises of my own. 
 
    To be fair, my conscience might have had a little to do with kicking Gabriel out early, too.  Spying on his father wasn’t the only reason I was going out with him, but every now and then (usually when our lips were locked) a question would pop into my mind.  I’d ask myself: how do you really feel about Gabriel? 
 
    Myself could never quite decide. 
 
    But I must like him, mustn’t I?  I went all funny whenever he was near.  I could barely think straight when he took my hand in his.  And the fact that I felt guilty every time I was snooping around his father’s creepy mansion ... well, surely I wouldn’t feel guilty if I didn’t care. 
 
    My snooping wasn’t yielding much, either way.  Godbody House was enormous, and easy to get lost in, so Gabriel usually insisted on escorting me as far as the bathroom door.  Despite all my best intentions, I hadn’t managed to see much of the mansion.  And steering the conversation towards anything that might confirm my suspicions was a no go.  I tried each and every time I visited, but I never seemed to find the right opening. 
 
    It was always possible that there was nothing to be suspicious about.  When it came down to it, we didn’t have any proof that Gabriel’s dad was iffy.  By we, I mean Finn, Gretel and I.  We were investigating him in the same top secret capacity that we were investigating everyone under Operation Long Leash, but when it came to Gabriel Godbody the Twentieth, I’m not sure we even knew why we were investigating him. 
 
    All we knew for certain was that he had a penchant for scooping up all the neighbouring land he could.  As for the fact that the owner of a house he’d expressed interest in had been murdered?  Well, we had Mr Rundt in jail for that, and Mr Rundt insisted that Mr Godbody knew nothing about the murder.  When it came to Gabriel’s father, all we really had to go on was our guts. 
 
    Since Winter Solstice I’d dined at Godbody House half a dozen times, and I wasn’t looking forward to more.  While Gabriel and Gabriel senior dined on plates piled high with meat and threw bones to invisible animals, I usually sat there nursing whatever vegetarian meal his dad had made (last week’s meal had been powdered vegetable stock dissolved in water) and wondering: who was playing who? 
 
    But I never asked that question.  I never asked any question.  In fact, I never even asked what the hell was going on with the invisible animals in the dining room.  And that was absolutely unlike me.  I kept telling myself it was down to the whole guilty conscience thing, but I didn’t really believe that.  Nothing stopped me being nosey.  Well, nothing until now. 
 
    I’d spoken to Finn and Gretel about it, and the three of us were agreed: if something was impeding my natural-born nosiness, then we needed a new plan. 
 
    Right now, though, I was too tired to think of one, because my parents hadn’t gotten any quieter after Gabriel left the house.  Long into the night, I was burying my head beneath my pillow, desperately trying to think of noise reduction spells. 
 
    I’d gotten up at some point, I remembered that much.  Yeah – I’d gone downstairs to see if there was any more of that lovely Château Toff de Toff.  There hadn’t been enough for even a thimble full, but that didn’t stop me tipping my head back to get those last few drops.  And then ... then ... what?  I had the sneaking suspicion that I might have been feeling a bit strange, sometime in those wee hours of the morning. 
 
    I sat up, trying to recall what I’d done.  I still couldn’t shake that morning after feeling – but the morning after what?  I wiped away my delightful drool and yawned a few times.  As I scratched my right boob, I got the sudden, sinking sensation that I wasn’t alone. 
 
    A few feet away from me, in a separate bed squished in between mine and the door, Max lay snoring, with Wolfie sprawled out across his chest. 
 
    ‘Oh, crap.’  It was all coming back to me now.  The odd thoughts that started to run through my mind while I sat in the kitchen sucking the dregs of the Château Toff de Toff.  The spell to magic Max’s bed in here.  The late night, scribbled note that I’d pinned to the back door. 
 
    His eyes flickered open, and he looked at me with a coy grin.  ‘Hey.’ 
 
    Aaaand they were back – those pesky tummy flutters.  At this stage, the only logical explanation was food poisoning.  ‘Hey.  I, um ... I’ll be quiet moving about.  You’re probably not back long.’ 
 
    ‘Nah, not long.  But don’t be quiet on account of me.  It’s your room.  Hey, I thought I was sleeping on the couch.  But then you left that really sweet note pinned to the back door, telling me you’d magicked my very own bed here.  You’re a star, Wanda.’ 
 
    Ah, yes.  It was his very own bed.  His very own king-sized bed from his room in Dublin.  That would be why there wasn’t much space between it and the door, then.  Wow, I could do some very powerful spells when I was drunk.  Who would have thunk it? 
 
    ‘Yeah.  I’m a real star.’  My hand went to my head.  ‘I’m not sure why, but I feel like I had way more to drink than one glass of wine.’ 
 
    ‘Me too,’ he said.  ‘I didn’t have anything but cola in Three Witches Brew, and I only had one glass here for Dutch courage before I went out again last night.  But it feels like I’ve had a bottle.’ 
 
    I noticed Dizzy then, hanging upside down above my bed and pretending to be sleeping.  Oh well.  I guess it didn’t matter that he was witnessing my latest embarrassment, seeing as he’d seen so many of my cringeworthy moments before.  ‘What did you need Dutch courage for?’ I asked Max. 
 
    He sat up against his headboard, and the covers fell away, revealing almost his entire upper body.  Except that it looked very different than it normally looked to me.  I’d seen him without a top on plenty of times, when he was rushing to the tumble dryer to find a clean T-shirt, or when he was making a midnight run to the bathroom.  But he looked somehow different this morning.  I mean, his muscles were the same old muscles – toned but not overworked.  And he had the same fine line of hair down the centre of his chest.  Nothing new there.  Nothing I hadn’t seen a hundred times before.  So why, on this occasion, was the sight of his chest making my heart beat far too quickly? 
 
    ‘The Dutch courage was for Emily,’ he said.  ‘I was going to go round to hers before I went all weredoggy.  I’d been going to try and get a chance to talk to her at the tavern, but then the lights went out, and there was the whole murder thing.  Hey, do you know who murdered that poor girl yet?’ 
 
    I groaned.  ‘No.  Will Berry thinks it was because of the election.  He’s on the board at Crooked College, and unless Agatha wins the popular vote by a landslide, he’ll have the casting vote on who gets to be Minister.  Nancy was his cousin.  They were close, apparently.  So he thinks she was murdered to send him a message.’ 
 
    A frown crossed Max’s face, and he gritted his teeth.  ‘Yeah, I saw you interviewing him last night.  What’s with the way he looks at you?  I wanted to rip his throat out, I swear.’ 
 
    I blinked.  ‘You what now?’ 
 
    Max turned red and looked away.  ‘Y’know because of the way he blows hot and cold with you.  Not because I’m jealous of him or anything.  I mean, I don’t have anything to be jealous of.  Do I?  You don’t still have a thing for him, do you?  I mean, you have to know by now that he’s a cheating, conniving Berry.’ 
 
    Somehow, Wolfie was managing to stay asleep through our entire exchange.  He was even snoring.  Oh, to be a dog. 
 
    ‘Well, duh,’ I replied.  ‘Will is definitely a cheating, conniving Berry.  I would never have a thing for him.  And I mean, there’s Gabriel.  Why would I have a thing for Will when I have Gabriel?’ 
 
    ‘Oh yeah.  Gabriel.’  Max’s eyes seemed to darken.  ‘Y’know, I don’t get you and him.  You always seem on edge around him, and yet you keep going out with him.  I know I said I was all right with the two of you, but ... is he really making you happy?  Really?’ 
 
    Good goddess, my head was beginning to thud.  And Max’s words were jogging something, something Finn had said to me a while ago – something that almost mirrored what Max was saying now.  ‘Why do people always think I’m on edge around Gabriel?  I mean, I was for a while, I guess, when you guys weren’t getting along.  But you’re okay now.  Aren’t you?’ 
 
    He found a fascinating spot on Wolfie’s coat to look at.  ‘Yeah.  Me and Gabriel are fine.  Just dandy.  Wanda ...’  He turned back to look at me, an intense expression in his deep brown eyes.  His eyes met mine, and then began to travel all over my face, down over my neck ... 
 
    And then he grew even redder than ever, and looked away again.  I glanced down at what I was wearing – a tiny top that barely covered a thing – and pulled the covers up to my neck.  What had I been thinking when I decided to sleep in the smallest outfit known to man? 
 
    ‘You, em ... you were saying something about Emily.’  My voice had turned oddly high-pitched.  ‘About needing Dutch courage to tell her something?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yeah.’  He cleared his throat a few times in a row, his eyes once again staring at that one section of Wolfie’s fur.  ‘I ... yeah.  Well, she seems to think I’ll be ready to call her my girlfriend if the vote on Equal Rights for Others goes through.  So I was going to, y’know, put her straight.  I know I’ve been leading her on, and it’s not right.  Except I started to change before I even finished my wine, and then I ran out into the night and forgot about Emily.’  He scratched his head and looked at me again.  ‘It was a bit of a weird moon, to be honest.  I think it’s still affecting me now.  But I’m going to get up soon and go over to Caulfield’s Cakes and tell her, once and for all.  Hey ... I’ll be changing again tonight, but do you think maybe tomorrow night you and me could ... I dunno ... have a night in?’ 
 
    While my ears followed what he said, my eyes tracked the movement of his hand as he ran it through his thick, messy brown hair.  His new Ring of Privilege, the only way he could access witch enclaves like Riddler’s Cove, was glinting on his hand.  It drew my gaze there, making me think all sorts of new and unusual thoughts about his hands.  They looked so strong, those hands of his – strong, and yet gentle. 
 
    I jumped out of bed.  ‘Yup.  Sure.  Sounds fab but I ... em ... I have to go now.  Murder to investigate.’  I picked up a pile of clothing from the end of my bed.  ‘I’m going to go and change in the bathroom.  So you can get back to sleep.’  As I made to run for the door, I realised I had a bit of a problem.  The only way to get there was to climb over Max’s bed.  Which would mean climbing over Max.  A rush of heat swept through me, and in that ridiculously squeaky voice that seemed to be taking me over this morning, I said, ‘Y’know what?  I think I might actually magic myself to the bathroom.’ 
 
    Feeling his eyes roving far too hungrily over my body, I clicked my fingers, and got the hell out of there. 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    Once I’d showered and dressed, I made my way to the kitchen, expecting it to be as mad as it usually was at eight thirty in the morning.  Instead, other than the familiars, the room was empty. 
 
    ‘Where’s Melissa?’ I asked Princess. 
 
    ‘Work.  Where else?’  The cat barely looked up from her bowl of food. 
 
    Well, I guess she was right to be snooty.  Melissa was never late for work, so why should today be any different?  Since the last lawyer she clerked under at the Wyrd Court had been imprisoned for murdering his mother-in-law, she had been placed with yet another reluctant prosecutor.  You might think that Wayfairs would have a good relationship with the court-appointed lawyers.  Seeing as the majority of those lawyers had been appointed by the previous Minister, though, we didn’t. 
 
    But Melissa was determined.  She wasn’t going to get a little bit of unpopularity (okay, a lot of unpopularity) stop her from achieving her dream of becoming a lawyer.  Still, I thought there’d be someone in the kitchen when I got up.  Someone lovely enough to make a pot of tea and heat up some croissants, maybe.  I sighed and stuffed a couple of slices of bread into the toaster, and shoved a teabag into a mug, wondering where the hell everyone was.  While I waited for the kettle to boil and the toast to pop, I headed towards the staircase again, cupping my ear for signs of anyone else waking. 
 
    ‘If you’re looking for my witch, don’t bother,’ said Queenie from the cat bed by the wood-burning stove. 
 
    Mischief, who was lying beside her, raised his head just a little and said, ‘Mine either.  I’d say you’re on your own today.’ 
 
    Floorboards started to creak, and a few moments later my mother peeped a head down the stairs, her hair messy and her cheeks flushed.  ‘Oh, I thought I heard someone up and about,’ she said in a sheepish voice. 
 
    ‘Mutual Magic opens soon,’ I said.  ‘We’d better get a wriggle on if we want to question Mr Montrose.’ 
 
    A voice drifted out from a room upstairs.  ‘Oh, Bea!  Don’t be long, beautiful.  I miss you already.’ 
 
    I felt like my ears were bleeding.  That was my father’s voice.  My mother giggled and said, ‘Won’t be a minute, sweetheart.’ 
 
    ‘Wait.’  I pushed my embarrassment aside so I could look her in the eye.  ‘What do you mean you won’t be a minute?  We need to get to the bank.  And weren’t you supposed to be meeting with Finn straight afterwards to sign off on the contract for the new combined police force?  Agatha’s supposed to be releasing the details as part of her election campaign tomorrow!’ 
 
    My mother kept looking back up the stairs, dancing from foot to foot like an impatient teenager.  ‘I’ll get to it.  I promise.  Tell Finn I’ll um ... I’ll call him.  I’ve just got to go and do ... something.  See you later!’  She turned and ran up the stairs, giggling and slamming her bedroom door behind her. 
 
    I covered my ears, and ran out of the house without breakfast. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 6. Mutual Magic 
 
    By the time I met Finn in front of Mutual Magic Bank, I was so disturbed about my parents that I’d managed to put all thoughts of Max to the back of my mind.  Well, most of them.  Okay, so I was still thinking far too much about how gorgeous he’d looked that morning. 
 
    ‘I got your text,’ Finn said, rubbing his hands together.  ‘About Christine’s vision.  And Melissa’s.  I know it’s a horrible way for things to come about, what with poor Nancy being murdered.  But this could be the break we’ve been waiting for, Wanda.  Am I being evil incarnate in saying that?’ 
 
    I shrugged my shoulders.  ‘I’ve kind of been thinking the same, so hey – at least we’ll go to hell together.’ 
 
    ‘Gretel’s going through the lists Will Berry sent you right now,’ he went on.  ‘She’s doling out interview duty, and she’s going to meet us at your place for lunch when we’ve finished here.  But what’s with the change of plans?  Weren’t you and your mam supposed to do this interview?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t get me started.  Melissa’s been going on about the blue blood moon,’ I told him.  ‘She thinks it’s why everyone’s acting so weird.  And speaking of weird, has my mam even approved the new uniforms with you yet?’ 
 
    He looked away.  ‘Not yet.  But it’s not a big deal.  All we need is a signature.  She promised she’d meet me as soon as she can.  She said your dad has another appointment with Florence at Night and Gale this morning.’ 
 
    I scrunched up my face.  I knew perfectly well that Florence, a healer at Night and Gale, was no longer helping my father retrieve his memories.  Melissa was working with him instead.  She was using the dark powers granted to her by her vampire ancestry in order to break through any other hypnosis that may have been used upon him.  But seeing as she was reluctant to let those powers be known to the world at large, I kept my mouth shut.  ‘Hey, how did the rest of your night go, anyway?  Because mine brought strange to whole new levels.  My parents were far too enthusiastic about each other.  Even Ronnie was getting in on the whole romance vibe.  I mean ... Ronnie?’ 
 
    Finn shrugged, an odd smile on his face.  ‘Yeah, well, this time of year will do that to us supernatural folks.  I’d say that spring is definitely in the air.’ 
 
    I looked around.  ‘Is it?’  There was a little bit of frost on the ground, and a slight wind was blowing our way.  There was a peep of sun somewhere up there, but I would have to say that this day was neither here nor there, as far as the weather went.  I had no idea which goddess was on the move.  ‘Why have you got that furtive little smile on your face?  I didn’t think you were into this whole Imbolc thing.’ 
 
    His fair skin grew flushed.  ‘Well, I wasn’t.  But Wanda, something happened last night.  A weredog came to my house.  A weredog that I’m pretty sure was Lassie.  That has to mean something, right?  Maybe she hasn’t realised it yet, but she might be getting over Connor.  She might be ready to ... y’know ... maybe?’ 
 
    I couldn’t help but join in with his hopeful smile.  He’d been crazy about Lassie from the moment he met her, but she was still mourning her boyfriend Connor, one of the many witches murdered by Will’s aunt and her vampire lover.  ‘Maybe,’ I said.  ‘She definitely seemed to be thawing in Three Witches Brew last night.  But Finn, forget about Lassie for a second.  Promise me you’ll pin my mother down and get her to sign off on the new policing contract.  She’s the leader of our coven.  Legally, none of this can go ahead without her say so.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I know,’ he said.  ‘But she’s not the flaky sort, your mother.  She’ll come through.  So shall we go in?’ 
 
    I took a deep breath, pushing all except the investigation from my mind.  ‘Let’s do this thing.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    I recognised the inside of the bank from the footage Gretel had recorded of the place.  She’d been here numerous times, trying to find out what Barry Plimpton was doing when he met with the manager behind closed doors.  We believed he was ferrying money between the ex-Minister and the Dark Team, but we never saw Barry with any money. 
 
    We were met by a young security guard the moment we walked through the doors.  He was a werewolf, no doubt, and judging by the rings beneath his eyes, I’d say that he hadn’t long returned from his adventures of the previous night. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry, folks,’ he said.  ‘But the bank is closed for the day.  We’ve suffered a bereavement, you see.’ 
 
    Finn cocked an eyebrow.  ‘The door was open, and I didn’t see a sign.’ 
 
    The security guard produced a small, laminated sign, bearing the words, ‘Closed for Bereavement.’ 
 
    ‘The Manager only decided a moment ago,’ he said.  ‘I was just about to put it up and lock the doors.  You’ll find our online services quite satisfactory for any transactions you need to make.’  There was a slight growl behind each word, and I could see his teeth begin to sharpen. 
 
    ‘Yeah, I don’t think so,’ said Finn, drumming his truncheon against his hand in a slow, steady rhythm.  ‘Not seeing as we’re here to talk to Mr Montrose.’ 
 
    The werewolf bared his teeth.  Yup, they were definitely getting a bit on the pointy side.  ‘Afraid I can’t let you do that.  You folks need to leave.  Like I told you, we’re suffering a bereavement here at Mutual Magic.  And grief can do awful funny things to people.  It can make them act out in all sorts of ways.’ 
 
    Finn didn’t seem remotely put out by the threat.  Instead he smiled, and took a step closer to the werewolf.  ‘Not sure you know what it means to be the Peacemaker Captain,’ he said.  ‘It means I can arrest anybody, at any time, for any perceived threat.  It means I can go where I like, when I like.  And right now I want to go into that manager’s office just a few feet behind you, and speak to Mr Montrose.’ 
 
    Well, I would be lying if I told you I was surprised when the werewolf took a step back.  Finn had a somewhat straightforward manner when it came to dealing with people.  Some called him abrupt.  Most called him a cocky so and so (and most would include me).  Either way, his confidence seemed to get things done. 
 
    The door of the office was yanked open, and the man from Christine’s vision looked out at us, a false smile pasted on his face.  ‘It’s quite all right, Blane,’ he said to his security guard.  ‘I’m only too happy to speak with the Peacemaker and the Wayfair.  We all want to get to the bottom of poor Nancy’s murder, after all.’ 
 
    He held the door wide, and ushered Finn and me inside.  In Christine’s scrying bowl, I could see that the furniture was expensive.  Now that I was here, I could see the thickness of the gleaming wood, the shine of his many golden executive toys.  I could smell the leather inlay on his desk, and the cushioning of his chair.  The room smelled like money.  No, scratch that – the room smelled like other people’s money.  I wondered just how happy I would be, as a customer of Mutual Magic, to see how much of my cash Heber Montrose was spending on himself. 
 
    He took a seat at his desk, and Finn and I seated ourselves across from him.  On a shelf behind him there was a plate, covered over.  I sniffed. 
 
    ‘Fried chicken?’ 
 
    Heber let out an awkward little laugh and patted his generous stomach.  ‘I know what you’re thinking.  The last thing I need is fried chicken with a bulge like this to get rid of.’ 
 
    ‘Actually, that’s not what I was thinking,’ I corrected him.  ‘I was thinking that it’s a bit early for lunch.’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’  His eyes went to the clock on his desk.  It was nine thirty, according to the hands.  ‘I suppose it is.  I tend to eat when I’m emotional.  And after what happened last night, I’m more than a little upset.  Nancy was a model employee.  She’ll be greatly missed.  That’s why I decided to close up today.  Out of respect for her.’ 
 
    Finn cocked an eyebrow.  ‘Out of respect, huh?  And here was me thinking it might be out of guilt.’ 
 
    Mr Montrose’s breath came quickly, and unfortunately it was coming my way.  No wonder Nancy had recoiled when she argued with the man.  If it was fried chicken that he was eating for breakfast, then it was old and rancid fried chicken. 
 
    ‘Guilt!’ he exclaimed, his lower lip wobbling.  ‘What would I have to feel guilty about?  I wasn’t even at Three Witches Brew last night.  I celebrated Imbolc at Swanks, with some very important clients.  The staff there will verify my alibi.’ 
 
    ‘Alibi?  Now why would you need an alibi?’ Finn queried with a cold smile.  ‘When I said you must be feeling guilty, I was referring to the stand-up row you had with Nancy, here in this very office.  You know – the one where you accused her of listening at keyholes.’  Finn looked pointedly at the door.  ‘And wouldn’t you know it?  Nancy was right.  Not a keyhole in sight.’ 
 
    Heber Montrose made a strangled sound in the back of his throat, and his eyes darted over every surface of his office. 
 
    ‘I take it you’re looking for signs of recording devices?’  I gave him a sweet smile.  ‘Neither the Wayfairs nor the Peacemakers have any of those in here.  Although only you’d be able to tell us if you have any enemies who might have reason to spy.  No.’  I sat forward, knocking the little golden balls on one of his toys against each other.  ‘We use old-school methods to get our information.  Scrying, to be precise.’ 
 
    ‘Scrying,’ he said nervously.  ‘But ... that’s an imprecise art, surely.  You must have made a mistake.  Nancy and I had a perfectly amicable working relationship.’ 
 
    Finn kicked his feet up on the desk and swung his truncheon in one hand.  ‘Visions of the future are uncertain, of course.  But visions caught in the present moment, or visions recorded from the past – those are one hundred percent precise.  And whilst I wouldn’t expect a civilian to be up on the legalities of such things, they are, I assure you, admissible as evidence in Wyrd Court criminal proceedings.’ 
 
    ‘But who could ...’  He readjusted his tie, breaking off midsentence. 
 
    ‘Who could be skilled enough at scrying to acquire a vision of the past?’ I helpfully finished for him.  ‘Good question, Mr Montrose.  Good question indeed.  And the answer would be that a Wayfair would be skilled enough.  We don’t hire any old riff raff, you know.  And neither do you, from what I can tell.  Nancy Berry came from one hell of a prestigious coven.  The same coven that happens to own many shares in Mutual Magic.  That’s why Finn and I find it so odd that you would have a flaming row with her, of all people.’ 
 
    ‘We do.’  Finn nodded.  ‘We find it very odd.  I know I wouldn’t like to get on the wrong side of a Berry.  But then, maybe you have much more powerful friends than even the Berrys.  The Montrose coven is a small one though, isn’t it?  You manage financial institutions here and in the UK.  One or two in mainland Europe.  But you certainly don’t have the numbers that a coven like the Berrys can boast.  I wonder, are you affiliated with someone bigger than yourselves?’ 
 
    Heber was either blinking very slowly, or squeezing his eyes shut, I wasn’t quite sure which.  After a few seconds of looking like he wanted to be anywhere but here, he said, ‘No.  The Montroses do not swear fealty to anything other than the humble gold round.  And as for why I was arguing with Nancy, well, to be honest it happened so long ago that I’d forgotten all about it.  I get fits of ... well, what I suppose you’d call paranoia from time to time.  It can be stressful, knowing that you have billions in golden rounds in a safe, you see.  You have to be so careful with your staff.  Sometimes I get a little over-zealous, perhaps.  But I can assure you, Nancy and I had made up not five minutes after our little tiff.  Like you say, the Berrys are a powerful coven.  I would never disrespect one of their members.  Well – never without apologising profusely.  And I did apologise to Nancy.  Believe me.’ 
 
    Finn picked up a photograph.  It showed Mr Montrose, a wand in his hand, standing with his foot on the head of a dead wolf.  ‘Hunting fan, are we?’  Finn handed the picture to me. 
 
    ‘Well, we all have our hobbies,’ said Mr Montrose.  ‘Of course it’s far less bloodthirsty, the way we witches hunt.  A simple death spell, and the poor beast is put out of its misery.’ 
 
    ‘Looks a bit like a werewolf,’ I said.  ‘It’s definitely large enough.’ 
 
    ‘Hah!  You have quite the imagination.  As though a fine, upstanding citizen like myself would be involved in the illegal hunting of a supernatural being.  It was a plain old wolf, Miss Wayfair.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?  I thought they’d been killed out centuries ago in Ireland.’ 
 
    Two of his chins began to wobble.  The others started to sweat.  ‘Ireland?  No, no, not Ireland.  That picture was taken in America.’ 
 
    I peered closer at the photo.  The trees all looked so familiar to me, but I guess one forest might well look the same as another, even if it was on a different continent.  ‘Of course.’  I placed the photo back on his desk.  ‘My mistake.  So, Mr Montrose, I’ll need you to write down a list of people who were with you in Swanks last night, so we can double check your alibi.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, of course.’  He pulled a notebook from his desk and began to scribble furiously.  ‘Here it is,’ he said as he handed it to me.  ‘These are all dear friends and acquaintances.  They shall all corroborate me.  As will the staff at Swanks.’ 
 
    ‘I have no doubt that they will.’  Finn smiled and stood up.  ‘But it doesn’t much matter, either way.  We’ll have our scrying witch search for visions of last night’s festivities at Swanks, as well.  People lie, but the scrying bowl always tells the truth.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 7. Bowie 
 
      
 
    By the time we arrived at the house I shared with Max, both Finn and I had received reports from a dozen other interviews that took place that morning.  Nancy’s friends and family had all said much the same.  She was a lovely girl, outgoing, friendly and hardworking.  There wasn’t anything that gave a clue as to why she was killed. 
 
    Most of the people at the College Board had airtight alibis.  There were two people on the list, though, who had been at Three Witches Brew the night before – Patrick and Angela Plimpton.  Although they’d now been interviewed twice, I thought I might delve a little bit deeper as soon as I could.  I wasn’t sure about Will’s theory – he seemed far too eager to get me to look at the people on the College Board.  But I owed it to Nancy to look at this from every angle. 
 
    Neither Finn nor I were hungry just yet, so we went straight to my bedroom, where I opened the wardrobe door and said, ‘Reveal the room within the room.’ 
 
    As soon as our secret Operation Long Leash office appeared, Finn and I went straight to our desks.  There was a little problem, though, in the form of Finn’s familiar.  She was a tortoiseshell cat called Jewel, and she was currently asleep on my chair. 
 
    ‘How did you get in here?’ I asked as I picked her up and handed her to Finn. 
 
    She peeled an eye open.  ‘The meeting is today, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Well, yeah, but ... never mind.’  I shook my head.  That cat of Finn’s had some magical way of travelling, on par with what a witch could do.  She could get in anywhere, which was precisely why we had taken her on as part of Operation Long Leash. 
 
    I had been eager to get more people working with us, but Finn wanted to hold off.  For those of you who haven’t been following my misadventures so far, I guess now would be a good time to fill you in on Operation Long Leash. 
 
    Finn, Gretel and I were secretly tracking anyone who worked with the former Minister.  So far, we had gathered quite a bit of dirt on some of her ex-staff members, but we were holding off on taking action just yet.  If we arrested anyone now, we’d be putting them away for relatively minor crimes – like the woman who had been head of her security team at Facility B, where my father had been imprisoned.  Just the week before, we caught her shoplifting at Pointer Brothers, the wand shop on Warren Lane.  Instead of arresting her, we had recorded the offence and replaced the stolen wand before its absence was noticed. 
 
    We wanted them all to feel safe, like they were untouchable, until we had the evidence we were really after.  Evidence that would let us know who had helped the ex-Minister kidnap my father, and proof that would lead us to the people she used to carry out assassinations – basically, we wouldn’t be happy until we found the Dark Team. 
 
    Finn thought it was best to keep it low key.  The Dark Team were probably aware of everything that the Wayfairs and the Peacemakers were up to, but we believed they had no idea about Operation Long Leash.  I had been angling to get more people involved.  Max, for instance.  If I could just admit to him that I was spying on Gabriel’s father, it would be a creepy man sized load off my mind.  But Finn believed that the less people who knew, the better.  He also believed that our friends and families were safer, not knowing just how close we were getting to the Dark Team. 
 
    He was probably right. 
 
    So instead of getting more people involved, we had called in our familiars.  There were advantages to that – Finn and Gretel both had cats who could get into places that we never could.  And I had ... well, Dizzy.  However helpful or unhelpful certain familiars might have been, they could be counted on to keep our secret. 
 
    ‘Where’s the bat?’ asked Jewel. 
 
    ‘In Riddler’s Cove,’ I told her.  ‘I’ll be picking him and Max up soon.  Any luck getting inside Barry’s flat?’ 
 
    The cat nodded.  ‘I’ve just come back from there, as a matter of fact.  The place is clean.  Well apart from some questionable personal effects.  An unhealthy amount of Upendown Abbey posters and collectibles, and a lot of Veronica Berry posters and toys.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’  Finn sat down and turned on his computer.  ‘Gretel’s told us that Barry is a Veronica Berry fan.’ 
 
    ‘Well, most young men are.  Her films are terrible, but she’s good in Witch Wars.’ 
 
    ‘Witch Wars?’ I wrinkled my nose.  ‘Oh, right.  That TV show.  I’ve never seen it.  Or Upendown Abbey.  I think I might have seen posters of Witch Wars before.  Is Veronica the one with the hair and the hips?’ 
 
    Finn nodded a little too enthusiastically.  ‘Oh boy, yeah.  She’s ... well, she’s a Berry, so obviously I would never look at her that way.  A Berry who’s engaged to a werewolf, to top it off.  But ... yeah ... those are some fantastic hips.’ 
 
    ‘Excuse me, but what exactly is wrong with being a Berry?’ 
 
    We all snapped our heads around.  Across the room, next to a screen that showed us video feed from various tracked locations, a Chihuahua was curled up on a table. 
 
    ‘Oh, yeah, I forgot to tell you,’ Jewel drawled.  ‘He arrived.’ 
 
    The dog stood up on his tiny legs and said, ‘Could you help me, please?  The cat’s pulled the chair away so I can’t get down again.’ 
 
    Finn glared at Jewel as I crossed the room and picked up the dog.  He was so small!  Like one of those dogs that awful witch celebrities put in their handbags or turned into brooches.  He had one brown eye and one blue. 
 
    ‘I’m Bowie,’ he said.  ‘I was waiting politely by your back door when this cat invited me in.  She said she’d keep me company while I waited for you, but all she’s done is trap me up here and snooze on that chair.  Oh, and lead me into a room that is clearly a secret headquarters of some kind.  I do apologise for my being here.  I tried to tell the cat we ought to wait somewhere more appropriate for you, but she wouldn’t listen.’ 
 
    ‘She never does,’ said Finn.  ‘So ... you’re here because?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, excuse me.  Where are my manners?’  Bowie extended a paw, which I immediately shook.  ‘I’m here because you’re the Wayfarer, Wanda.  I’m Nancy Berry’s familiar, you see.  Now, I’m not sure how long this whole process usually takes.  Do I just tell you what you need to know and then I get to go and join Nancy in the afterlife?’ 
 
    I sat down, placing him on my desk in front of me and looking him in his mismatched eyes.  It was clear why Nancy had called him Bowie.  ‘I’m afraid not, Bowie.  Yes, you need to tell me everything you can to help me track down Nancy’s killer.  But you won’t pass away until I’ve actually caught them.’  His head hung, and I reached out to stroke him.  ‘I’m sorry.  That’s just the way it is.  Can I get you anything?  Some food or drink?’ 
 
    He shook his head.  ‘I’m quite all right, Miss Wayfair.  I’d rather just get down to business if it’s all the same to you.  Now, if you have a notebook and a dicta-quill, I could begin right this minute.  I have quite a good idea of who was behind Nancy’s murder, so it shouldn’t take too long.’ 
 
    I struggled to hide my shock.  Usually, getting information from familiars was like pulling teeth.  Of course they wanted to help me as much as they could – they were desperate to join their witch in death.  But for one reason or another, the steady stream of familiars who had come my way since I received my power hadn’t actually witnessed their witch’s murder.  And not a single one had the slightest idea as to who the killer might have been. 
 
    But if getting things out quickly was what poor Bowie needed to do, then I was going to give him that opportunity.  I grabbed a dicta-quill from a drawer and pulled out my notebook.  ‘Fire away then,’ I said.  ‘But I will be fixing you some lunch afterwards, just so you know.’ 
 
    His little mouth opened into a limp smile.  ‘Well, let’s hope it’s my last meal then, shall we?  All right.  Let’s begin.  Nancy Berry ...’  His voice shuddered.  ‘Nancy Berry was a wonderful witch.  Fun to be with, full of life and love and always singing.  I think you can guess, by my name, that she had a bit of a thing for musicians from the human world, too.  But despite the many amazing things about Nancy, the quality that was both her most and least admirable was her bravery.’ 
 
    ‘Most and least admirable?’ I questioned. 
 
    Bowie nodded.  ‘I said what I meant.  Nancy was brave to a fault.  And that’s what got her killed.  She was working in Mutual Magic, playing the part of Heber Montrose’s assistant.  It was all a ruse.  She was there as a spy, because she and her cousin, Will Berry, believed that Heber Montrose was a link to the Dark Team.’ 
 
    Finn and I took a moment to gape at one another, shocked at what the dog was telling us.  Will and Nancy were spying on Heber, too? 
 
    ‘Are you quite all right?’ asked Bowie.  ‘Do you need a moment to process?’ 
 
    I swallowed.  ‘No.  No, go on.  You’re doing brilliantly.’ 
 
    ‘Yes.  Well.  Sooner solved, sooner buried.  Now ... where was I?  Ah, yes.  Heber Montrose.  Nancy and Will believed that he was somehow transporting money and messages to the Dark Team, from those who might want to hire their services.’  The dog looked me in the eyes.  ‘You won’t be surprised to hear that the Berrys have used the Dark Team themselves, on occasion.  But as far as I’m aware, no one in the coven actually knows who they are.  Only that they achieve that which must be achieved in record time.  And when they do it, they leave no trace behind.’ 
 
    I sat back, rubbing my eyes.  ‘Wait ... why did Will and Nancy want to know who the Dark Team were?’ 
 
    ‘Ah.’  Bowie shrugged his small shoulders.  ‘That, I’m not altogether certain of.  Nancy said it was down to politics.  The Dark Team had been working almost exclusively for Justine Plimpton for a great deal of time.  Will and Nancy wanted to prove who the Minister had ordered to be assassinated, and why, so that they could oust her from power.  But ... even after she was ousted from power, Nancy continued to work at Mutual Magic, so I’m disinclined to believe that particular explanation.’ 
 
    He paused to take a shaky breath, then opened his mouth to resume. 
 
    ‘Bowie ... do you want to take a break?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘As I said, sooner solved, sooner buried.  Now.  She argued with Mr Montrose yesterday.  She related their argument to me, word for word.  He accused her of listening at keyholes.’ 
 
    ‘We have that argument recorded,’ said Finn.  ‘But we didn’t know it only happened yesterday.  He told us it had been so long ago that he’d forgotten it.  So thank you – that bald-faced lie of his puts him even higher up on our suspect list.’ 
 
    ‘Glad I could be of help,’ the dog said with no trace of sarcasm.  ‘Nancy felt that Mr Montrose was all bluster.  He’s a paranoid sort of a fellow, you see.  I’ve met him on more than one occasion myself, and he’s always looking over his shoulder.  She felt that it would blow over.  He regularly accused other members of staff of spying.  He never did anything about it.  But ...’  His voice was shaking even more.  ‘I had a bad feeling about it all.  I told her we should go away for a while.  Let Will go and do the spying if he wanted to, but it was getting too dangerous for Nancy.  She said ... she said it was just the blue blood moon making me nervous.  She said she’d think about handing in her notice if things went badly at work again today, but that she’d carry on as normal otherwise.’  He squeezed his eyes shut.  ‘But as you know, she never got a chance to go in again today.  And I ... I am distraught.  Distraught and impatient to be with her.  Is what I’ve told you enough to arrest Mr Montrose?’ 
 
    I looked at Finn, trying to hold back tears.  ‘No,’ I said sadly.  ‘Unfortunately not.  Mr Montrose has alibis on his alibis.  We can’t pin the murder directly on him.  But what you’ve told us will help.  It confirms some things we suspected, and gives us a really good starting point.  So thank you, Bowie.’ 
 
    His eyes snapped open and he shook his head.  ‘There’s no need to be patronising, Miss Wayfair.  I’ve failed my witch.  You can say it.  I’ve failed her.’ 
 
    I gathered him into my arms.  ‘You haven’t failed her.  And I’m not being patronising.  What you’ve told us really will help.  Bowie ... when did you last eat?’ 
 
    He began to shiver in my arms.  ‘I’ve been too upset about Nancy to think about food.’ 
 
    ‘Right.’  I stood up.  ‘Well, we’ll go and get some lunch.’ 
 
    ‘I’m perfectly fine,’ Bowie protested.  ‘I’d rather just get on with it.’ 
 
    I patted his head.  ‘I know you would.  And I understand.  But the thing about me, Bowie, is that I need calories to think.  So you’d be doing me a favour by taking a break for lunch.  Doing Nancy a favour, too.’ 
 
    He gave a slight nod, and I carried him down the stairs.  As we reached the hallway, the doorbell rang. 
 
    ‘That’ll be Gretel,’ said Finn.  ‘You look after the little guy while I let her in.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    We sat around the kitchen table, eating takeaway chips Gretel had brought with her.  Lots of salt and vinegar.  Yummy.  I gave Bowie some of Wolfie’s food, as well as a few chips.  Unhealthy, sure, but who am I to deny a grieving familiar?  He was a little reluctant to eat at first, but like just about everyone with a stomach, he was unable to resist chips for very long. 
 
    He told us a little more while we ate, about conversations he’d heard between Will and Nancy.  None of them gave us much more than we already knew, but they did make it clear that Will and Nancy had been trying to find the Dark Team for months. 
 
    ‘I’m going to Riddler’s Cove to collect Max at four,’ I said.  ‘I can leave straight after lunch instead, and pop over to Riddler’s Edge to have a word with Will beforehand.  I heard they’re finishing up the new community hall this week, so he should be on the building site.’ 
 
    Finn opened his mouth to reply, but paused to take a look at his beeping phone.  ‘Ah.’  He smiled slightly as he read the screen.  ‘Your mam’s popping in to the Wyrd Court for that meeting after lunch.  Finally.  I mean ... y’know ... I totally understand why she’s been so busy.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t have to pretend not to be irritated with her,’ I said.  ‘I am.’ 
 
    Gretel cleared her throat.  ‘Well, awkward though this definitely is not, I’m going to change the subject.  I think Barry is on to me.’ 
 
    Finn and I turned to stare.  ‘How?’ Finn asked.  ‘You do the best glamour spells I’ve ever seen.’ 
 
    She shrugged.  ‘They’re okay, as glamours go.  But I’m not awesome at changing my height, so he’s seen an incredibly tall woman trip over her feet way too much lately.  Even though I had different hair and facial features each time, he’s definitely getting suspicious.  Yesterday he didn’t even go in to the bank.  I saw the security guard draw the door open for him.  But just as he was about to follow the guard in, Barry glanced over to where I was hanging about in the broom shop across the road.  He got a twitchy look on his face, and went off to the newsagent instead.’ 
 
    ‘Well, maybe it’s not too bad,’ said Finn.  ‘I mean, we’re not getting anything from Barry.’ 
 
    ‘Barry Plimpton?’  Bowie looked up, a half-finished chip in his mouth.  He swallowed it down.  ‘Justine Plimpton’s ex-secretary – the one Jewel was saying has the Veronica Berry crush?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ I said, taking a sip of my drink.  ‘Gretel’s been tailing him.  He goes to the bank a lot, meets with Mr Montrose behind closed doors, and then seems to just head home and heat up fried chicken.’  I narrowed my eyes.  ‘What is it with all of the fried chicken?’ 
 
    Bowie tried to jump up onto a chair, but couldn’t manage it, so I lifted him up.  ‘Nancy says – said – that Heber Montrose is obsessed with the stuff.  She says he always has some in his office, and that he sometimes gives it to his special customers.  Barry Plimpton is one.  Hannah Plimpton visited his office a few times, too, but she hasn’t been for a while.  There are some others who Nancy never found out the names of.’ 
 
    ‘Hannah?’  Gretel looked confused.  ‘Oh – is that Candace Plimpton’s mother?  The accountant?’ 
 
    I nodded gravely.  I wasn’t used to hearing her referred to by her first name, either.  Some women just had a Mrs quality about them.  ‘Maybe she used to go to the bank in Barry’s place, but she’s afraid she might be tailed.’ 
 
    ‘And now Barry has an idea that he’s been tailed, too,’ said Gretel.  ‘I just know he does.  We’ve got to move on this.  We need some way to talk to the guy.  But how do you start up a faux-casual conversation with a guy who never talks to anyone?  Last week he went to the opening of a new Veronica Berry movie on his own.  I did a spell on a certain part of my anatomy, wore a low cut top so he could see the spell very well, and pretended to trip up in the aisle at the cinema and practically fell in his lap.  Nothing.  I mean, there’s a Witch Wars convention that I was going to go to tonight, but I’m not sure if there’s even a point.’ 
 
    We sat around silently for a moment, chewing on our chips and thinking.  It was Bowie who spoke next, standing up, his mismatched eyes bright.  ‘I have an idea.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    I quite liked Riddler’s Edge.  It supposedly held the largest other enclave in Ireland, but it also had a large human population who seemed completely oblivious to the supernaturals in their midst.  It kind of baffled me, to be honest.  I mean, right now there were at least twenty wizards queuing for sandwiches in the local, human-run deli.  But I knew that all of those wizards lived in an apartment block that wasn’t visible to the human eye.  So where did the humans who owned the shop think all of their customers came from?  Did they think they were just passing through? 
 
    ‘Distraction spells.’  I heard a deep voice behind me, and turned to find myself face-to-face with Will Berry.  ‘And a few other things.  Obfuscations.  Not My Business, Veil of Mist ... we’ve been using an assortment of spells on the community hall during the construction phase, and we’ll manage the upkeep when it’s finished, too.  They use much the same on the apartment blocks and housing developments in the area.’ 
 
    I felt a rush of irritation.  ‘Hello, Will.  Have you got vampire ancestry, by any chance?’ 
 
    ‘Nope.’  He stuck his hands in his pockets and looked me in the eye.  ‘But that boyfriend of yours does, doesn’t he?’ 
 
    ‘Well then how come it’s always you who seems to be able to read my mind, whereas he ...’ I trailed off. 
 
    ‘Hasn’t got a clue about your deeper wants and needs?’  Will grinned far too readily.  ‘What can I say?  I’m the kind of guy who knows women.  That’s why my fiancée is so happy with me.  So why are you here?  To meet your mini me?’ 
 
    ‘What?’  I looked to where he was nodding.  Across the road, standing in front of a community hall that was far larger and fancier looking than it used to be, a young girl was standing, wearing a bright yellow hard hat on her head and barking orders at the builders.  ‘Oh.  You mean Candace.  She’s nothing like me.’ 
 
    Will shrugged.  ‘Oh, I dunno.  You both stick your noses in where they’re not wanted.  You both think people should fall in line behind you.  And you’re both incredibly bossy.’ 
 
    I watched as Candace’s familiar, a fluffy white cat called Kitty, jumped from her arms and ran across the road, leaping into mine.  She began to purr, and looked up at Will with admiration in her eyes.  ‘Isn’t he great, Wanda?  He’s done all this for free.’ 
 
    She meant the community hall, I was guessing.  Will’s company, Berry Materialization, was rebuilding the Riddler’s Edge community hall at no charge, after it had been destroyed in an Inferno spell. 
 
    ‘Well, y’know,’ Will said awkwardly.  ‘I get tax breaks for charitable donations.  So what do you want, Wanda?’ 
 
    I was too busy rubbing Kitty to answer him straight away.  She was just as cute as ever, even though she was far bigger than the last time we met.  I snapped my attention back to Will and said, ‘It’s about Nancy, actually.’  I looked down at Kitty.  ‘Could you tell Candace I’ll come and talk to her in a minute?  I need a few words in private with Will, first.’ 
 
    Kitty purred even more deeply, hopped out of my arms and ran back to her witch.  Candace was now redoing the Materialization spell on one of the windowsills, and making the builder who hadn’t done it to her exacting standards stay there and watch.  Ah, some people never change. 
 
    Will sank down into a bench outside the shop.  ‘Can we make it quick?  Mandy’s coming to meet me so we can have a drink at the Flying Club.’ 
 
    ‘Well, we wouldn’t want to let a little matter of your cousin’s death get in the way of a date with Mandy, now would we?’ 
 
    His lashes fluttered, and tinges of pink touched his cheekbones.  ‘I didn’t mean it like that.  Nothing is more important to me right now than getting to the bottom of who killed Nancy.  It’s just that Mandy ... well, she gets a bit annoyed when I spend time with you.  It’d be better if you were out of here before she arrived.’  He wrung out his hands and looked at me.  ‘So, did you talk to the people on the board yet?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet.  But I did speak with Nancy’s boss.  Heber Montrose.’ 
 
    Will froze.  ‘What?  Why would you ... I mean, he was just her boss.  He had nothing to do with this.’ 
 
    ‘No?’  I raised a brow.  ‘So then why were you and Nancy spying on him?’ 
 
    For a moment he went absolutely silent, but then he turned and looked me full in the eye.  ‘Wanda, I ... I need you to listen carefully, okay?’ he said slowly.  ‘I know what you’re like when you’ve got the scent of something.  I know that you don’t like to give up.  But just this once, please.’  He grabbed my hands.  ‘Please don’t get involved in this.  I have it covered.’ 
 
    I looked down at our joined palms.  What the hell was wrong with me?  Getting funny feelings about Max this morning, and now this?  This felt warm, and safe, and ... this felt right.  He looked even more intently at me, and so much emotion rushed through me that I was almost frightened to acknowledge it.  I wanted to kiss him.  I wanted to kiss him the way we’d kissed at the Masked Ball.  I wanted to kiss him and have it feel like forever. 
 
    ‘Let go of me, Will,’ I said with great effort. 
 
    He dropped my hands like I’d burned him and said, ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean ... Wanda ... you have to listen to me just this one time.  Forget what you think about me.  None of that matters.  Just believe me when I say that this is bigger than you could ever imagine.  Bigger, and more dangerous.  You need to let it go.’ 
 
    ‘Dangerous like Dark Team dangerous?’ 
 
    He began to blink furiously.  ‘How did you ... ‘  He shook his head.  ‘Never mind.  It doesn’t matter how you know.  I’m not even going to ask you how much you know.  But I’m begging you – let it go, Wanda.  Whoever killed Nancy will be punished.  Just ... not by you.  Not this time.’ 
 
    I looked carefully at him.  ‘Will, if you think I’m in danger, then you are too.  Nancy was murdered.  Whoever the Dark Team are, it’s possible that they know she was spying.  It’s possible that it’s the very reason she was killed.  And if that’s the case, then it won’t be long before they come for you.  Work with me.  Tell me everything you know, and we can find who’s responsible together.’ 
 
    His eyes felt like they fused with mine for too long a time.  Finally, he broke the connection and said, ‘I wish I could, Wanda.’  He stood up.  ‘Come on.  I’ll give you the grand tour of the new community hall.  It’ll be open on the day of the election.  I’m going to set up screens so that everyone in Riddler’s Edge will be able to come here and watch the vote as it happens.  I know, I know.’  He shot me a wry grin.  ‘This year, all that the supernaturals who reside in Riddler’s Edge will be able to do is watch, while their fate gets decided by those eligible to vote.  But maybe next time there’s an election, this’ll be a voting centre.’ 
 
    As we crossed the road together, my thoughts were a mixture of light and dark.  ‘I don’t get you, Will Berry.  Sometimes you give me the impression that you think the only thing weredogs are good for is emptying your bins.  And then other times ... why are you so ... so ...?’ 
 
    His face filled up with that irritating, unfathomable expression I had seen there all too often.  ‘You do get me, Wanda.  You know why I’m doing all of this.  I don’t want a Plimpton to win.  And as for what I think certain supernaturals are good for ... well, a happy worker is a more productive worker.  It really is that simple.’  He paused a few feet before we reached Candace and looked at me again.  ‘Don’t go seeing more to me than there is.  Because what you see really is what you get.’ 
 
    I couldn’t think of a reply.  I couldn’t even think a thought that made sense, right then.  Will had confused me from the moment we met.  A very significant – and very stupid – part of me wished that it would change.  But I had the feeling it never would.  I walked towards Candace, and smiled. 
 
    ‘Hey there, kiddo,’ I said.  ‘This place is looking great.  Was it my imagination, or did I just see you do a Materialization spell a hundred times better than the one the builder just did before you?’ 
 
    She gave me an ever so humble smile.  ‘It’s not that I’m better at these spells.  It’s just that I put a bit more effort in.  It’s not enough to want the windowsill to have grey paint.  You’ve got to want it to have sophisticated, long-lasting grey paint.  There are subtle nuances when doing a grey-paint spell.  It can be boring, or it can be brilliant.’ 
 
    I looked at the windowsill.  The grey paint had a certain pop that it hadn’t before.  ‘Well, I hope Will’s paying you,’ I said. 
 
    She smiled as he joined us.  ‘He is, actually.’ 
 
    Will laughed.  ‘I told Candace we had everything sorted, but she’s been coming to site every day after school anyway.  And it turns out she does the work of ten men, and does it better.  So of course I’m paying her.  She’s worth every gold round.’ 
 
    ‘And he gives me salmon,’ said Kitty.  ‘Because I keep the mice away.  It’s win-win.’ 
 
    We walked around the centre, Will, Candace and Kitty pointing out the work that had been done.  I was impressed.  There was a large hall for major gatherings, with smaller rooms for group meetings.  There were two kitchens, one for cookery classes and a smaller area for fixing snacks and drinks during meetings.  There was a swimming pool and gym, and a play area with climbing frames and a ball pool. 
 
    ‘We’re thinking of having a day-care centre here, too,’ Will said.  ‘For parents who catch the train from Riddler’s Edge to Dublin every day.  So we’ve set it up for every eventuality.  If there’s anything that we haven’t thought of, we can always add it afterwards.’ 
 
    ‘I think you’re covered.’  Candace grinned adoringly up at Will, but her expression soon changed to horror, and she cried, ‘Look out!’ just a fraction of a second too late. 
 
    Someone had been painting the ceiling above – a non-magical someone, considering they dropped an entire pot of red paint all over us.  Well, most of it on me and Will.  Kitty only had a few spatters, and Candace had escaped unscathed. 
 
    Will laughed, looking up at the scaffolding, where the worker (who I now realised was a young unempowered witch I had seen a few times before) looked nervously down.  ‘It’s okay, Fee.  No harm done.’  Will pointed at me, whispering, ‘Clean.’ 
 
    I watched as the paint disappeared, and my clothes began to dry out.  We probably would have been much quicker if we hadn’t been laughing so much.  I don’t know why, but the sight of Will, usually so handsome and perfect, with paint dripping off his expensive shirt and jeans, made me want to roll around on the floor with laughter.  And maybe roll around a bit with Will, too.  Bad Wanda.  Melissa was right – this moon had a lot to answer for. 
 
    ‘I’ve got you,’ I said, pointing my finger.  Just as I was about to whisper the cleaning spell, Candace’s face fell. 
 
    ‘Don’t look now,’ she said.  ‘But Will’s monster – I mean, fiancée – is marching towards you with a murderous glint in her eyes.’ 
 
    Will swallowed, and we both turned to see that Candace was right.  Mandy Parker was indeed marching towards us, and she most definitely had a murderous glint in her eyes.  She glowered at me first, and then turned her eyes on Will. 
 
    ‘Hello there, Will,’ she said.  ‘I’m not sure if you realise, but you’ve got a spot of paint on you.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    When I arrived in the kitchen of Wayfarers’ Rest, Dizzy flew to my shoulder. 
 
    ‘So,’ he said with a cheeky wink. 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.  So.  Is it finally going to happen, then?  Because I’ve got to tell you, I like him much better than Gabriel.’ 
 
    I scratched my head and sat down at the table.  ‘You like Will Berry better than Gabriel?  I thought you hated all of the Berrys.  You know, because of how horrible they were to you when you were Harry Berry’s familiar?’ 
 
    ‘Fake familiar,’ Dizzy replied with a scowl.  The range of expressions a bat can form would never fail to surprise me.  ‘I was never really bonded to a Berry.  And don’t you forget it.  Anyway, why would you assume I was talking about Will Berry?  You don’t like him.  You like Max.’ 
 
    At the sound of Max’s name, the strangest heat crept through me.  And just because the universe sometimes likes to give me everyone else’s share of embarrassment as well as my own, Max chose that exact moment to saunter into the room. 
 
    ‘Hey,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Hey,’ I said back.  Wow, not only was I suffering from a monosyllabic malady, but I was hoarse in top of it. 
 
    Luckily, Max was just as hoarse, and seemingly just as embarrassed as I was.  ‘You back long?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘Just got here.  You up long?’ 
 
    He shook his head.  The droplets of water that danced in the air told me he had recently vacated the shower.  Okay, I should not let my thoughts veer onto visuals of what that scene would have looked like.  ‘Just a little while,’ he said.  ‘I have to meet Rover in Madra Lane before the moon comes out, so we can check in a delivery.  So I don’t think I’ll have time to speak with Emily.  But I’m going to.  I promise you.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s ... y’know ... I mean ... whatever you think you should do, then I guess that’s what you should do.  Because, I mean, only you know what’s right for you.  And ... yeah, I have nothing useful to say, so I’ll shut up now.’  I looked away from him.  I had to, because he looked ridiculously good, standing there, barefoot and wet-haired.  And he smelled good, too. 
 
    What was wrong with me?  This had come out of nowhere.  I mean, as if I wasn’t confused enough with my feelings for Will Berry on top of my feelings for Gabriel.  Now I had to add Max to the mix?  It was all so totally unlike me.  A few months ago I barely even had the energy to like one guy, let alone having a thing for three at a time. 
 
    Last night, I was happily kissing Gabriel.  Well, happily until I heard Christine shout out, ‘Oh yes, Kevin.  Right there,’ followed by my mother shouting out a few minutes later with something equally disgusting.  But I did like being with Gabriel.  I mean, sure, he’d annoyed me on more than one occasion.  I’d been close to breaking up with him for good when he was arguing with Max a while back.  But when he was with me ... and I smelled him ... 
 
    Oh rats!  I shouldn’t have let my train of thought go towards masculine scents.  Not when Max’s body was sending wafts of loveliness my way. 
 
    ‘I used your coconut shower gel,’ he said.  ‘I hope that’s okay.  I forgot to bring mine with me.’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ I squeaked.  ‘What’s mine is yours.  So ... are you all packed and ready to go?’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    Max was, indeed, all packed and ready to go.  He had only taken a small bag with him.  So as long as he held on to Wolfie, and Dizzy perched himself on my shoulder, I should have been able to transport us all to Westerly Crescent with no problem. 
 
    ‘I guess we’d better hold hands now,’ said Max. 
 
    Did I just say no problem?  Strike that ridiculous idea from the record.  I mean duh – of course I had to hold Max’s hand.  Physical contact was kind of necessary when a witch was travelling with someone who wasn’t magical. 
 
    Judging by the fact that Max wasn’t simply grabbing my hand the way he usually did, I was guessing that he was feeling as freaked out at the notion of hand-holding as I was.  And if that was true, then it meant ... nope.  Not going there.  Not even going to consider that one.  Max was not feeling this same irritating feeling that I was.  There was no way that he could possibly have the same weird and unwanted impulse to get a lot closer, and maybe a bit horizontal at the same time. 
 
    ‘Oh, you know what?  I’d better send your bed back first.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’  He sounded as relieved as I was at the thought of putting off the holding of the hands.  ‘Yeah, you should do that.  And don’t hurry up the spell or anything.  Because … y’know … I don’t want you to tire yourself out.’ 
 
    ‘Mm-hmm,’ I said.  ‘We sure wouldn’t want that.’  I looked at the bed and tried to think of a way to make moving it take longer than a split second.  But that was the thing about magical teleportation.  It didn’t take longer than a split second. 
 
    I sighed and began to incant.  ‘Bed of Max’s go to his room, 
 
    Teleport now and do it soon.’ 
 
    Well, I had been hoping that the word soon would cause a delay of some kind.  No such luck.  The bed zip zap zinged its way out of there faster than I can say uncomfortable silence. 
 
    ‘Your brooms,’ said Max.  ‘It might be difficult for you to hold on to those and your bag at the same time.  Maybe you should magic those back home before we do it.’  His face turned a deep shade of purple.  ‘By it I meant travel.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.  What else would you mean?  And you’re right.  I’d better magic my brooms and my bag and stuff over there.  And possibly magic each one of those items separately, before I can even think of magicking the two of us.’ 
 
    I pointed at one broom, and incanted, and then the other, and incanted.  Then I pointed at my bag and magicked it back home.  Then I decided I fancied having the hairbrush I normally kept here back at home too.  When I finally ran out of things to magic, I turned to Max.  ‘I guess you’ll be late to meet Rover if we don’t go now.’ 
 
    He bit his lip, his teeth peeping out at me.  Good goddess, those were amazing teeth.  I mean I’ve described their caveman quality before, what with the bigness, and the whiteness (y’know, because in my imagination cavemen took dental hygiene seriously).  But I don’t think that I ever quite appreciated the magnificence of them.  They were strong teeth.  Teeth that said, I’ll nibble your earlobe, and I’ll do it with the perfect amount of pressure. 
 
    I swallowed and grabbed his hand.  ‘Come on,’ I said, readying my clicking fingers.  ‘Let’s just get this over with.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    Wolfie was just about as excited to meet Bowie as I expected he might be.  My mind had been on much more important things lately.  Things like: what the hell was wrong with me?  And: should I seek professional help?  Or: it’s okay, it’s just the blue moon, it’ll all be over any day now.  So naturally I had been far too busy to remember that I had an important operation taking place in my bedroom that evening, an operation that I really didn’t want Wolfie around to see.  The Irish wolfhound was many things – but a good secret keeper was not one of them. 
 
    Luckily, Max was taking Wolfie to work with him.  Lady, the manager of the Water Bowl, the weredog tavern where he worked, had recently adopted a collie, and she had arranged a dog sitter to look after her new charge, as well as Wolfie, for the night. 
 
    ‘She’s a great dog sitter,’ Max said as he packed Wolfie’s things up for his play date.  ‘I’m sure she wouldn’t mind if Bowie came along too.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you most kindly, Max,’ said Bowie.  ‘Now that I’m meeting you for myself, I can see why you’ve earned the admiration of so many people.  But I really ought to stay with Wanda.  We have to solve Nancy’s murder.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’  Max shrugged his shoulders.  ‘I thought Wanda said you didn’t know anything.’ 
 
    Yes, yes I did say that.  To Max.  One of these days, I was going to spill it all, no matter what Finn said.  But for now, we had told Bowie that the operation was a secret.  And luckily, that little Chihuahua was on the ball.  ‘Well, I haven’t been as helpful as I would have hoped,’ the tiny dog said.  ‘But if there’s any chance I can recall something of use, I’d like to be close to Wanda at the time.’ 
 
    Wolfie’s big head hung down.  ‘But we could have so much fun, Bowie,’ he said plaintively.  ‘Brenda has all sorts of balls to play with.  Big balls.  Little balls.  Medium sized balls ...’ 
 
    Bowie raised a paw and patted Wolfie gently.  ‘I would love nothing more than to spend an evening with you, old chap.  But perhaps another time.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 8. Doppel-Berry 
 
      
 
    ‘I still can’t believe I’m about to do this,’ I said, staring into the mirror above my bedroom dresser.  ‘I mean, this is my face.  It might not be the prettiest in the world, but I’m kind of used to it by now.’  I spun on my heels and looked at Gretel.  ‘You’re sure it won’t be easier for you to do it?’ 
 
    She shook her head, her long dark braids moving as she did so.  ‘I’m telling you, he’s onto me.  Sometimes you sense things, y’know.  And you should never ignore your gut.’  She prodded me gently in the stomach.  ‘The Wayfarer should know that better than anyone.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, I get it.  I need to be the one to go through with Bowie’s plan tonight.  But do we need to do such a serious spell?  Couldn’t we just do a glamour?’ 
 
    She shook her head again.  ‘I’m good at doing them on myself, but I’m a nightmare at doing them on others.  Anyway, doppelganger spells are fool proof.  And before you ask, you will not get stuck looking like someone else.  The spell we’re doing lasts until midnight.  More than enough time.’ 
 
    I groaned, looking at the ingredients on my dresser.  Bowie had come up with an amazing idea, but in order to put it into action we were delving into old school magic.  Disgusting potions and magic mirrors – and don’t even get me started on the issue of having to swallow someone else’s hair.  The equipment for this sort of doppelganger spell was rare, but we had most of it in the evidence locker, thanks to two witches who were now behind bars – Maeve and Majella had involuntarily donated the equipment they used to create a doppelganger of Emily Caulfield, back when they were trying to frame Emily and Lassie for their own murder spree. 
 
    ‘I can’t believe you guys managed to get Veronica’s hair all by yourselves.’  Gretel stroked Jewel and Bowie.  ‘I thought for sure I’d have to get it myself.’ 
 
    Bowie gave a simple, modest shrug, but Jewel’s fur puffed up and she held her head in just about the haughtiest manner I’d ever seen.  ‘Well, it’s like I’m always telling Finn.  What’s the point of having a useless familiar?’  She let her big green eyes drift over to Dizzy while she spoke. 
 
    ‘Hey!’  I gave her my sternest stare.  ‘Dizzy’s an amazing familiar.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ he said, a tad unconvincingly.  ‘I could break into houses and steal hair if Wanda needed me to.  She’s just never asked me.  Anyway, I’m better at giving sage advice and moral support.  Like this new crush Wanda has on Max since they spent the night together.  I’ve been telling her–’ 
 
    I glared at the bat and said, ‘Hush it, Dizzy.  Unless you want your mango supply running mysteriously dry.’ 
 
    ‘What’s this?’  Finn’s eyes lit up with glee while he stirred the green goop above a small magical fire.  Yeah, I said goop.  If you saw it, you’d struggle to think of a better name.  Maybe gloop?  Or oozy gloop?  Or gloopy ooze?  Whatever it was called, I seriously hoped it wouldn’t leave a mark on the furniture.  ‘You’ve finally realised that you and the nicest guy in the world are meant to be together?’ 
 
    Gretel jumped up and down, grinning and clapping her hands.  ‘I love Max!  You and him will make such a good couple.  Oh, but what about Emily?’ 
 
    I began to laboriously wipe the magic mirror, wondering how to answer.  I couldn’t believe Dizzy, giving me away like that.  I’d need to give him a good talking to later on.  ‘The bat is mistaken,’ I said.  ‘Me and Max spent the night in the same room because my mother had Max’s usual room in Wayfarers’ Rest all decked out for the arrival of Brigid.  There was no hanky panky.  There were separate beds.  And there definitely isn’t a crush.’ 
 
    ‘Aw.’  Gretel sounded disappointed.  ‘I mean, I suppose it’s just as well, for Emily’s sake.  But I really do love Max.  I mean, sure, Gabriel is handsome and charming, if that’s your thing.  But Max is ... well ... he’s Max.  And his teeth!  Oh my goddess!’  She pretended to fan herself.  ‘I do like a man with nice strong teeth.’ 
 
    I didn’t glower at her, much as I wanted to.  But why Gretel?  Why?  I was perfectly fine until she mentioned the teeth.  ‘I think we should get started,’ I said, clearing my throat.  ‘The convention kicks off in half an hour.’  I looked at Finn’s familiar.  ‘You’re sure she’s in hair and make-up now?’ 
 
    Jewel nodded.  ‘I double checked her schedule.  She’s definitely there.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.’  I nodded nervously.  ‘I can do this.  Finn, is the goop ready for the next ingredient?’ 
 
    He looked down at the bubbling green liquid and shrugged.  ‘Em ...yeah?’ 
 
    Gretel rolled her eyes and looked into the cauldron.  ‘It’s ready for the hair.’  She dropped in a ball of Veronica’s hair, and it instantly sizzled.  ‘Here.’  She grabbed the ladle from Finn and filled up a small, silver goblet, one with the same decorations as the ones on the mirror’s frame – double-sided faces, each pair eerier than the pair before. 
 
    I took a sip, then used my hand to clamp my jaw shut while I forced myself to swallow.  It tasted like never-again.  Once I was sure I had the goop down, I looked into the mirror and said: 
 
    ‘Twin with the place I write on thee 
 
    So I shall glimpse, but she shan’t see 
 
    Let my reflection mirror just that 
 
    Which is in the mirror we now look at.’ 
 
    I held the mirror over the cauldron, and as the steam rose, I wrote the coordinates on its face: 
 
    Ten fauns by three sickles. 
 
    ‘You’re sure that’s right?’ Finn asked. 
 
    I nodded with certainty.  I had an uncanny memory for travelling coordinates.  And whilst they would normally be used in order for me to send myself to the correct location when I clicked my digits, in this particular doppelganger spell they were used to connect my mirror with another. 
 
    The steam cleared, and a face appeared before me.  ‘Oh my,’ I murmured.  ‘She even looks good without her make-up on.’ 
 
    Finn nodded far too readily, as we all looked at Veronica Berry, sitting in her dressing room, preparing for the convention.  We were all so busy admiring her beauty that it took Jewel to say, ‘Okay – it’s done.’ 
 
    We snapped our eyes away from the beautiful Veronica Berry.  Finn and Gretel looked at me, amazement on their faces. 
 
    Veronica’s image was beginning to fade from the mirror, which meant that Jewel was right.  I knew I was now an exact image of the actress, but I could barely bring myself to look.  Finn was too busy holding his jaw open, so Gretel led me back to my own mirror.  I looked, and then I closed my eyes, rubbed them, and looked again.  ‘Wow.  This is so weird.’ 
 
    Gretel began to brush my now-lustrous hair.  ‘Okay.  I think you’re ready to go.  Finn?’  She looked at her boss and rolled her eyes.  ‘Stop staring at her, Finn.  It’s time to get her wired up.’ 
 
    For a moment he kept gawping.  But then he shook his head and said, ‘Right.  Yeah.  We need to wire her.  Em ... I’ll just pass you the stuff, maybe.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ Gretel said.  ‘Maybe that’s best.  That’s what I like about you, Finn.  You don’t let a beautiful face and a stunning body sway you in any way.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    I stood in front of the Hilltop Hotel in the highest heels I’d ever worn, staring at the outside of the building.  This was where it all began for me – my reintroduction to the magical world.  In this hotel I’d met Dudley, the first familiar who needed my help to find his witch’s murderer.  I genuinely missed that smelly old rat.  I hoped he and his witch, Maureen O’Mara, were enjoying their afterlife together. 
 
    ‘Can you hear me?’  Finn’s voice came softly into my ear. 
 
    I tapped the tiny invisible bud, making sure it was securely placed in my ear.  ‘I can hear you,’ I said.  ‘Have you got visual?’ 
 
    ‘I see everything you’re seeing.  Are the contacts comfy enough?’ 
 
    I blinked my eyes.  Seeing as I was wearing magical contact lenses that would record everything I saw, I expected the lenses to feel a little more ... there.  But I could feel nothing at all. 
 
    ‘They’re perfect,’ I murmured.  ‘I’m going in.’ 
 
    I wandered inside to find that the foyer of the Hilltop Hotel had been completely transformed.  There were booths everywhere, with actors and actresses from the show doing signings.  A large screen was currently showing nothing, other than some teaser text promising that a sneak peak of Season Three would soon begin to play. 
 
    The place was buzzing with people, dressed up as their favourite characters.  As soon as I walked in, all eyes came my way.  Even the real Veronica Berry did a double take as she looked at me.  ‘Great costume!’ she called over with a wink. 
 
    I smiled shyly, and brought over the book that Finn had armed me with – a Veronica Berry biography he just happened to have lying around.  The queue parted to let me through.  Barry Plimpton, I noticed, was at the head of the line. 
 
    ‘What would you like me to write?’ Veronica asked. 
 
    ‘Oh just put To Jazmine,’ I said.  ‘That’s Jazmine with a Z.’ 
 
    As Veronica scribbled her signature and uttered some pleasantries, Barry seemed to be busy comparing the two of us. 
 
    ‘Amazing costume,’ he told me.  His voice had that same squeaky quality as mine had when I’d been talking to Max earlier.  I knew I should be happy that the spell was working, but truthfully, the way Barry was looking at me was making me feel like a piece of meat. 
 
    ‘Oh, it’s not a costume,’ I said in the worst cockney accent ever, as I left the line with my Veronica Berry biography, complete with signature.  ‘This is me.  How I look.  Do I really look like her?  I mean, people back home in London don’t seem to think so.  And I don’t think the resemblance is all that strong myself.’ 
 
    Barry gulped.  ‘Oh, yeah.  Yeah, you definitely look like her.  Wow.  But your accent is way sexier.  I love London.  Have you ever seen Upendown Abbey?’ 
 
    ‘Oh my stars!’  I reached out and let my hand trail along his arm.  ‘I love Upendown Abbey.  It’s my second favourite show.’ 
 
    We wandered around, enthusing over everything we saw and chatting about Witch Wars.  I was relieved to have Finn in my ear, telling me facts about the show so I could act the part of the fan.  But I kind of hoped Finn was pulling those little factoids from the internet – if not, he was watching way too much TV. 
 
    As the trailer for Season Three began to play, we paused to watch.  Well, I watched the trailer – Barry seemed far more interested in watching me.  Witch Wars actually looked like a decent show.  Maybe Max and I could start watching it together.  On the couch.  Or maybe in my bedroom.  Oh, drat.  I was thinking Bad Wanda thoughts again. 
 
     ‘Did you see the one where Fesorus the warlock uses the Sword of Dandarian to slay Arturo?’ 
 
    ‘Only a hundred times!’ Barry cried.  ‘But I might have heard a rumour about Belinda going to see Nular the Necromancer and getting a resurrection spell to bring Arturo back.’ 
 
    I touched his arm again.  ‘That would be all my dreams come true,’ I enthused.  It really wouldn’t.  Necromancy freaked me out.  ‘I just love their relationship,’ I went on.  ‘I was crying as much as poor Belinda when Arturo was killed.’ 
 
    Barry smiled, the way he’d been smiling at everything I said.  ‘Oh, Jazmine!’ he exclaimed.  ‘I can’t believe this is really happening.  I never thought I’d meet anyone who loves Witch Wars and Upendown Abbey as much as I do.  Let alone someone as beautiful as you.’  His face turned puce.  ‘Sorry,’ he said.  ‘That was a bit forward.’ 
 
    I let out a shy giggle.  ‘It was a bit.  But if I’m honest, I was kind of thinking the same thing myself.  Barry ... I think it’s my turn to be a little bit forward.  Would you maybe like to spend a little alone time together?  Somewhere more private?’ 
 
    He gulped.  ‘Um ... yeah.  Yeah, I’d love that, Jazmine.  Where?  When?’ 
 
    Aw.  If he wasn’t in league with the evil ex-Minister – and if he wasn’t currently staring at my cleavage with his mouth hanging open – then I might almost feel bad about playing with his feelings. 
 
    ‘Well, I’ve got to go back to London tomorrow,’ I said.  ‘Tonight’s really the only night I have free for a while.  But the thing is, I’m staying with some friends, and it’s a little bit crowded.  I don’t suppose you’ve got someplace we could go?  Somewhere we could get comfy and watch some box sets together?’ 
 
    He gulped again.  ‘Yeah.  Yeah, we could go back to my flat.  And Jazmine, you can slap me if I’m being a bit forward here.  But I do happen to have exact replicas of the costumes Belinda and Arturo wore the first time they made love.’ 
 
    Ew!  Ew, ew, ew!  ‘Well then, Barry,’ I said, forcing myself to smile.  ‘Take my hand, snap your fingers, and I’m yours.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    Barry’s flat was exactly as Gretel had described.  He had to have been at least thirty, but the whole place was decorated like a teenage boy’s bedroom.  Witch Wars toys and posters were everywhere.  They clashed magnificently with the replica Upendown Abbey silverware and china that he had on display. 
 
    As he sat me down on his leather couch and began to play episode one of Witch Wars, I said, ‘I’m a bit hungry, Barry.  Don’t suppose you have anything in?’ 
 
    He paused the show.  ‘Oh, of course.  I have some kale and quinoa salad.  Or some fish that I could bake with lemon.  I think I might have some chickpea burgers, too.  What would you fancy?’ 
 
    Hmm.  That all sounded incredibly healthy for a man Gretel said heated up fried chicken every single night.  ‘Oh, I’m not into all that kind of thing,’ I said.  ‘I like real food.  The greasier the better.  Don’t suppose you’ve got any fried chicken?’ 
 
    He wrinkled his nose.  ‘Good goddess, no.  I hate that kind of stuff.  I guess I could phone for takeaway, if you really want some fried chicken.  But you’ll ruin your figure, you know.  Men really do prefer slimmer girls.’ 
 
    I clenched my teeth.  There was a reason Barry Plimpton was single.  ‘Well, real men prefer women who aren’t delirious with starvation,’ I said, standing up.  ‘But don’t worry.  I’ve got some proper food in my bag, actually.’  I pulled out the vegan fried chicken Finn had bought a little earlier.  I was prepared to do a lot for an investigation, but I didn’t think I could quite manage real chicken, seeing as I couldn’t even remember the last time I’d eaten the stuff.  Sure, it’d be more authentic, but I might just end up puking all over Barry.  Although now that I’d spent some time with him, I’d begun to think he probably deserved to be vomited all over.  ‘I’ll just go nuke this,’ I told him.  ‘No need to get up.  I can see where your microwave is.’ 
 
    I just had my hand on the microwave door, ready to open it, when Barry crossed the room faster than I would have believed he could move, and slammed his hand over mine, pulling me away from the microwave.  ‘You can’t use that,’ he said.  ‘It’s ... broken.’ 
 
    I glanced at the microwave.  ‘It don’t look broken to me, luvvie,’ I said, brutally combining giggle with cockney.  Y’know, because all language is dynamic.  And also because I was desperate to lighten the mood and distract myself from the fact that he was scaring me to death. 
 
    In my ear I heard Finn say, ‘Get out of there, Wanda.  Now.  The guy is a creep with a capital c.  We can get a better look at his microwave another time.  He’ll get suspicious if you force it now.’ 
 
    ‘I think you’re right about the fatty food,’ I told Barry.  ‘It’s really not good for me.’ 
 
    He smiled.  It was the smile of a man I was very glad I didn’t know any better.  ‘Exactly,’ he said.  ‘Now, you just go on back to the couch and watch the rest of the first episode.  I’ll go and get those costumes ready, and put something low fat in the oven for us.’ 
 
    Wow.  Costume play with a guy who liked his women hungry and docile.  How could I ever resist? 
 
    ‘Y’know what?  I just remembered – I have to go back to London right now, not tomorrow.  Nice meeting you, Barry.’  I clicked my fingers, and left his flat. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 9. What’s in a Name? 
 
    ‘So tell me again why I need to come to this meeting,’ I said, feeling a little more comfortable now that I’d regained my usual appearance.  Of course, I’d be even more comfortable if I was at home, with a glass of wine and some Max.  Instead, I was standing on the steps of the Wyrd Court with Finn, shivering.  ‘I thought you had it earlier today, anyway.’ 
 
    Finn seemed to be trying his best not to grunt.  I wasn’t sure who that held-back anger might be directed at, were it to be unleashed: me, or my mother. 
 
    ‘That’s why I want you to come, Wanda.  Agatha needs to make this announcement tomorrow, and your mother cancelled this afternoon’s meeting at the last minute.  Which means she still hasn’t signed the new policing contract.  It’s just not like her.  I want you to come with me, and tell me if I’m crazy, or she’s as distracted as hell.  You’ll be there as a casual observer.’ 
 
    Ah.  All that withheld anger was directed at my mother, then.  ‘I already know she’s being weird,’ I admitted.  ‘But I don’t really want to get on her case about it.  She’s finally got my dad back.  Wouldn’t you be a bit distracted if you were finally reunited with the love of your life?’ 
 
    A dreamy look took over his face, but it passed almost as quickly as it arrived. 
 
    ‘No,’ he said, shaking his head.  ‘Not if it got in the way of something this important.  Wanda, you’re talking to the guy who happily arrested his own aunt.  And I don’t know if you’ve forgotten, but I also stood by your mother’s decision to report my mother for gross negligence, thus ending her teaching career for good.’ 
 
    ‘Well, your mother did almost murder me,’ I pointed out.  ‘And she was planning on retiring anyway.’  Seeing the thunderous look on his face, I decided now might be a good moment to backpedal.  ‘But you’re right.  You’ve supported what’s right all along.  I should really do the same.  Even if I am scared my mother will cut me off from her cooking.  Okay.’  I nodded.  ‘Let’s go.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    A moment later, we entered the Wyrd Court.  The section that the Peacemakers occupied (and now the Wayfairs, too) was as busy as it always was, even at almost one a.m..  The holding pen was filled with criminals awaiting processing.  The canteen was buzzing too, with people from the night shift chugging back coffee. 
 
    My mother was one of those coffee chuggers.  She stood up, giving me a brief look of surprise before hugging me.  ‘I didn’t know you were coming.’ 
 
    I shrugged.  ‘Finn and I just made an arrest that we want to question together afterwards.  You guys just go on and pretend I’m not here.’ 
 
    She sat back down.  ‘Well, I’ve not got long,’ she said, glancing at the clock on her mobile phone.  ‘So I suppose we’d better just get down to what’s important.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly,’ said Finn, pulling out some papers for himself, and handing copies to my mother and me.  I glared at him.  Casual observer, my behind.  Finn wanted me to take part, the scoundrel.  Yeah, I went there.  I calls them like I see them, and Finn was being scoundrelly as hell.  ‘And the most important thing for Agatha to have tomorrow,’ he went on, ignoring my death-stare, ‘is this contract.  Signed and sealed, so she can make her announcement.’ 
 
    My mother looked down into her coffee.  ‘I know.  Just ... maybe we could meet again in the morning, before Agatha’s announcement.  There are one or two things I want to think about before I sign.’ 
 
    Itchy though I was to ask my mother why she was holding things up – and also very aware that Finn was itching for me to do just that – I refused to open my mouth.  If he’d wanted me to add anything to the discussion, then he should have said so up front. 
 
    ‘I don’t get this, Beatrice,’ Finn said with a sigh.  ‘I really don’t.  I mean, I’ve already told you I’m in full agreement with you being in charge of this new force.  See?’  He pointed to a clause in their contract.  ‘It’s right there, signed by me.  Wayfairs have been around for generations – centuries, in fact.  The only advantage that my Peacemaking force ever had was my aunt’s support, and a ridiculously large budget.  We want to learn from you – I want to learn from you.  But ... that kind of requires you being around to teach me.’ 
 
    My mother’s face reddened. 
 
    I glanced at Finn.  ‘Do you think you could go get me a coffee?  Not from the machine here – I swear that stuff is made of the effluence from every single hell dimension.  Maybe the all-night place across the road?’ 
 
    He got up quickly and said, ‘Sure thing.  Anything for you, Beatrice?’ 
 
    My mother shook her head, looking away from him.  As soon as he left the canteen, she gave me the full force of her stare.  ‘An arrest to question afterwards indeed!  He’s been complaining to you about me, hasn’t he?  And he’s brought you along to try and get me to hurry up and sign.’ 
 
    I scratched at my brain for the best way to answer that one.  In the end, I went with honesty.  ‘Actually, Finn has been doing his best not to complain about you, Mam.  Even Agatha hasn’t said anything about it, and I know she must be just as anxious as Finn to get this contract signed.  What’s the real problem?  Is it something to do with Dad?  Are you worried there’ll be more work to do once the new force is set up?  That you’ll have less time with him?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose there was a bit of that to begin with,’ she admitted.  ‘But now that Melissa’s taken over with trying to retrieve his memories, I don’t feel quite so worried.  I managed to head up the Wayfair coven for the best part of three decades.  I think I can manage this new force, too, even with all the new staff we’ll be hiring.’ 
 
    ‘So do I,’ I agreed, then began to read over the contract.  ‘And it looks like you and Finn have gone over all of the major decisions.  You’ve told him we should move to a new building. That’s a brilliant idea.  We can barely move in the Wyrd Court without having some politician or other try and press their agenda on us.  We should be free of all that.  A new building is a great start.  It gives us a sense of being a separate entity.  There to serve the people, not the government.’ 
 
    My mother gave a proud little smile.  ‘I thought you’d like the idea.  And see!’  She pointed to another page.  ‘I have taken your concerns about the uniform into account.  We’ll all have matching slacks and shirts, and they’ll be designed to magically adjust to any size.  Although ... seeing as you’re going to be a detective with the new Major Crimes department, you won’t have to wear a uniform except for police ceremonies.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I’ll be wearing a uniform whenever I can,’ I said, still scanning over the papers.  ‘And I see you’re bringing in a new entrance exam.  That’s good.  Under Justine’s rule, there was a pretty low bar for acceptance.’ 
 
    She gave another proud nod.  ‘And look at this clause here.  I think this will be your favourite of all.’ 
 
    I looked to where she pointed, my breath coming fast.  The new force will be an equal opportunity employer.  Everyone, regardless of what manner of supernatural they might be, will be given the opportunity to try out. 
 
    ‘Finn and I both thought that one was a no-brainer,’ she said, with her eyes glinting.  ‘It goes on to say that salary will be paid according to rank too – a weredog will not be paid less than a witch on any force I’m in charge of.’ 
 
    My heart began to race even faster.  They’d done so much work on this.  ‘And Agatha agrees to it all?’ 
 
    She nodded.  ‘Of course.  And she wants to sign it in as soon as possible, so that if she doesn’t win the election, it’ll be all the harder for the new Minister to change.’ 
 
    I quickly flicked through the remainder of the contract, reading it all.  It was perfect.  No wonder Finn was so impatient to get the ball rolling.  But until both the Wayfair coven leader and the Peacemaker Captain signed, nothing in this new contract could be put into action.  ‘Ah.’  As I came to the very last item, I finally understood what the problem was.  ‘“This new force shall be named ...”  There’s nothing filled in.’ 
 
    My mother gave me a tight smile.  ‘I’ve been a Wayfair all my life, Wanda.  Finn says he’s quite happy for the new force to be called by that name.  But I can see that it’s not what he wants.  I just know.’ 
 
    I sat back.  Finn’s admiration for my mother, and for the work that the Wayfairs had done over the years, was clear.  One of the reasons I admired my mother was that she was usually incredibly straightforward about things, and yet here they were – tiptoeing around one another because Finn was afraid to tell my mother the truth, and my mother was too reluctant to admit she had a problem. 
 
    ‘You know it because it’s true,’ I said.  ‘And no, he hasn’t spoken to me about it.  But I know Finn.  I know how he’d see this.  He sees this the same way you think you should see this.’ 
 
    She gave a wry grin.  ‘And how should I see this?’ 
 
    ‘Sensibly.  We say we want to put an end to divisiveness.  We say we want a force that serves everyone.’ 
 
    ‘And we will,’ she said.  ‘Look there – “Every coven is welcome to join the new force, and they will not need to declare allegiance to another coven to do so.  All that they will need to declare allegiance to is the upholding of the law.”’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, that’s all very well,’ I said.  ‘But the Wayfairs are a coven.  And if people join a force that requires them to be called Wayfairs, then they might as well be declaring allegiance to our coven, no matter what this contract says.’  I sighed.  ‘And that will take us about a hundred steps backwards from where we want to be.  It’ll be coven against coven, just like it’s always been.  Finn is afraid to point that fact out to you, and you don’t want to bring it up because even though you probably agree with everything I’ve just said ... you don’t want to see an end to the work of the Wayfairs.’  I grabbed her hand.  ‘But it won’t be an end.  It’ll be a new beginning.  You and Finn have got to get this sorted, Mam.  You need to decide on a name, and I think you know – it can’t be the Wayfairs.’ 
 
    She let out a soft grunt.  ‘I sometimes think you could see through a brick wall.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ I said with a shrug, ‘if I can, then it’s because you made me that way.’ 
 
    We both looked up as Finn returned with three cups of coffee that smelled delicious.  He’d even bought some doughnuts.  Maybe he wasn’t such a scoundrel, after all.  ‘So,’ he said.  ‘Did I miss anything?’ 
 
    My mother shrugged, a teary smile on her face.  ‘Oh, we’re just floating names about,’ she said.  ‘The Watch?  The Law?  The Command?  Or maybe something Irish.’  She kicked out his seat.  ‘Well, come on.  We need to get this decided, don’t we?’ 
 
    Finn looked at me, shock apparent on his features.  But he was a quick study, our Finn.  After barely missing a beat, he brushed his fair hair out of his eyes and took his seat.  ‘Wayfarers?  That’d be a nod to the past without being the name of a coven.  Or maybe something brand new.  Upholders?  The Guard?  Guardians?’ 
 
    I grabbed a doughnut and joined in.  This could take the rest of the night, but right now that was a good thing.  At least if I was here, then I wasn’t lying awake, staring at the ceiling, and waiting for Max to get home. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 10. An All-New Angle 
 
    I woke up to the sound of the doorbell ringing, interspersed by a loud, banging noise. 
 
    Bowie grumbled beside me.  ‘Someone is really impatient,’ he said.  ‘Should I be barking?  Nancy didn’t expect me to bark a lot, but I know some people expect their dogs to bark.’  He stood up and began to yap, but he looked more adorable than scary. 
 
    ‘That’s okay.’  I slowly dragged myself from the bed, glancing at the time.  ‘Who in Hecate’s name would be calling in at six in the morning?’ 
 
    Dizzy opened a lid.  ‘I don’t know – but please tell them not to do it again.  I only got back an hour ago.’ 
 
    I stumbled into my dressing gown and slippers.  ‘I haven’t been back too long, either.  But don’t worry – I’m pretty sure that just looking at my early morning face will be enough to put them off calling back so early again.’ 
 
    I lumbered down the stairs, making my usual inelegant morning noises, and looked out through the peephole on the door.  When I saw who was standing there, I drew it open, wiping my eyes.  ‘Melissa?’  My gaze drifted to the three very large suitcases by her side.  She’d even brought her broom along.  ‘What’s going on?’ 
 
    She gave me the sort of look that told me she’d had just as little sleep as I had.  ‘Our parents, that’s what’s going on.  Have you got anything caffeinated?  I need something caffeinated.  Preferably with a lot of sugar.’ 
 
    I stood back and watched her lug her bags inside. 
 
    ‘I’m too tired for magic,’ she grumbled.  ‘That’s how bad it’s gotten, Wanda.  I mean, I thought the night before last was bad.  But last night?  Let’s just say that I’ve been having slightly murderous thoughts about our parents, and leave it at that.’ 
 
    I led her to the kitchen, where I fumbled around a bit before managing to turn on the kettle.  ‘It’ll have to be instant,’ I said.  ‘But we do have some energy drinks in the fridge.’ 
 
    Melissa ran to the fridge, grabbing a can and opening it immediately. 
 
    ‘I don’t get it,’ I said.  ‘I mean ... my mam was working with me and Finn most of the night.  She must’ve only gotten home two hours ago.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t remind me,’ Melissa said, gasping as she reached the end of the can and opened another.  ‘I’d only just gotten to sleep after listening to my mother and Kevin for hours on end.  Then your mam had to go and arrive home.  There are no spells that cut that sort of noise out.  Believe me, I tried them all.  Even when I thought I’d drowned it out, I could still sense it, y’know.  Something that icky, it has a presence.  You can never fully tune it out.’  She finished her second can and looked beseechingly in my direction.  ‘So what do you think?  You and Max have a spare room, don’t you?  Lassie’s old bedroom?  I’d only stay until I find somewhere new.’ 
 
    I held my breath.  If she had asked me a few days ago, I would have welcomed her with open arms.  I loved Melissa.  But just now, something was holding me back. 
 
    Behind me, the back door pushed open, and an enormous brown dog padded in.  Ah.  There he was.  The weredog who was holding me back.  His eyes widened as he saw the guest in our kitchen, and I threw him the bathrobe that was hanging on the back of the kitchen door.  We kept it there for occasions just like this.  Max grabbed it in his mouth, ran out of the room, then ran back in a moment later, changed back into his human form and fully covered by the robe. 
 
    ‘Hi Melissa,’ he said, unable to disguise the confusion in his voice.  ‘I didn’t know you were dragging Wanda to yoga again this morning.’ 
 
    She smiled at him, but it wasn’t her usual, confident Melissa smile.  Her lips were quivering, for goodness sake, and her voice caught as she said, ‘Hey, Max.  You look great.’ 
 
    Max blinked, and then sat across from us.  ‘Em ... thanks?  You both look lovely, as usual,’ he said, his eyes going to Melissa’s luggage. 
 
    ‘We’re not going to yoga,’ I told him.  ‘Melissa was wondering if she can stay awhile.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.  Yeah.  I mean, sure.  Your coven sister is my coven sister.  Is that a saying?  Anyway.’  He stood up and backed out of the room.  ‘Lassie’s room is good to go, Melissa.  Wanda’ll show you where the clean sheets are.’ 
 
    As he left, Melissa sighed.  ‘Wow.  He’s so lovely.  Why did I never notice how lovely he was?’ 
 
    ‘You did,’ I pointed out.  ‘You’ve always liked Max.  You’ve just never liked him enough to have that goofy expression on your face.’ 
 
    ‘What?’  She reddened.  ‘I don’t have a goofy expression on my face.  It’s just ... well ... isn’t it weird, Wanda?  Someone can be under your nose all the time, and then one day you just ... notice them.  And it’s like, why didn’t I notice him before?  I mean notice him, notice him.  If you know what I’m saying.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I know what you’re saying.’  The kettle had reached its boil, so I got up and prepared our coffee.  Yeah, I knew exactly what she was saying.  And for reasons still baffling and inexplicable, it was making me feel a tad on the hopeless side. 
 
    Melissa was as good looking – if not better – than Veronica Berry.  If I was developing all-new and confusing feelings for Max, then what chance did I have against her?  I’d just have to suck it up, that’s what I’d have to do.  I’d have to try my best not to be jealous – even if I happened to catch Max gazing at Melissa over the rim of his wine glass tonight.  Because if he did gaze at her, who could blame him? 
 
    ‘Y’know,’ she said, oblivious to my emotional turmoil, ‘there actually is a yoga class on this morning.  We could head on over to Fit Witch together right now.  Plenty of time to get a good workout in before ... well ... work.  How about it?’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    Melissa had been taking me to yoga classes for a couple of weeks now, but only on mornings like this one, when I was too tired to come up with a decent excuse. 
 
    As I stood there, failing to raise my leg even a few inches off the ground – and not being remotely envious that the other students had their legs waist high and held on to their big toes at the same time – I went over the case in my mind. 
 
    We were going down the right road, I was sure of it.  Nancy had been killed because she had gotten close to discovering the Dark Team.  Which meant that Mr Montrose was involved, and so was Barry Plimpton.  I lifted my leg out to the side (sort of) and tried not to shudder as I thought of the night before. 
 
    Barry Plimpton was a shudder-inducing kind of guy, though.  Even while I was gorgeous Veronica Berry, he’d tried to get me to eat diet food.  Imagine what kind of comment he’d come out with if he saw my real figure. 
 
    I did my best to float my feet back in the same graceful manner as the others were doing, but instead I kind of hopped, flailed, and then resorted to stepping my feet back instead.  They went through more and more complicated moves, while I went through more and more discomfort.  One day I’d master this, surely, I thought as I glanced over at Melissa.  Her legs were behind her shoulders, and she was standing on her hands. 
 
    Okay, maybe I wouldn’t master that particular position.  But according to the teacher, the pose wasn’t the point.  The pose was just a shape.  A very pretty, impossible shape that they all seemed desperate to attain. 
 
    I got down onto my haunches, pressed my hands to the floor, and kind of lifted myself into a crow pose.  Y’know, if it was a drunken, physically challenged crow. 
 
    I was way out of my comfort zone with these moves, but I was going to keep trying.  Hell, I was used to zones of discomfort.  Finn, Gretel and I had been inhabiting such a zone for months now, while we tried to get a handle on the Dark Team.  But no matter how hard we tried, they constantly eluded us.  The ex-Minister was probably laughing into her prison-gruel right now, delighted at how far we were from the truth. 
 
    As I wrangled myself into yet another pose, my mind had a moment of clarity.  What if Finn, Gretel and I tried an all-new angle?  What if we took the ex-Minister firmly out of her comfort zone? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 11. Misery Hates Company 
 
    When it comes to putting dastardly plans into action, I have to admit to being a little bit impatient.  But the plot I’d devised while I was doing a bad impression of a yogi would, unfortunately, have to wait until later in the day. 
 
    The other item on my agenda – tracking down Patrick and Angela Plimpton, the two College Board members who had been in the tavern when Nancy was murdered – would have to wait for a little while, too.  It was barely eight in the morning, and neither of them were expected at Crooked College until at least nine. 
 
    To pass the time, I decided I might head to the Hungry Hippy for a breakfast special.  I was just walking past Toff’s Corner on my way to Poppy Lane, when I saw Patrick Plimpton.  He wasn’t heading off to work early, however.  He was headed straight for Toff’s Corner. 
 
    Sure, I could have given him a wave and asked him for a few words.  But there was something far too jaunty about his walk.  When I’d spoken with him in Three Witches Brew, he hadn’t struck me as the sort of guy who liked a brisk walk in the morning.  He’d struck me as the sort of guy who would be reaching for hair of the dog before calling in sick to work. 
 
    I quickly made myself invisible, and kept watching.  As he neared the run-down building on Toff’s Corner, it changed in front of my eyes to the expensive elegance that was Swanks Hotel.  Swanks was incredibly exclusive – so exclusive it didn’t like you to know it was there at all.  The hotel kept up a nearly permanent distraction spell, making itself appear to be a dilapidated building – unless you happened to have an appointment, or to be one of the guests. 
 
    And Patrick Plimpton definitely appeared welcome.  The doorman, the reception staff and all of the hotel’s porters gave him little bows and said, ‘Morning, Mr Plimpton,’ as he rushed past.  He didn’t return a single greeting.  He made for the elevator, and I hurried in with him. 
 
    The hotel’s exclusivity wasn’t just limited to hiding their fancy exterior behind a run-down façade.  The guests’ stays there were always strictly confidential, and the staff would never give out information on who was in their rooms.  I’d found this out the hard way when Jasper Jaunt disappeared.  While his nutty ex-girlfriend was enjoying a murderous rampage, he was staying happily out of the way, holed up in the penthouse suite. 
 
    Mr Plimpton, though, wasn’t headed for the penthouse.  He was marching towards a room on the second floor, and keying a code into a pad by the door.  I pressed record on my mobile phone, and followed him inside. 
 
    When we entered the room, I shielded my eyes.  Angela Plimpton was waiting for him in bed, holding up a glass of champagne and wearing a far too flimsy negligee.  She was much younger than Patrick – thirty-nine to his seventy-five – and their surname denoted coven membership only.  In other words, the woman wearing hardly anything was not Patrick’s wife. 
 
    Patrick threw off his coat (I had to duck to stop it from hitting me in the face) and raced to the bed.  He took the glass of champagne that she pressed into his hand, and grinned as he began to guzzle it down.  ‘Lovely stuff.  And I’ve got what I went out for, too.’ 
 
    He pulled a vial from his shirt pocket and uncorked it.  Angela and I took a sniff at the same time.  My eyes widened, and I struggled not to reveal myself there and then.  The vial was filled with tiny metal filings, as fine as talc and smelling like rust.  I knew that stuff, having learned about it in my Potions’ lessons.  It was Ire, a deadly poison. 
 
    In murder cases I’d studied, it had invariably been given in small doses over a long period of time.  At first it would impair a witch’s ability to perform magic.  After some time, the victim would have a dramatic recovery – but the day after that recovery, they dropped down dead with no warning.  As yet, I hadn’t come across any cases where a large dose was given all at once, but experiments had shown me that the outcome would not be pretty. 
 
    ‘Thanks,’ Angela simpered as she dragged him down for a kiss.  ‘I can’t believe I left it at home.  Or that we were both too drunk to make a summoning spell work.  But we can get rid of it now.’ 
 
    ‘Hey – not so soon.’  Patrick plucked the vial out of her hand.  ‘I know that was our plan, but ... what if we want to use it on someone else?  Someone even closer to home.  Someone like Will Berry.  We could send him a note, tell him we killed Nancy, and we’ll do the same to you if he doesn’t vote for Darrell Plimpton.’ 
 
    ‘But we didn’t kill Nancy,’ Angela pointed out. 
 
    ‘Only because someone else got there first.  I tell you what – if I knew who it was, I’d be congratulating them right now.  Why shouldn’t we use this on Will Berry?  Sanctimonious son of a witch.  I say we threaten him into voting for Darrell, and then kill him anyway once our man’s been voted in.’ 
 
    Angela’s eyes widened with excitement.  ‘Oh, Patrick!  Now I know why I like you so much.  And I really did want to use the Ire on someone.  Come here.’  She pulled his tie, drawing him down for another kiss.  ‘Let’s fool around for a while before we write the note.’ 
 
    Okay, so that was about as much as I could take.  I reached to my belt, and clicked a disempowerment device.  Good goddess, I loved Peacemaker gadgets.  That done, I inwardly incanted, undoing my invisibility spell in a flash. 
 
    ‘I think I’ll take charge of that,’ I said as I reappeared, snatching the vial of Ire. 
 
    Angela pulled the blankets over herself, grabbing onto Patrick’s shirtsleeve.  ‘What is she ... why is she ...what in Hecate’s name is going on Patrick?’ 
 
    Patrick didn’t seem to have the answer, so I spoke again.  ‘What’s going on is that you’re both under arrest,’ I said, extending a finger and performing a quick binding spell.  Seeing Angela trussed up in golden rope while she was wearing so little was slightly disturbing though, so I threw her a robe.  ‘On second thoughts, put that on before I bind you.’ 
 
    Her mouth opened and closed a few times while she shrugged her robe on.  Patrick wasn’t much better with words, poor thing.  Eventually he managed to spit out, ‘We didn’t murder anyone.  You can’t arrest us.’ 
 
    ‘Oh can’t I?’  I smiled sweetly.  ‘It really does baffle me why you people have a say in who gets to be Minister.  I can arrest you both actually.  For conspiracy to murder.’  I held up my phone.  ‘Proof of which is on this nifty little recording device.  And if that doesn’t get you put away for long enough, then there’s also that pesky little matter of the Ire.  It’s an illegal substance.  Just being in possession of this stuff is enough to put you both away for life.’ 
 
    Angela nodded furiously at Patrick.  ‘It was him!  It was all his idea.’ 
 
    Patrick gasped.  ‘No it wasn’t, you harridan.  It was all your idea!’ 
 
    I smiled sweetly again.  ‘Ah.  Isn’t love wonderful?  Anyway, much as I’d like to stand here and watch the two of you turn on each other, I’ve got better things to do today.’  I extended a finger, and redid the binding spell.  As the golden rope wrapped them together, I grabbed onto them and snapped my fingers. 
 
    And when I got to the Wyrd Court, well ... I might have left them tied up together for a little while longer before I processed them.  They say misery loves company?  Turns out, those two most definitely did not. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 12. A Wayfair By Any Other Name ... 
 
    With Angela and Patrick processed, I was feeling even more eager to get on with my plan to take the ex-Minister out of her comfort zone.  After all, I was now even surer that no one on the College Board had been behind Nancy’s murder.  They would have been, if the actual murderer hadn’t gotten there first.  But there was another killer – or a whole team of killers out there – and I was certain that Justine Plimpton could lead me to them.  Annoying Justine would have to wait a while longer, though, because Agatha’s big announcement was about to take place. 
 
    The sun was shining as I stood on the steps of the Wyrd Court, lined up with two dozen other members of the new police force.  The whole of Warren Lane was packed, with supernaturals from all over Ireland turning up to hear what Agatha had to say. 
 
    There were plenty of officers out in the crowd, too, in case things went badly.  I was even holding a truncheon. 
 
    Like Finn and most of the current Peacemakers, I had no magical use for one of these truncheons.  Their original intention had been to disguise the fact that the ex-Minister was hiring staff so weak in magic that they needed a wand to direct their power.  Hell, the truncheons even had wizard-tech built in, to enhance that remedial magic even further.  But with Finn and my mother having been in charge of all recent hires, we now had a staff who had easily enough magic – and control of their magic – to handle most situations. 
 
    So why was I holding a truncheon?  Well, that was because I was wearing my brand spanking new uniform.  And it did include a truncheon, because if were to take on all comers, then they would need them.  The one I was holding was an old Peacemaker truncheon, but a new one would soon be designed, suitable for all supernaturals.  Right now, we were just about advertising the possibilities. 
 
    Gabriel was at the Wyrd Court, too, but he wasn’t wearing a new uniform.  Instead, he was wearing one of his TV suits – a particularly shiny one that made me cringe.  His show, Wyrd News in the Afternoon, would be doing a segment on the announcement, and he was scheduled to interview Agatha afterwards.  I stood in line watching him as he interacted with his TV buddies, wishing to the goddess that I knew where my head was at. 
 
    Despite his Wyrd News get-up, he looked just as handsome as ever.  And when he kissed me shortly before I joined the line-up, my knees had turned to jelly.  Whenever I was near him, all I wanted to do was stay near him for as long as possible, so I could sniff in that delicious scent of his. 
 
    But as soon as we parted, and I took my place on the steps, he went clean out of my mind.  Thoughts of Gabriel were quickly replaced by thoughts of Max.  Max and me, laughing and messing about on the beach with Wolfie.  Max and me, curled up on the couch and watching scary movies with Dizzy. 
 
    A while ago, Gabriel admitted to me that the reason he was having problems with Max was because he was suffering from a case of the green-eyed monster.  At the time I’d thought it was ridiculous.  But now?  Now I didn’t know what to think.  Had I been harbouring secret feelings for Max all this time?  Feelings so secret that I didn’t even know about them myself? 
 
    Thankfully, Agatha stepped forward, and I shook my confusion away.  She beamed out at the crowd and tapped the microphone.  ‘Hello, and thank you all for coming!’ she bellowed.  ‘I must say an extra-special thanks to my new boyfriend, and the love of my life, Ralph Murray.’ 
 
    Say what now? 
 
    My eyes drifted to the man Agatha was beaming at.  Ralph had a head full of wild grey curls, rheumy eyes, and puffy red cheeks.  A walking stick sat by his chair.  I vaguely recognised him.  I’d seen him in Magical History and Tall Tales books, proudly displaying the artefacts he curated for the museum.  So he was the guy she rushed off to meet on Imbolc?  And he was her boyfriend already? 
 
    Hmm.  Maybe Agatha ought to have apprised Ralph of the change in their relationship status before she went and announced it to the world, because the poor old guy looked like he was hearing it for the first time.  He gave Agatha an uncomfortable smile, and looked like he wanted to disappear into his seat. 
 
    ‘Ralph has given my life meaning,’ Agatha went on.  ‘And he’s supported me every step of the way on the announcement I’m about to make today.’ 
 
    I glanced at the others, wondering if they knew any more about this whole Ralph situation.  Ronnie was standing next to me, but for some reason she was far more interested in what was on the screen of her phone, rather than on the odd turn that Agatha’s announcement was taking. 
 
    ‘Did you hear that?’ I asked her.  ‘I thought Agatha only got together with Ralph the other night.  And I mean ... well, shouldn’t she be talking about the new police force rather than her new relationship right now?’ 
 
    Ronnie barely glanced up from her screen.  ‘What?  Yeah.  That sounds nice.  Listen, just give me a minute.  I’ve been trying to call Arthur, but he’s not answering his phone.’ 
 
    ‘I think that might be because he’s teaching a Tall Tales class right now,’ I muttered.  ‘I also think we should pay attention to the crowd, Ronnie.  When Agatha finally stops gushing about Ralph and starts talking about the changes to the force, things might go a bit pear-shaped.’ 
 
    She smiled absentmindedly.  ‘Sure.  Coffee would be great,’ she said, pressing a button on her phone.  I could hear the dial-tone, and the sound of Arthur’s voice telling her to leave a message.  ‘Arthur!’ Ronnie hissed.  ‘I don’t know why you’re not answering, but call me back!  I haven’t seen you for two hours, and I miss you!’ 
 
    I glanced along the line, hoping that everyone else was at least pretending to pay attention to the proceedings.  Most of them seemed to be acting normally.  But my mother and Christine had idiotic smiles on their faces, and were waving into the audience, to where my dad and Kevin Caulfield were sitting side by side. 
 
    I turned around to Melissa.  She wasn’t here as a member of the new force, but she was clerking for the lawyer who had been giving Agatha legal advice.  ‘Do you see this?’ I whispered urgently.  ‘It’s like first year at school here.  What is with our coven right now?’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ Melissa whispered back, looking just as worried as I was.  ‘I’ve had a word with my mother, and told her she needs to pay more attention to the job instead of mooning over Kevin all the time.  It must be this moon we’ve just gone through.  I think it’s still having an effect.’  Her own eyes drifted out to the audience.  ‘I ... em ... I thought Max might be here.’ 
 
    I felt my jaw go tense enough to shatter my teeth.  ‘He’s working,’ I said.  ‘He told me he’ll be watching it in the Water Bowl.’ 
 
    Unable to miss Melissa’s little moan of disappointment, I turned my attention back to Agatha’s speech.  She’d finally finished thanking her boyfriend, and had moved onto the real reason why we were here today. 
 
    ‘You might all remember, some time ago, when the previous Minister declared a state of national emergency.  Justine Plimpton did so in order to enact the Leadership Clause, the only way for her to do what she could not have done otherwise – dissolve the force known as the Wayfairs.’ 
 
    There were some murmurs in the crowd.  Our popularity with the public (if not with certain people within the government) was still high, and there was a shout or two that suggested certain actions the former Minister could take.  I think you can figure out what sorts of things they were suggesting she might do. 
 
    ‘Justine Plimpton had to make changes in an underhanded manner, because as we all know, the existence of the Wayfairs is ingrained within our Magical Law.  We cannot dissolve the Wayfairs – not unless they agree.  And today I’m here to tell you that the leader of the Wayfair coven, Beatrice Wayfair, has given her agreement.  As of today, the police force known as the Wayfairs no longer exists.’ 
 
    There was a loud cry of outrage from some in the crowd.  Agatha held her hands up.  ‘Hear me out.  Beatrice Wayfair is still in charge of our police force, even more so than ever before.  Because today, Beatrice is taking charge of a new police force.’  She turned to smile at my mother.  ‘Come on, Beatrice.  Come up here and explain.’ 
 
    My mother joined Agatha on the stage.  ‘First of all,’ she said.  ‘I’d like to thank my husband, Aengus Wayfair.  He has been my rock and my inspiration throughout this process.’  She gave him a wave.  ‘What Agatha has just told you might come as a shock.  The Wayfairs have been around for generations.  Since the very first Wayfarer, the woman known as Wanda, my daughter’s namesake, and an inspiration to us all.  And Wanda’s inspiration is exactly why we’re starting this new force.  We don’t want one coven, the Wayfairs, to have a say over the law of the land.  We want an inclusive, new police force, one that is there to serve the people, and one which anyone can join.  Coven will not matter.  What manner of supernatural you are will not matter.  This is a new force.  A force that serves the people.  And because we have drawn inspiration from the original Wayfarer, we’ve decided – after much deliberation – to name the new force after her.  Today is the beginning.  Today, anyone can be a Wayfarer.  Any one of you can be a part of what the original Wayfarer set out to achieve.’ 
 
    She spoke for a while more, explaining exactly how this new force would be laid out – how she would be Commissioner, overseeing everything in our new headquarters.  Finn would be heading up Major Crimes (making me and the other detectives his underlings – he was going to like that way too much), Christine would be in charge of the new Crime Prevention division, hiring as many psychics and empaths as she could get her hands on.  I somehow doubted Gabriel Godbody the Twentieth would be applying. 
 
    At first, the reaction to the news was better than I expected.  There were cheers and shouts of excitement and congratulations.  There were people asking how they could join.  But normality could only reign for so long. 
 
    From somewhere in the centre of the crowd, a tall man shouted, ‘Wait – are you saying that even a stinking wizard can be a Wayfarer?’ 
 
    ‘Or a weredog?’ asked someone else. 
 
    Agatha smiled.  ‘That is exactly what we’re saying.  Beatrice will be looking for new members, new blood and new perspectives, so that the Wayfarers can help bring an end to the divisiveness that undermines our supernatural communities.’ 
 
    Aaaaand cue the kick-off. 
 
    Finn looked at me, brows raised, as some of the crowd began to surge towards the stage, shouting, screaming and kicking things.  It was a very small number of the crowd, sure.  But they were going to have an almighty domino effect. 
 
    ‘Ready to rumble?’ 
 
    I sighed.  ‘Ready to stop the rumble, hopefully.  But y’know ... semantics?’ 
 
    I glanced at Ronnie, thinking that – surely – she would have noticed what was going on.  No such luck.  Ronnie was still staring at the screen of her phone, mumbling, ‘Come on, Arthur.  Call me back.’ 
 
    I rolled my eyes, left her to it, and ran into the melee. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 13. Destiny 
 
    As the dust settled and the worst of the offenders were finally dealt with, I sat on the steps of the Wyrd Court, sipping from a bottle of orange juice and chewing on a sandwich. 
 
    ‘It wasn’t that bad in the end,’ said Gretel, taking a seat next to me.  She looked amazing in the new uniform.  The helmets were gone, so the faces of all officers would be on full view.  Seeing as we were supernaturals, those old Peacemaker helmets had never really been about protecting the officers from harm – more like protecting them from recognition or reprisal while they were bullying whatever person happened to take their fancy that day. 
 
    We still had magic-deflecting breastplates, but now the breastplates were silver instead of grey and black, and the design was far softer looking.  The outfit underneath was black, and there was a belt around the waist that made it look almost like a jumpsuit, but it was actually two pieces.  Because who needs to deal with a jumpsuit when they’ve got to pee?  I didn’t care whether I was a detective or not.  I was going to wear this thing as often as I could. 
 
    Finn grunted his agreement, taking a slug from a bottle of cola.  ‘Where’s your mam?  I thought she’d want to stick around for Agatha’s big TV interview.’ 
 
    I glanced at the other side of the steps, where Agatha’s interview with Gabriel was coming to a close.  I knew exactly where my mother was.  And my father.  I just didn’t want to think about it.  ‘Oh, I think something urgent came up,’ I lied. 
 
    ‘Huh.  Christine must have had something urgent to do, too,’ said Gretel.  ‘She disappeared as soon as we got the last troublemaker in bonds.  And I think Ronnie might have left even before then.  Still, I guess there’s no need for them, now that it’s all over.’ 
 
    The cameras had stopped rolling, and Agatha was rushing away from Gabriel, talking into her phone.  ‘Ralph, why did you leave so soon?’ she was saying, a tad high-pitched.  ‘I thought we’d have dinner together.  I miss you!’ 
 
    Speaking of people behaving weirdly, I looked around for Melissa, but couldn’t see her anywhere.  Probably gone off to make herself even more beautiful for when Max got home.  I sighed and tossed what was left of my sandwich to a nearby pigeon. 
 
    ‘Hey, are you sure you want to do this tonight?’ Finn said.  ‘I thought you and Max had a night in planned.’ 
 
    I fixed a smile on my face.  ‘That’s okay.  He has Melissa for company now.  Listen, I’ll be back in a minute.  I told Gabriel I’d go talk to him when the show was over.’ 
 
    The news crew had set up a few tents around the Wyrd Court for the production.  I guessed that most of them were using a bigger on the inside spell, because I’d seen how much equipment they had, and it was not going to fit into a three foot square space.  I looked for the one with Gabriel’s name, but although his clothes and things were laid out inside, he was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    I wandered around, but couldn’t find him anywhere.  Just as I was about to give up and try his phone, I heard his voice coming from a tent marked: Executive Producer. 
 
    ‘Are you sure it was the right recipe?’ Gabriel was asking. 
 
    A female voice sent a sigh into the air.  ‘I’ve told you a hundred times, Gabe, it was the right recipe.  Maybe we need to up it again.’ 
 
    I knew that voice.  It was the horse-faced woman.  I knew she worked at the TV station, but I had no idea what it was she did there.  Every time I met her, I overheard her making sarcastic remarks about me to someone or other.  On one occasion, she’d remarked that my bum was big enough to quash out Ireland’s crime problems all by itself. 
 
    Lovely woman – I couldn’t think why I didn’t spend more time with her. 
 
    ‘Up it?’ Gabriel said.  ‘We’ve already increased it a hundred fold since we started making the stuff.  Upping it any more could end in death!’ 
 
    I debated for a moment – I was already spying on Gabriel’s father, so would spying on him, too, make any difference?  And if I decided to go ahead and spy anyway, would I be doing so out of professional curiosity, or plain old nosiness? 
 
    I shrugged my shoulders, and whispered an incantation: ‘Unheard and unseen to everyone’s eyes, until this spell I do revise.’ 
 
    I stood in front of a cameraman and waved my arms and shouted out.  He kept right on scratching his rear.  Happy that my spell had worked, I walked into the tent.  I was right.  It was the horse-faced woman.  Gabriel once told me her name was Lindsey Berry. 
 
    ‘Listen, Lindsey,’ he said, ‘you have a job to do here.  We all do.  I need you to get onto our new guy and have that last batch tested, because it’s not working.  Not the way we hoped.’ 
 
    Lindsey began to play with a thick bracelet on her wrist.  It was gold, with an enormous love heart charm.  ‘I suppose I can go see him after I visit the love of my life tonight.’ 
 
    Gabriel rolled his eyes.  ‘Yeah.  The love of your life.  Listen, I’d better get out and find Wanda.’ 
 
    ‘Shouldn’t be too difficult to find her.  Just look for the bum that’s blotting out the light of the sun.’ 
 
    Gabriel spun on her.  ‘How many times have I told you – you need to stop slagging her off.  I don’t like it, Lindsey.  Wanda is my future.  She’s the most important thing in the world to me, and you know it.’ 
 
    Lindsey picked up a stapler from a nearby table, and hurled it in his direction.  ‘Oh, just get lost then!  Go on!  Go and find your precious Wanda.’ 
 
    I rushed back to Gabriel’s own tent, undoing my spell quickly and catching my breath.  What was wrong with me?  Had I really suspected Gabriel might be up to something?  I mean, there he was, defending my honour (well, defending my bum, I suppose) and I was snooping around, listening to his conversations.  I was a bad girlfriend.  The worst. 
 
    ‘Oh, hey there beautiful,’ he said, grabbing me by the waist and looking me up and down.  ‘You look amazing in the new uniform.’ 
 
    I blushed, out of guilt as much as embarrassment.  ‘Hey.  I was looking for you,’ I said.  ‘I ... I thought I heard you in the producer’s tent.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’  He looked at the ground.  ‘Yeah.  Yeah, I had some things to go over with Lindsey.  God, that woman is a nightmare.’  He nuzzled into my neck.  ‘I just want to forget about her.  Are you sure we can’t spend the night together?  I have an amazing bottle of wine back at my flat.  We could get some of the tofu you like so much.  The one in the black bean sauce.’  His fingers went to the necklace he’d bought me for Winter Solstice, and he began to turn the tiny, spherical sun in his hands.  When he was so close like this, my senses were overcome by all except his smell.  ‘What do you say?’ 
 
    A little moan escaped my lips.  ‘I ... um ... I wish I could,’ I said, really meaning it.  ‘But I’ve got so much work on.’ 
 
    He stood back.  ‘That’s funny.  I had a look at the roster for the week, and I could have sworn you were only working days.’ 
 
    I chewed on my lip.  Gabriel spent so much time working on his show that he barely spent any time with the force.  Lately, we hadn’t had many shifts together.  I had hoped, because he was rarely there, that he wouldn’t pay much attention to my own scheduled days on duty.  Apparently I was wrong.  And whilst I didn’t want to keep lying to him right now, I’d promised Finn I wouldn’t tell anyone about this evening’s plan. 
 
    ‘I swapped shifts,’ I said.  ‘I don’t know what time I’ll be back.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’  He looked crestfallen, but he was pasting a smile on his face for my benefit.  ‘Well, I guess it can’t be helped.  I mean, you’re doing a really important job.  Hey, your mother must be so excited.  I was hoping she’d join in during my interview with Agatha, but she rushed off like she had a wasp chasing her.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, well ...’  I had no intention of saying what I thought my mother was doing out loud.  ‘I guess she was busy.  Listen, I should be honest with you Gabe ... while I was looking for you, I heard you talking to Horse Face.  I have to tell you, for a minute there I was annoyed enough to march in and make a scene.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’  His face flushed.  ‘Well that must have been a weird conversation to try and figure out.  We’re trying to save money on glamour spells – Glenda’s salon is very expensive.  So we’ve bought these new potions that are supposed to temporarily whiten teeth.  But I just don’t think they’re quite white enough.  You might not like the glacial colour I’ve got going during my TV shows, but the audience does.  We might need to go back to using Glenda.  Anyway ... that’s what we were talking about.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’  I guessed that made sense, but it wasn’t what I was referring to.  ‘I was talking more about what she said about my rear end,’ I went on.  ‘I was really happy to hear you defend me.’  I stood on my tiptoes and kissed him softly.  ‘We’ve had our ups and downs, Gabe.  And in the future ... in the future, who knows what will happen?  But I just want you to know, I appreciate what you said to Lindsey.  I sometimes think I don’t deserve you.’ 
 
    ‘Deserve me?’  His eyes filled with warmth.  ‘Wanda, you more than deserve me.  Me and you ... we’re each other’s destiny.  Now, are you sure I can’t tempt you into wagging off work and spending the night at mine?’ 
 
    Oh, dear goddess, I really wished I could say yes.  Now that I was with Gabriel, my feelings were becoming clear.  Everything I’d been feeling for the last day or two had been a great big nothing.  It was all because of the moon.  I couldn’t possibly have a crush on Max. 
 
    This was where I wanted to be.  Here, with my gorgeous boyfriend.  And when I eventually told him I was spying on his father?  He’d ... well, he’d forgive me.  Because like he said, we were each other’s destiny. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 14. Visiting Hour 
 
    Somehow, I managed to extricate myself from Gabriel’s arms.  I went straight home afterwards, so I could get ready to put the latest plan into action.  It wasn’t nearly as pleasant a prospect as lying on a rug with Gabriel, but it was important. 
 
    As I ran down the stairs with Dizzy at my shoulder and Bowie at my heels, Melissa arrived home from work. 
 
    ‘You look like you’re on your way out,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Yeah.  Yeah I have some work on.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.  Max said you’d be joining us for our takeaway.’ 
 
    ‘Max said?’  I stood in front of her.  ‘When were you talking to Max?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I stopped in at the Water Bowl,’ she said, looking at her fingernails.  Freshly manicured, if I wasn’t mistaken.  And her hair had that salon-fresh smell, too.  I glanced into the shopping bag in her hands.  Lacey’s Lacies. 
 
    ‘You stopped in at the Water Bowl?  Would that be in between going to the salon and buying new knickers?’ 
 
    Her pale skin turned pink.  She slumped into the seat next to the hall table.  ‘Oh, Wanda, I did buy new knickers,’ she said.  ‘This is going to sound ridiculous to you, but I think ... I think I’m in love with Max.’ 
 
    A little whistle came out of Dizzy’s mouth (I know – you’re just as eternally surprised as I am about the breadths of that bat’s abilities!).  ‘You like Max?’ Dizzy said.  ‘Well now, isn’t that interesting?’ 
 
    Melissa held her chin in her hands and sighed.  ‘Interesting.  Exciting.  And terrifyingly frightening.  I’ve never felt like this before.  I mean, sure, I’ve had crushes.  But this is something new.  Something all-consuming.  I can’t think about anything except Max.’  She looked up at me.  ‘It might be just as well that you’ve got some work on tonight.  Because I’ve been dying to tell him how I feel.’  Her hand fluttered to her chest.  ‘Goodness, my heart is racing a mile a minute at the thought.  What do you think, Wanda?  Do you think there’s any chance that Max feels the same?’ 
 
    Her heart?  Mine felt like it was expanding and contracting like an overenthusiastic vice.  I had no reason to feel jealous.  I had Gabriel.  Melissa was the one who was single, free to do whatever she wanted.  And Max had told me a hundred times that he wasn’t in love with Emily.  He was planning on breaking it off with her any day.  So when I thought about it, why shouldn’t he and Melissa get together?  Because really, what did my heart feeling like it was about to explode with pain have to do with anything? 
 
    ‘Well, I don’t see why he wouldn’t,’ I said reluctantly.  ‘I mean, look at you.  You’re just about the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen.  But Melissa ... take it slow, okay?  Think of Emily.  Max is still with her for now.’ 
 
    She slapped a hand to her forehead.  ‘Oh, Emily!  Poor, poor Emily.  This is really going to break her heart.’  She stood up.  ‘But nothing like as much as it would break mine if he and I were kept apart.  This is the way it has to be, Wanda.  Because I’m telling you the truth here – if Max doesn’t love me back, I feel like I might just die of heartbreak.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    I looked across the visitors’ room.  There she was, my least favourite nemesis.  Since the last time I’d seen her, her hair had grown blonder and blonder by the day, thanks to the lack of glamours in prison.  No longer could she play at the mousey-haired politician.  Her gorgeous golden locks were mocking her every day.  She was pushing that beautiful hair out of her face right now, looking anxiously around the room for her scheduled visitor to arrive. 
 
    I skipped across the room, watching her expression fade from anxious to horrified.  ‘What are you doing here?’ she screeched.  ‘I have a visit scheduled.  I don’t have time for your nonsense.’ 
 
    I sat across from her, sighing exaggeratedly.  ‘Oh, Justine.  You have no idea how it saddens me, hearing you spurn me time and time again.  I mean, can’t we at least try to work through our differences?’ 
 
    She fixed me with a murderous glare.  ‘I told you – I have a scheduled visit.  If you want to annoy me, then you’ll just have to come back and do it another time.’ 
 
    ‘No.’  I shook my head.  ‘I won’t.  Because we’ve done a little bit of rearranging for you.  Tidied up your schedule.  You only have one visitor tonight, and that’s me.’ 
 
    She stood up, but a guard instantly barked, ‘Inmate, take a seat!’ 
 
    She slumped back down. ‘I have rights to have visiting time twice per week.  You can’t just go and chop and change the rules.’ 
 
    I sat back in my chair.  ‘I think that’s one of the things I miss most about you being our Minister for Magical Law, Justine – your absolute ignorance as to what a great deal of those laws entail.  The only ones you ever seemed to pay attention to were the ones that could serve your own interests.’  I shook my head.  ‘It’s a crying shame.  Had you just swotted up a bit more, then you could have avoided this evening’s embarrassing scenario.’ 
 
    Her eyes narrowed.  ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I guess I could explain it to you, then.  Hey – maybe you should go back to school and take some classes.  You know – the way you made me do before you’d let me be a Wayfair?  Ah, good times.  Anyway, here’s the gist.  Yeah, you’re entitled to two visits a week.  As long as you’re deemed by the authorities to be a deserving prisoner.  Now, what would make a prisoner deserving?  Well, good behaviour, obviously.  Sticking to the rules.  Oh – and helping the authorities.  Yeah, that’s it.  Helping the authorities.  That’s the condition you’ve been failing to meet.’ 
 
    A tall, muscular guard ambled towards the table and handed me a cup of tea.  ‘Got you this, Wanda.  It’s from the staff canteen.  Not the swill the ex-Minister gets.’ 
 
    I took a sip.  ‘Oh, that is nice.  Thanks so much, Walt.’  I smiled at Justine.  ‘We’ve had some great new hires in the justice system lately.  Walt is highly qualified.  He’s an expert in more martial arts than I could name.  And don’t get me started on his magic skills.’ 
 
    Walt gave me a sheepish grin.  ‘Aw, shucks.  Need anything else, Wanda?  A chocolate chip cookie, maybe?  We’ve got a bunch of vegan ones in, seeing as we’ll soon be hiring weredogs.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, not just now, thanks Walt.  But maybe later.’ 
 
    The former Minister’s eyes came out on stalks, and she stood up again.  ‘Just ... stop it!  Stop this inane chatter.  Stop talking about tea and cookies and tell me what the hell you mean about hiring weredogs.’ 
 
    Walt gave her a shrivelling look.  ‘Sit down, inmate.’  He patted me on the back.  ‘See you soon, Wanda.’ 
 
    As he sauntered away, I turned back to Justine.  ‘I guess you don’t have any TV privileges, either, seeing as you’ve not heard the latest news.  Oh you poor, poor thing.  It’s a travesty.  But I’d be only too happy to fill you in on the latest developments.  You were wondering about the weredogs?  Yeah, well – we’re hiring them now.  By we, I mean the new police force.  And we’re not just hiring weredogs, either.  Anyone who wants to try out can try out.  Oh, and we’re called Wayfarers now.  All of us.  No more Wayfairs, no more Peacemakers.  Just one happy policing family, all called Wayfarers.  Like my namesake.  Probably should have mentioned that bit first, seeing as it’s the most awesome news of all.’ 
 
    For a minute or two I thought I might have broken her.  I mean, her eyes weren’t twitching too much more than they usually twitched when she was around me.  But that whistling sound, like a kettle on the boil – now what was that about?  ‘Do we need to vent you?’ I asked kindly.  ‘I mean, is there a button I can press?’  I smirked.  ‘Oh, that’s right – I’ve already pressed them all.’ 
 
    She twitched and whistled some more, and then her eyes filled with something I hadn’t been expecting – fear. 
 
    ‘You don’t understand.  I need to see Barry.  I need to give him instructions.  If he doesn’t deliver it on time ... oh no, not Barry.  Poor Barry.’ 
 
    I cocked my head to the side, listening carefully to her babble.  ‘If Barry doesn’t deliver what on time, Justine?  Instructions to the Dark Team?  A payment?’ 
 
    She snapped her head up.  ‘I hope you’re happy, Wanda Wayfair.  You’ve just put a young man’s life in grave danger.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    Gretel and I stood outside Barry Plimpton’s block of flats.  True, it was the second last place in the world I wanted to be – the first being inside his flat, obviously.  But Justine hadn’t told me anything more since her outburst about Barry, so keeping an eye on him seemed like the only option. 
 
    Except right now, we weren’t keeping an eye on him, because he disappeared about ten minutes after I arrived. 
 
    ‘I don’t get it,’ Gretel mumbled, replaying the footage she’d been recording.  ‘Where did he go?  He was there, and then he just ... wasn’t.  But I didn’t see him click his fingers.’ 
 
    I took a look at the footage.  There was Barry, answering the call that cancelled his visit.  Finn had made that call earlier in the day.  The look on Barry’s face mirrored that final look from his former boss.  He looked frightened.  Once he put the phone down, he sat on his couch looking miserable.  Fast forward through more misery, and a bit of moodiness ... 
 
    ‘Wait, here!’  I paused the footage.  ‘Look.  At ten p.m. he went to the microwave, but he didn’t put any food in.  So why the heck is he pushing buttons?’ 
 
    Gretel narrowed her eyes and zoomed in.  ‘I have no idea.’ 
 
    We watched it play again.  Barry definitely didn’t place any food in the microwave.  He just hit the timer buttons, and then he disappeared. 
 
    Gretel forwarded and rewound a few times, and then her eyes widened.  ‘Oh my goddess ... I’m going to zoom in a bit more, but I think I’m right.’  She found what she wanted, paused the footage, then passed the camera to me.  ‘Look.  Look at the numbers he’s keyed into the microwave timer.’ 
 
    I stared at the numbers on the screen, feeling frozen.  999 – the number we Irish used to dial the emergency services.  ‘Well, I doubt Barry was looking for an ambulance,’ I said, hearing the dread that was evident in my voice. 
 
    Gretel swallowed.  ‘I think it’s time we went and got that microwave.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    An hour later, Gretel, Finn and I sat in the kitchen of my neighbour, Paul.  Paul was an amazing wizard.  He had provided a lot of our technical equipment for Operation Long Leash, but so far we hadn’t told him what we were doing with all of the new equipment. 
 
    Twelve, Paul’s latest robot, was moving around the kitchen, boiling the kettle and making some cheese on toast for Paul.  Twelve was a big step up from the last two robots I’d seen in Paul’s house.  He was as tall as Paul, and he moved in a way that was almost human.  He had realistic facial features and glossy black hair.  The only thing that marked him out as a robot was his unblinking silver eyes. 
 
    While Twelve worked on making the refreshments, Paul looked in confusion at the microwave.  By the time Gretel and I got the go-ahead to retrieve it from Barry’s flat, it had met with a mysterious accident.  Smoke was emanating from the microwave, even though it was unplugged and empty.  None of our cameras had picked up activity in the flat, but the telekinetic energy scanner confirmed our suspicions: the Dark Team, as usual, had pipped us to the post. 
 
    ‘I mean, I guess I can turn my hand to fixing anything.  But ... there’s probably someone more qualified with kitchen appliances than me.’ 
 
    ‘That’s the thing,’ said Finn, drawing his words out.  ‘We don’t think it is a microwave.  We think it might be something else.  Some means of communication or teleportation.  Maybe both.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’  Paul’s face lit up, and he opened the door.  ‘Well if it is, then I can’t wait to work on it.  Hey, is this about the thing that you can’t tell me about?’ 
 
    Finn glanced at me, and then pulled me out into the hallway.  ‘Wanda, I’ve been a prat,’ he said. 
 
    I arched a brow.  ‘Well, yeah.  But be more specific – you’re often a prat.’ 
 
    His lips quirked into a smile.  ‘Thanks.  I can always rely on you to bolster my fragile ego.  Y’know how you’ve been saying we need to bring more people in on Operation Long Leash?  And how I’ve been saying we should keep it among ourselves for the time being?’ 
 
    ‘You want to tell Lassie, don’t you?’  I shoulder-bumped him.  ‘Impress her with tales of espionage?  I should warn you – stories about fried chicken aren’t really her thing.  What with her being a vegan weredog and all.’ 
 
    He sat down on the staircase and did his best not to grunt at me.  ‘I don’t want to tell Lassie.  I was thinking more along the lines of one or two more people.  Like Paul, for example.  You know I’m heading up Major Crimes now.  I was thinking that Paul would be the first new hire on my team.’ 
 
    ‘Huh.’  I took a peek into the kitchen.  Twelve was handing Gretel a cup of tea and a sandwich.  ‘Paul is always saying he doesn’t get paid enough where he is.’  Paul was currently head of IT for a Dublin business – a human one.  ‘But he’s never been a fan of Irish supernatural society, Finn.  Paul wouldn’t even live in this neighbourhood if his girlfriend hadn’t insisted on it.’ 
 
    ‘That’s true,’ said Finn.  ‘But things are different now.  We’d be paying him the same as if he was a witch.  He’ll be able to afford all the Stinking Warlock he wants.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’d love it if he came on as our tech guy,’ I said honestly.  ‘And, even though I know that you’re now, technically speaking, my boss, I want to insist on something else.’ 
 
    His lips formed another reluctant smile.  ‘Insist away, Wanda.  You might as well get all your cheeky requests out of the way before I start laying down the law on Monday.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, right.  Anyway – this is what I insist upon.’  I swallowed nervously.  ‘I want to tell more than just Paul.  And I want to start with Max.  And maybe Melissa, too.  Max, because it’s getting awkward keeping my secret lair a secret, seeing as he lives with me.  And Melissa because ... I think she has some skills that could help us.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?  What skills?’ 
 
    I shook my head.  ‘Skills that I won’t divulge unless she gives me her permission.  So ... what do you think?’ 
 
    He ran his hands through his hair, looking pensive.  ‘All right.  But make sure Max promises not to tell your dad.  You know the two of them get closer by the day.  I don’t want to get your parents’ hopes up on this before we have anything concrete.  Plus ... it could be dangerous, Wanda.  If you tell Max, he could become a target.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ I said quietly.  ‘But here’s the thing, Finn.  I’ve had the wiggiest feeling for a very long time.  Whoever is watching me has to know Max and I are close.  Which means he’s probably already a target.  If Max knows the score, then at least he can take steps to protect himself.’ 
 
    A look of fear took over Finn’s face.  ‘You know what?  I just realised how right you are.  We’ve been not telling people we care about in order to protect them.  But keeping them in the dark might be the worst thing I could have done.  I said I was a prat a minute ago.  Yeah, I think maybe I was more than just a prat.  I think maybe I’ve been a stupid, blind idiot, Wanda.’ 
 
    I squeezed his hand in mine.  ‘Everything we’ve done, we’ve done for the best,’ I said.  ‘Now come on, let’s get back in there.  Twelve has a cup of tea with my name on it.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 15. Totally Not Under a Spell 
 
      
 
    I arrived home to silence.  The TV wasn’t on, nor any music.  I glanced at my watch.  It was one in the morning, so I guessed that made sense. 
 
    I made my way into the living room and plonked down on the couch.  I was too exhausted to bother turning on the lights.  Paul was sure that the microwave was a teleportation device, or at least that it had been.  When he opened it up, he found a wiz-board inside – a sort of motherboard, but way more complicated.  Like much wizard technology, it was made with materials derived from OUPs – objects of unusual power.  When it was in working order, the microwave would have been able to transport anything from one place to another.  It seemed to have a small transportation field inside, but it was capable of emanating an even bigger field, if necessary – which would explain how Barry had disappeared. 
 
    And if the wiz-board hadn’t been fried, Paul might have been able to tell us where Barry might have been transported to.  The keypad, he told us, was used to input coordinates.  Although it had been wiped, he thought he might have a chance of retrieving some of the more recent coordinates.  He said he’d work on it for as long as it took, and he was always true to his word. 
 
    And yeah, Paul was now a member of our Major Crimes team.  He agreed all of two seconds after Finn asked him to join.  I smiled at the thought.  For months now I’d been telling Max that things were changing.  But I was never sure if I believed it, or if I merely hoped.  Now, change really was happening, and quickly, too. 
 
    Hiring a wizard as a Peacemaker – correction, a Wayfarer – was a big deal.  A fizz of excitement surged in my stomach as I thought of our new force, the Wayfarers.  Like weredogs, wizards had been hired by witches to do a lot of jobs, but they were never paid fairly.  The Wayfarers would be the first employers to offer equal wages for all. 
 
    A light went on across the room, and I jumped.  Max was sitting in the armchair in the corner, a hangdog expression on his face.  ‘Sorry.  I just woke up a minute ago and then I was afraid to frighten you.  Hey, it’s really late.  I thought ... I thought we were having a night in together.’ 
 
    I looked at him, and then looked away.  He was wearing jeans and nothing else.  His shoes, socks and a pink T-shirt sat beside him on the floor.  Wait one cotton picking minute – I knew Max’s wardrobe in and out, and he didn’t have a pink T-shirt.  I peered closer.  It wasn’t pink.  It just looked that way, because the once-white cotton had been stained by red wine. 
 
    My eyes suddenly took in the rest of the room.  It was clear that a tidy-up had taken place, but some remains of whatever happened were still evident.  There was a dustpan sitting on the coffee table, with broken shards of glass within.  The curtains by the front window were stained the same shade of pink as Max’s T-shirt – though I could see that an attempt had been made to sponge them clean.  Now I understood Max’s hangdog expression. 
 
    ‘It’s all right,’ he said.  ‘Bowie and Wolfie are up in my bedroom.  They slept right through it.  And Dizzy is out for the night.’ 
 
    ‘Slept right through what, Max?’  My hand went to my chest, feeling how fast my heart was beating with worry.  ‘Did someone come here?  Did they try to hurt you?  Are you okay?  Is Melissa all right?’ 
 
    He looked down at his stomach and cleared his throat.  ‘Melissa is fine.  She said she’d text you.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’  I reached into my pocket and pulled out my phone – apparently I’d been too interested in Paul’s attempts at cracking the microwave to notice it was buzzing.  I read the message from Melissa: 
 
      
 
    I’ve booked into the Hilltop Hotel for tonight.  Don’t come see me, because I’m still too embarrassed to talk about it.  I’ll tell you everything in the morning. 
 
      
 
    I stared up at Max.  ‘What the hell happened?’ 
 
    He shrugged his shoulders, looking thoroughly baffled.  ‘I want to tell you, but I’m honestly not sure.  Melissa ... well ... she went a bit weird.  She bought this really expensive wine, and she was all dolled up and everything, but I thought maybe she was just going out later or something.  And I didn’t really think it mattered, anyway, because I figured you’d be home soon.  But then she said you were out for the night, and that’s when I really started to panic.  Because she was ... well ... she was full-on.  Pushing herself up against me, and saying how we should go upstairs.  Wanda ... she told me she’s in love with me.’  He shuddered.  ‘And I mean, don’t get me wrong, she’s beautiful and all, but how the hell is she in love with me all of a sudden when she hasn’t been before?  She’s mad about Jasper’s mate, isn’t she?  Mack McAdams?’  He sat forward, his expression turning from confused to serious.  ‘Wanda, I think something’s going on here.  Hear me out, because I’ve been going over this all night long – ever since I turned her down and she went bat-poop crazy and threw a glass of wine at me, anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Okay.  Tell me.’  I looked at the takeaway cartons on the coffee table.  ‘But is that tofu?  Because if it is, then can I eat while you talk?’ 
 
    He laughed fondly, a laugh that sent shivers all through me.  ‘Of course you can.  I got all your faves.  Anyway, about Melissa.  Actually, about everyone.  Don’t you think something weird is going on, Wanda?  Ever since the night Nancy Berry was killed, every woman in your coven has been behaving oddly.  Your mam.  Ronnie.  Christine.  And I watched Agatha’s speech on TV today, too.  What was that all about?  Gushing over a guy she’s only been with for five minutes?’ 
 
    I shrugged.  ‘Yeah, I guess so.  I mean, I’ve been putting it down to the moon and Imbolc.  Imbolc is the start of the romantic season for witches.  It’s natural for us to be a bit more amorous for a few weeks around this time of year.  And I’ll admit that even I’ve been feeling ... a little strange, just lately.’ 
 
    He looked at me, swallowing.  ‘Oh yeah?  Strange how?’ 
 
    In the dim light I could see his eyes shining, looking intently into mine.  My appetite began to wane and I pushed the tofu away.  ‘Just ... I don’t know.  Have you been feeling strange?’ 
 
    He swallowed again.  ‘A bit, yeah.  But Wanda, I have to be honest.  I don’t think it is Imbolc.  Not with me, anyway.  I think it’s just something that’s been brewing a long time.  Something that’s been right in front of my face, but I’ve been too stupid to notice.’ 
 
    I wiped my forehead, feeling a tad clammy and warm.  ‘Yeah.  Yeah I’ve been having a touch of that myself.’ 
 
    ‘Have you?’  He sat forward, a hopeful expression on his face.  A look that made me fill with hope.  Could this really be a two-way thing?  I felt my heart skip a beat. 
 
    ‘Max ...’  I tried to think of the right – and least embarrassing – words in which to explain myself.  ‘I kind of ... well ... I sort of ... so, you really aren’t interested in Melissa?’ 
 
    He shook his head fervently.  ‘No.  Not remotely.  I’m interested in … someone else.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’  A small smile was trying to form, but I refused to get ahead of myself.  He could be talking about anyone.  ‘Like … someone I might know?’ 
 
    He bit his lip.  Good goddess, why was that so sexy?  ‘No.  Not like someone you know.  More like ... more like someone in this room right now.’ 
 
    Okay, slow down, Wanda.  Pace yourself.  Because let’s face it, he had to be crazy, right?  He had to be affected by the moon.  Or Imbolc.  Or … did I already mention the moon? 
 
    ‘I was looking forward to spending the night in with you,’ I admitted.  ‘But then Melissa turned up, and she kind of made it obvious she had a crush on you.  So I figured I should leave the two of you to it.’ 
 
    He stood up, shaking his head.  ‘There was nothing to leave us to, Wanda.  I told you, I don’t feel anything for Melissa.  It’s you.  It’s always been you.’ 
 
    I’m not sure when it happened, but I was standing up too.  Actually, scratch that – I was walking.  I’d somehow progressed from sitting, to standing, to walking, without knowing when I’d done any of it.  And not only was I walking, but I was walking directly into Max’s arms. 
 
    He held them open, and welcomed me in.  ‘Oh, Wanda,’ he said.  ‘I can’t believe this is finally happening.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ I murmured.  ‘I’ve always known you were gorgeous, and perfect.  It’s just taken me way too long to realise that you were perfect for me.’ 
 
    ‘And you’re perfect for me,’ he said, covering my face in a flurry of tiny kisses that made my heart go wild.  ‘You’re the prettiest, loveliest woman I’ve ever seen.  I thought it from the beginning, but I just didn’t ever imagine us actually being a couple. But now ...’ 
 
    His lips finally met mine, and I kissed him eagerly.  Hell, I’d go so far as to say I kissed him wantonly.  You know how some old ladies like to call younger women wanton hussies?  Well, that was me all the way.  Hands roving everywhere – through his gorgeous hair, along his perfectly toned body, heading for the waistband of his jeans.  ‘Wait.’  A thought was trying to nudge its way through the loved-up fog of my mind.  ‘You don’t think that whatever’s been going on with the others ...?’ 
 
    He looked deep into my eyes.  ‘Could be happening to us?’  He shook his head and smiled.  ‘Nah.  Whatever’s going on with the rest of your coven is weird, for sure.  But I don’t think it’s what this is all about.  You and me … we’re totally not under a spell.  I just think that with all of the love in the air, we’ve finally noticed each other.  I mean, think about it – you and me are perfect for each other.  Everyone’s always saying it.  Rover tells me we smell like a couple.  Your dad says if he could choose a boyfriend for you, it’d be me.  And we’re already practically a couple, anyway, bar the lovey dovey stuff.  I mean, we like all the same things.  Half of the time we even finish each other’s sentences.’ 
 
    ‘And sandwiches,’ I reminded him. 
 
    He let out a husky laugh, making all sorts of things rush to all sorts of places.  ‘You mostly finish mine.  But I never mind.  I always make extra because I know you’ll want some.  I sometimes think I’d be happy to make you sandwiches the rest of my life.’ 
 
    ‘Veggie bacon?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.  Tomorrow?’ 
 
    ‘Definitely.  In the morning?’ 
 
    ‘In the morning, in bed,’ he said. 
 
    ‘Definitely in bed.  Y’know, when we wake up together.’ 
 
    Just like when I’d crossed the room, I realised that –without knowing when or how – we were now halfway up the stairs, kissing like crazy in between every word, his hands feeling like the loveliest thing ever as they moved.  ‘Wait,’ I said.  ‘I should probably tell Gabriel first.  I should call him before we ... y’know.  I don’t like the thought of cheating.’ 
 
    Max pulled away slightly, and groaned.  ‘You’re right.  I should call Emily, too.’ 
 
    ‘Mm hmm,’ I agreed.  ‘Let’s just have one more kiss before we do that.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ he said, dragging me towards him once again.  ‘Or maybe two more.’ 
 
    Just like before, the moving without knowing how was happening.  But come on – when you’re busy kissing gorgeous weredogs and having the most amazing feelings in the world, you can’t really be expected to keep track of your body’s position, now can you? 
 
    Somehow, don’t ask me how, we had made it to my bed.  I already knew Bowie was curled up in Max’s room with Wolfie, so at least we didn’t embarrass the poor things with our fumbling and smooching.  Max was just about to undo my belt when he said, ‘Hey, you’re ringing.’ 
 
    I glanced down at my mobile, held in his large, manly hands.  ‘Forget it,’ I said.  ‘I’ll call them back.’ 
 
    A moment later, Max’s pocket began to buzz.  ‘They can leave a message,’ he grunted. 
 
    ‘Uh huh.  Hey, you’re an amazing kisser.’ 
 
    ‘You too,’ he said.  ‘It’s like we were born to kiss each other.’ 
 
    We stopped talking, and resumed kissing.  Somewhere in the background, I could hear a thudding noise.  It could have been my heart, I guess – it was certainly beating fast enough and hard enough.  But there was a musical sound, too, interspersed with the banging.  What was that?  I definitely recognised the tune.  But it’d come back to me in a while.  Later.  When I was finished with the kissing.  Dear goddess, I didn’t think I ever wanted to be finished with the kissing. 
 
    ‘Wanda!’  Finn’s voice called through the letterbox, loud and worried.  ‘I don’t want to magic myself in there in the middle of the night, but you need to let me in!  Wanda!  How many more times do I need to ring your doorbell and bang on your door?  Wanda, my aunt’s been murdered!’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 16. Johnny Be Bad 
 
    Max and I sat up, not completely unravelling ourselves from one another, but at least making efforts in that direction. 
 
    ‘We’d better go let him in,’ said Max, his voice reflecting the reluctance I felt. 
 
    ‘Yeah.  We’d better.’ 
 
    Before I could button up my shirt, Wolfie’s voice sounded close by.  ‘Someone’s at the door,’ he said sleepily, peeping his head into my bedroom.  ‘Hey ... are you playing wrestling?’ 
 
    I looked at Max.  Both of us had the messiest hair in the world, and there was more of my lip gloss on him than there was on me.  ‘Yeah,’ Max said.  ‘We were wrestling.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.  Can I play?’ 
 
    I quickly buttoned up my shirt and jumped from the bed.  ‘Not now.  Not ever,’ I said as I ran down the stairs.  As I pulled open the door, Finn’s panicked face was staring back at me.  There were tears at the corners of his eyes, and his usually fair complexion was pale. 
 
    I dragged him inside and pulled him into my arms.  As soon as I did he started to cry, great big sobs that I could feel all through me.  ‘I ... I don’t know why I’m crying,’ he said.  ‘She was the evilest woman on the planet.  I mean, it’s not so long ago that she ordered her henchmen to murder us.’ 
 
    ‘I know.’  I smoothed down his hair.  ‘I know.  But she was still your aunt.  And it must be a terrible shock.  Come on.  Let’s go and get you a cup of tea, and you can tell me what happened.’ 
 
    By the time I led Finn into the living room, Max had descended the stairs.  He had pulled on a T-shirt, and he was wearing slippers on his feet.  He’d managed to rub most of my lip gloss off his lips as well, thank goodness. 
 
    ‘I heard what you said, Finn,’ he said quietly.  ‘I’m really sorry.  Well ... y’know ... I mean ... anyway, I’ll just go and stick the kettle on.’ 
 
    As Max moved about in the kitchen, Finn stared around our living room.  ‘What the hell happened here?’  He picked up the dustpan filled with broken glass, and pointed to the curtains.  ‘Someone went after you guys?’ 
 
    I shook my head.  ‘No one went after us,’ I said.  ‘We’re fine.  It was just ... well, I don’t really know what it was.  Anyway, tell me what happened.  How could she have been murdered?  She’s in the maximum security wing at Witchfield.  No one could have gotten in.’ 
 
    Finn shuddered, and pulled out a small device.  ‘I have it on HVR,’ he said.  ‘I think you should watch it.’ 
 
    ‘The only thing I have to play holovisual recordings is in my other room,’ I said.  ‘And Max is here.’ 
 
    ‘Weren’t you going to tell him about it?’ 
 
    Max chose that moment to come in with Finn’s tea.  ‘Tell me what?  What other room are you going on about?’ 
 
    I sat back, and groaned.  A few minutes ago all I could think about was how good it felt to be with Max.  Now, reality was crashing in. 
 
    ‘It’s something I was going to tell you this evening,’ I said.  ‘Come on – let’s go back up to my room.  There’s something up there I need to show you.  That’s all right, isn’t it, Finn?’ 
 
    Finn nodded.  ‘Yeah.  Especially considering what you’re about to watch on the HVR.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    We sat in the Operation Long Leash lair, watching the recording Finn had obtained from the prison.  Max had taken everything we told him incredibly well.  I’d worried that he would be upset at my keeping secrets for such a long time, but he seemed to understand that all we wanted was for everyone to be safe. 
 
    I would never get used to watching holovisual recordings.  They’d been invented shortly after I abandoned the witching world, and even though I’d watched quite a few since my return, they still had the same visceral effect as the first time.  It was like being there.  The people were three dimensional.  Their words and their cries played in surround sound.  All that was missing was the smell.  But seeing as I’d been to more murder scenes than I cared to count, I could kind of fill in the gaps on that one. 
 
    The inmate who jumped Justine Plimpton in the ladies toilets was someone I knew.  Not only that, but it was someone I arrested.  It was Johnny Goode, the man I’d put away for selling magical potions to humans.  It was the love potions he doled out from his shop on Capel Street that gave him a life sentence.  Making and selling love potions was not an act we took lightly in the witching world, and Johnny Goode was paying the price. 
 
    He’d never been good, or he wouldn’t be in Witchfield prison.  But now … now Johnny Goode was being very bad.  There he was, with his glamour-tan and his too-black hair, lunging at the Minister and strangling her in the stall.  She fought back valiantly, trying out spells, gurgling for help, but all to no avail.  I wanted, more than anything, to look away, but I knew I needed to pay attention.  Because there was something about Johnny’s movements, and something about his eyes, that made me sit up and take notice. 
 
    ‘He’s been hypno-potioned,’ said Max.  ‘Or compelled.’ 
 
    Finn and I nodded.  ‘He’s definitely been hypnotised, one way or another,’ said Finn.  ‘But wait.  You have to watch this.’ 
 
    The whole ordeal had only lasted a second before guards rushed into the room, but a second was all it took.  Johnny’s strength was almighty, and Justine was dead long before he was pulled away from her body.  As Walt, the guard I’d spoken to earlier that night, bound him in shackles, Johnny turned to Walt with a dead look in his eyes.  ‘Tell Wanda Wayfair she’s next,’ he said.  ‘Tell her that the Dark Team are coming for her.  Coming for her, and everyone she loves.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 17. Someone Punched His Lights Out, Too 
 
    It was barely dawn when we gathered in the kitchen at Wayfarers’ Rest.  Gretel and Max had come along, as well as Gabriel.  I wanted to go and examine the murder scene and the ex-Minister’s body, but considering what Johnny Goode said, this kind of took precedence. 
 
    Finn, Gretel and I didn’t sit at the table, choosing to stand while we explained the situation.  I’m not sure why they didn’t take seats, but I knew why I didn’t.  Partly it was because Gabriel was there, and I didn’t want to make things obvious before I had a chance to speak with him.  Mostly, though, it was because there was a free seat next to Max, and I was afraid that if I took it, I wouldn’t be able to keep my hands to myself. 
 
    Everyone had watched the holovisual recording, shocked at what they saw.  Afterwards, Finn and I had explained just how close we were nearing to the Dark Team, and why we had kept our operation secret for so long. 
 
    ‘Wait.’  Gabriel moved his chair around so that he could look directly at me.  Blast him, anyway.  I had thought I was safe once I was out of his eye line.  Now I had him giving me the big eyes and making me feel guilty (technically he was narrowing his eyes suspiciously, but either way, I had a case of the guilts).  ‘Both the Peacemakers and the Wayfairs were already trying to track down the Dark Team.  What’s so different about this operation?’ 
 
    Although Gabriel’s question was clearly directed at me, Finn decided that he had better answer.  It could have had something to do with the fact that I was just standing there, opening and closing my mouth with no sounds coming out. 
 
    ‘There were so many reasons,’ Finn said.  ‘The key technique in our operation has been keeping track of everyone who worked for the former Minister.  People who knew about Aengus’s captivity.’  He looked at my father.  ‘When Wanda and I were almost killed the day she found you in Facility B, we were forced to make a deal, forced to say those people would go without punishment.  We knew it was the only way we were going to escape with our lives.  The only way we were going to get you out of there.  But Operation Long Leash meant breaking that promise.  Maybe not technically, because we did keep our promise not to arrest them for almost killing us.  But since then, we’ve been storing up any and every reason to arrest them in the future.  We felt we were doing the right thing, and we just wanted to get on with it.’ 
 
    ‘I understand,’ said my father quietly.  ‘I remember you agreed not to arrest them.  I said to Bea afterwards, didn’t I Bea?  I said that if Wanda is anything like her mother, I’m worried that she’ll find some other way to make sure those people pay.’ 
 
    My mother nodded, her hand tightly clasped around my father’s.  ‘We had a feeling you were up to something.  Working even longer hours than usual.  We thought the best thing we could do was stay out of it, and try and prod your father’s memory so he could remember something that might help things along.’ 
 
    ‘We were hoping that would happen, too,’ said Finn.  ‘But we didn’t want to push anything.  We didn’t want to put any extra pressure on your recovery.  And we certainly didn’t want to get anyone’s hopes up.  But the longer we concentrated on the people who used to work with the Minister, the more evidence we had on the Dark Team.  We knew we were getting closer.  And now we know just how close.’ 
 
    ‘How close, exactly?’ said Gabriel, shrugging off his jacket.  My mother had built up the fire when we all arrived, and the temperature in the room was rising steadily.  ‘Do you know who the members are?  Is there anyone you’re specifically keeping an eye on?’ 
 
    Finn and I exchanged a glance, and he shook his head.  ‘That doesn’t matter.  Wanda, Gretel and I are still going to go ahead with our operation as is, and the less you all know, the better.  You just need to know that you might be targeted by Dark Team assassins.  I’m not saying you will be, but ... maybe all of Wanda’s friends and family should stay close to each other for the next few days.’  He looked around the table.  ‘That should include Agatha, too, whenever she bothers to turn up.  Does anyone know why she couldn’t be here?’ 
 
    My father shrugged.  ‘I called her and told her what’s happening, so she should be here soon.  But as for keeping everyone safe, what if everyone stays here?  We have plenty of room.  Don’t we Bea?  Christine?’ 
 
    My mother nodded readily, but Christine was busy staring down at her phone.  ‘Sorry. What?  Did someone say something?’ 
 
    I studied her carefully.  She was shaky and nervous-looking, gripping her phone like it was a lifeline.  ‘Are you all right, Christine?’ 
 
    She gave me a frazzled glance.  ‘Sure.  Sure.  Hey, I can’t get through to Kevin’s mobile.  What’s the number for the shop again?’ 
 
    I looked across at Ronnie.  She, too, was anxiously checking her phone.  She was still wearing her new uniform from the day before, and I had the horrible feeling that the only thing that changed since I saw her last was that she was staring at her phone in a different location.  I looked at Melissa next of all.  She seemed drawn, and kept making furtive, longing glances in Max’s direction. 
 
    And as for Agatha ... well, she would never be a no-show at an emergency meeting unless something was wrong.  Whatever was going on with the coven was growing more serious by the second.  I’d have to get to the bottom of it.  But first, I needed to talk to Gabriel about Max and me. 
 
    As I crossed the room to where he was sitting, Finn grabbed my hand and pulled me into the hall.  ‘I just got a call from a coroner who works with the Gardaí,’ he said.  ‘He calls me whenever he thinks a murder scene is less than human.  He described the victim, and I think it might be Barry Plimpton.  He says he can keep the morgue clear for the next couple of hours, so you and I can go and check it out.’ 
 
    I felt like I might throw up.  ‘This is because of me.  Because of my stupid plan to interrupt your aunt’s visiting schedule.  I hoped it’d get things moving, but I didn’t think it’d get them both killed.’ 
 
    Finn shook his head, speaking soothingly.  ‘You couldn’t have known that, Wanda.  And you shouldn’t feel guilty about it.  I okayed the plan.  I thought it was a good one.’  He paused and raked his hands through his fair hair.  ‘And in a messed-up way, I still do.  The Dark Team are panicking.  And when people panic, they make mistakes.  We’re going to find them, Wanda.  Very soon.  But first, we need to go and look at Barry’s body.’ 
 
    He was right and I knew it, but it didn’t make me feel any better.  ‘Sure,’ I said.  ‘But can you give me a few minutes?  I really need to talk to Gabriel.’ 
 
    Finn looked irritated.  ‘Right now?  Seriously?  Wanda, you twisted my arm into letting him into this meeting, which meant that we had to leave out some very important facts about what we’ve been up to concerning his dad.  You know as well as I do that his father could be connected to this.  And now you want to go off and have a chat with lover-boy when we have way more important things to do?  I don’t know what’s up with your coven lately.  You’ve all got your heads in the clouds.’ 
 
    I sighed.  ‘You’re right.  There is something up with my coven.  But there’s nothing wrong with me.  First off, Gabriel is one of us.  We’re spying on his dad, not on him.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not really sure there’s a difference.  Him and his dad are weirdly close, Wanda.  You really think he’s going to be able to see the difference?’ 
 
    ‘He’ll understand.  He’ll see that it’s right.  Anyway.  Second off ... the reason I want to talk to him is because I need to break it off.’ 
 
    Finn’s eyes bulged.  ‘You what?  You’re breaking up with him?  Well, not that I don’t think it’s about time, but ... can’t it wait?’ 
 
    ‘No, actually.  The thing is, me and Max have kind of gotten together.  I don’t want to have to sneak around.  I want to tell Gabriel now, before things go any further.’ 
 
    If I thought Finn’s eyes were bulging before, now I was worried they might pop right out of the sockets. 
 
    ‘Finally!’ he hissed.  ‘It’s only taken you all these months to see what the rest of us have seen all along.  You and Max will make a brilliant couple.  But Wanda ... if you think Gabriel will be all right with us spying on his dad, how do you think he’s going to react when you go running off with Max?  He shouldn’t be at this meeting, and we definitely can’t tell him anything else we know.’ 
 
    The sick feeling became even more lurching and disturbing than ever.  Yeah, Gabriel would be upset when I told him about Max.  Very upset.  Upset enough to go and tell his father everything we spoke about here tonight.  Gabriel might do so in an innocent rant, but his father would find out things he shouldn’t know.  I might not have any proof he had links to the Dark Team, but I had my gut, and my gut said he was involved in something bad. 
 
    ‘Maybe I should leave off telling him for now.  We’ll get off to the morgue, and I’ll think on it a bit more.’ 
 
    ‘Thank the stars.’  Finn slapped a hand to his forehead.  ‘I was afraid you weren’t going to see sense.  Let’s get going.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    The thing about morgues is that they all have the same job to do.  So even though the morgue at the Wyrd Court was for supernatural bodies, it really wasn’t all that different to the one Finn brought me to in Dublin.  Same smell.  Same creepy feeling.  Same horrible knowledge that someday, we all die.  Well, unless you’re a very careful vampire.  Or a witch who uses dark power to gain immortality.  Or a wizard who tracks down one of the many objects of awesome power which grant eternal life.  But you know what I’m saying. 
 
    The coroner was an unempowered witch called Shane Moore, and he gave us a pensive smile.  He and Finn shook hands like old friends, and then he turned to me.  He was ridiculously good looking, with jet black hair and ice blue eyes, and he looked like he spent a lot of time in the gym.  Although I suppose lugging dead bodies about might give a guy a broad chest and shoulders. 
 
    ‘Wanda, it’s great to meet you,’ he said in a strong Dublin accent.  ‘I wish it wasn’t here but ... anyway.  Come and have a look.  A couple of kids found him in a skip in a back alley.  There’s nothing outwardly supernatural about the death.  He was beaten to death.  Two hard punches to the eyes, and a final death blow to the head.  I don’t think any weapons were used.  I think someone very strong punched his lights out.’ 
 
    He uncovered the body, and it was undoubtedly Barry’s.  I shivered.  Not so long ago, he’d been trying to get me to eat diet food and play weird dress-up games, and now here he was, all cold and bruised and broken.  The pattern of the blows reminded me of Nancy Berry.  I had so many conflicting feelings.  But when it came down to it, even a guy like Barry didn’t deserve this sort of death. 
 
    ‘If there wasn’t anything supernatural about the murder scene, why did you decide to call Finn?’ I wondered. 
 
    Shane pulled the sheet back over the body.  ‘Honestly?  It just made me feel wiggy.  Gave me the heebie-jeebies.  When I was examining his body, I felt like I was being watched.  Although I’d just seen the news about the old Minister being knocked off while I was eating a late dinner in the Plain Old Cauldron, so ... maybe I was already feeling wiggy.  I remember seeing that woman doing the rounds during the last election.  If I’d been eligible to vote, I definitely wouldn’t have voted for her.  So is this him?  Her old secretary?’ 
 
    Finn and I nodded in unison. 
 
    ‘Poor guy,’ said Shane.  ‘Stuck working for her all those years and now this.  Oh, but I need to point out – the place we found Barry wasn’t the place he was killed.’  He picked up Barry’s hand and pointed to his fingernails.  ‘He was found in a back alley in the city, but he’s got traces of muck under his nails, leaves and muck in his hair, and the same on his shoes.  I’d say he was killed somewhere wooded, and then dumped where he was found.’ 
 
    Somewhere wooded.  Why were those words shining so brightly in my mind?  And why was that photo we’d found on Heber Montrose’s desk niggling at me again?  Could there be a connection, or was I just jumping to wild conclusions? 
 
    ‘So what do we do now?’ I asked.  ‘I’m assuming there might be some questions if we removed him from your morgue.’ 
 
    Shane nodded.  ‘I’ll have to wait for the garda investigation to fizzle out.  Then I’ll treat him as a John Doe, say he’s been cremated, and pass him over to you.  It could take some time, but I’m not prepared to do it any other way.’  A tight smile formed on his lips.  ‘The witching world has never gone out of its way for me, so I’m not about to risk my job for one of theirs.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I get that,’ I said.  ‘One hundred percent.  To be honest, I don’t think Barry had any family, so no one will try to pressure you.  The Plain Old Cauldron is that new bar on Eile Street, right?  I’ve been hearing good things about their lunches.’ 
 
    Shane’s face relaxed.  ‘Yeah, you have to try it out.  Although ...’  He glanced at Finn.  ‘Maybe a Peacemaker won’t be made to feel all that welcome.’  He held his hands up.  ‘I know, I know.  I heard the big announcement.  No Peacemakers or Wayfairs anymore.  You’re all Wayfarers now and anyone can work for you.  No offence, but I’ll believe it when I see it.’ 
 
    Finn gave him a sad smile.  ‘I get why you’d think that.  But give us a chance.  And by the by, Dennis, the healer who works for the Department of Magical Law, has been talking an awful lot about retirement lately.  When he does, we’ll be looking for someone new.’ 
 
    Shane snorted.  ‘I think healers are required to have magic, last I checked.’ 
 
    ‘Not if they’re dealing with dead bodies.  For that they’re required to have keen observation and an impeccable knowledge of anatomy.  And maybe some of those wizarding skills you studied up on might come in handy, too.  Anyway.’  Finn grasped Shane’s hand.  ‘It’s always good to see you.  We’ve got to head off now, but thanks for letting us know about this.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    As we walked out into the street, I began to feel hungry.  Strange, considering I’d just been looking at dead bodies.  But then again, I had missed breakfast.  I was also a little confused. 
 
    ‘I’m a little confused, Finn.  Why did the Dark Team dump his body in a human enclave?  We might never have known about it if Shane wasn’t a friend of yours.  Or did they know that, do you think?’ 
 
    Finn shook his head.  ‘I doubt it.  Shane has about as little to do with the supernatural world as you did when you were unempowered.’ 
 
    ‘But he talked about having a late dinner in a bar on Eile Street.  I know it’s an other enclave, but it’s still supernatural.  And you said he studied wizardry.’ 
 
    ‘He only goes to Eile Street because he helps out at a kids’ home there.  And yeah, he studied at Wentforth’s College when he was younger, but he doesn’t use those skills these days.  And on the rare occasion he does mix with us lot, he never mentions what he does in the human world.  And I sure don’t tell anyone, either.  I doubt Shane’s made the Dark Team’s radar, to be honest.’ 
 
    ‘So then why did they leave Barry’s body in a human enclave?  I keep thinking about the woodland in Heber’s photo.  I don’t know why, but ... I just feel like it’s all connected, y’know?’ 
 
    ‘I know what you mean,’ said Finn.  ‘All of the connections are there.  We know Heber and Barry were connected.  We know Heber likes to get his rocks of by killing wolves in the woods.  He probably killed Nancy, alibi or not.  And he probably killed Barry, too.  I took a surreptitious photo of that glorious hunting scene while we were in Heber’s office.  We could compare the flora we can see in the picture to what Shane found on Barry’s body.’ 
 
    A thought occurred to me, kind of off the topic of Barry, but important.  ‘Johnny Goode’s girlfriend!’ I gasped.  ‘I don’t know why I haven’t thought of it until now.’ 
 
    Finn’s eyes widened with excitement.  ‘You’re right!  She’s not only way too good looking for Johnny, but she’s also a vampire.  A vampire who often visits him at Witchfield.  She could have compelled him to kill my aunt.  Which means ...’ 
 
    ‘A member of the Dark Team could have been under our noses all along.  Let’s get to the bat cave.  Y’know – the office in my bedroom, because Dizzy lives there, and he’s a bat ...’ 
 
    Finn looked puzzled.  ‘Yeah, but you said bat cave like it was funny.  I don’t get it.  Is this some human reference or something?’ 
 
    I sighed.  ‘Forget about it.  Let’s just go.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    You might recall that I’d already been keeping tabs on Johnny Goode, and had even paid him a visit or two at Witchfield since I arrested him.  I’d always been convinced that someone else was supplying him with the potions he’d been selling in his shop.  He’d proved cool under pressure, though, and had never given me so much as a clue.  And I had been paying attention to his visitors, initially, in case one of them happened to be the real potion-maker.  But then I found my dad, started working on Operation Long Leash, had about half a dozen riots a week to keep me busy ... 
 
    My mother might not have known anything about Operation Long Leash, but she could tell that I had a lot going on.  As leader of the coven, she’d delegated the job of looking into Johnny Goode’s attractive visitor.  And seeing as I hadn’t asked about it since, I was feeling like I might have just dropped a very big, very heavy ball. 
 
    I logged onto the Wayfair system and looked up the Johnny Goode file, to see who my mother had tasked with looking into the girlfriend’s background. 
 
    ‘My mam gave the job to Gabriel.  Looks like he opened up a new file.’  I clicked on the file, and turned my computer screen towards Finn.  ‘Loretta Banks.  She works as a nail technician at a salon called Transformations.  Went to school at Bramblewood – that vampire boarding school in North Dublin.  No further education, except a few nail courses here and there.’ 
 
    Finn looked it over.  ‘Gabriel says that he checked out her salon, chatted to her co-workers ... and what did they say, I wonder?’  Finn grabbed a pen from my desk and chewed on it while he read.  ‘Hmm.  Her co-workers mentioned she had bad taste in guys, and that they hoped she’d break up with Johnny now that he was in Witchfield.  I can see why they hoped for that.’  He took a step back.  Man, he was really going to town on that pen.  Max would have a fit if he saw him.  ‘I mean, it looks like Gabe has done his homework.  Loretta has nothing about her that would suggest Dark Team.  But she’s all we’ve got right now.  So let’s do some more digging.’ 
 
    Bowie hopped onto my lap, and Dizzy fluttered to my shoulder.  ‘You could try hacking the salon’s customer list,’ Dizzy suggested. 
 
    As if on cue, my mobile buzzed – a text message from Paul had arrived on the screen.  ‘Yeah, I could try,’ I said with a grin.  ‘But I think our cheese wizard might be a tad better at that than me.  And guess what?  As we speak, he’s on his way over here.  He’s cracked the microwave’s wiz-board.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 18. Six Thousand Dead Werewolves by Eight Thousand Dead Weredogs 
 
    The microwave was sitting on the edge of my bed, plugged in, and attached via series of mysterious leads to a computer in my no longer secret room. 
 
    ‘Okay, so I’ve been playing about with it, and I’ve figured out how it was programmed,’ he said.  ‘Wanda, key in 999, the way Barry did before he disappeared.  Don’t worry – I’ve made sure it won’t transport you.’ 
 
    I pressed the timer buttons on the microwave as he’d directed, and ran back to the computer. 
 
    ‘See?’  Paul pointed to the screen.  ‘This is showing what that number sequence really tells the microwave – and it sure isn’t how long a triple cheese pizza needs to be reheated.’ 
 
    Finn, Gretel and I peered at the screen, all of our mouths hanging open in shock.  The screen read: 
 
    Six thousand dead werewolves by eight thousand dead weredogs. 
 
    Bowie and Jewel looked confused, but Dizzy, who was on my shoulder, said, ‘Hey, Wanda ... aren’t they coordinates?’ 
 
    I patted his head and smirked at Jewel.  ‘Why yes, Dizzy.  That does seem to resemble the sort of sequence one finds in travelling coordinates.  How clever of you to work that out.’ 
 
    Jewel rolled her eyes.  ‘That’s not a string of coordinates I’ve ever seen.’ 
 
    ‘Me either,’ said Bowie.  ‘And Nancy took me all over the world.’ 
 
    ‘The bat must be wrong,’ Jewel concluded.  ‘Wanda’s just trying to make him feel better about himself.  I mean, who would come up with such a disgusting set of coordinates?’ 
 
    Paul looked at the familiars.  ‘Okay, the thing is, I know that these guys are saying stuff, but I don’t actually understand them.’ 
 
    ‘Max understands familiars,’ Dizzy pointed out. 
 
    ‘Yeah, but weredogs and werewolves tend to have an affinity with animals,’ I said.  ‘And no one more than Max.  Most people need power to understand familiars.  Y’know, unless you guys can make a concerted effort to speak to Paul.  If he pays hard enough attention, he should soon be able to follow what you’re saying, and once he understands you once, he’ll understand you forever.’  I noted the look of impatience on Finn’s face.  ‘But ... maybe another time.’ 
 
    ‘What do you think, Paul?’ Finn said.  ‘Dizzy and Wanda think these are coordinates?  But I kind of agree with Jewel – who would come up with such a macabre sequence?’ 
 
    Gretel shrugged.  ‘Oh, I don’t know.  Maybe the Dark Team.’ 
 
    ‘They’re all like this,’ said Paul.  ‘Of course I can’t possibly know all of the sets of coordinates that might have been used, but I’ve found a few sequences that give equally shiver-inducing readouts.  I’m now a hundred percent positive that it is a teleportation device, but like I said to Wanda, I’ve made sure it can’t transport anyone or anything for the moment.  I mean, I hardly want to send something into the Dark Team’s secret lair.  It might give them a slight inkling that we’re on to them.’ 
 
    Finn let out a huff of air.  ‘But I’m still not wrapping my head around this.  I’ve just accessed my inner map, and I don’t get so much as a feeble twinkle when I concentrate on those coordinates.’ 
 
    It was true.  I’d accessed my own inner map, looking for Six thousand dead werewolves by eight thousand dead weredogs.  Nothing lit up. 
 
    The inner map was something I had to study for one of my recent examinations.  Witches could travel to any area by clicking their fingers, and the easiest way to do this was to picture the destination in your mind.  But that was only useful if you’d been to the place before.  So when a place was unfamiliar, witches accessed the inner map.  It was a network that lived inside all witches, just like our magic did.  Knowledge was added to it every day, and that collective knowledge was there for us to tap into whenever we needed. 
 
    Even though it was called a map, to me it looked like the universe.  Or at least what I imagined the universe to look like.  I could see everything, the whole world and all of the planets, when I closed my eyes and concentrated.  If I thought of an unfamiliar coordinate, like Six thousand dead werewolves by eight thousand dead weredogs then a part of that inner map began to shimmer.  All I had to do was close my eyes, and follow the light. 
 
    But with the coordinates Paul managed to find programed into that microwave, there was no light to follow. 
 
    ‘I’m sure they’re coordinates,’ I said.  ‘But isn’t it impossible for coordinates to exist in the first place without being added to the map?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ said a voice behind us.  ‘It’s not impossible.  It’s not impossible at all.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 19. Dark Road 
 
    I turned around and stared at Melissa. 
 
    ‘Welcome to Operation Long Leash,’ I said.  ‘When did you get here?’ 
 
    ‘Just now,’ she replied, brushing past me and staring at the computer screen.  ‘Hi.’  She extended a hand distractedly towards Paul.  ‘I’m Melissa Wayfair.  And this is ... this is something I really wished wasn’t true.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ asked Gretel.  ‘Melissa, do you know what these words mean?  Are they coordinates?’ 
 
    Melissa turned from the screen, looking directly at me.  ‘Wanda, can I talk with you alone?’ 
 
    I glanced at Finn.  ‘I’ll just be a minute,’ I said, and led Melissa from the room.  As we passed Max’s bedroom, she tossed her head longingly towards his bed.  ‘I came back to talk to you,’ she said.  ‘To explain why I left last night.  It was because of Max, although I have a feeling you already know that.  Oh Wanda, I made such a fool of myself–’ 
 
    I held up a hand, cutting her off.  ‘Melissa, I really want to talk with you about Max, but not right now.  I thought you were going to tell me something about those coordinates.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yeah, of course.  It’s just that I can’t get him out of my head.  And I have a feeling that it’s you he loves, but I was just thinking ... well, you don’t love him do you?  You have Gabriel.  So maybe after a little while, he’ll get over you and see that I’m a decent second choice.’ 
 
    My jaw dropped.  ‘Melissa!’ I hissed.  ‘The coordinates.  Please!  What do you know about them?  Is it a vampire thing?  Is that why you didn’t want to tell me in front of the others?’ 
 
    She looked apologetic.  ‘I’m sorry.  I know I need to focus.  Yes.  It’s a vampire thing.  You know I’ve been studying up as much as I can so I can help your dad and I ...’  Her voice trailed off as she looked, once again, at Max’s room. 
 
    I spun her to face me.  I needed to get to the bottom of what was wrong with the other Wayfair women, but it would have to wait until our lives were out of danger.  ‘If you don’t focus, you’re putting Max’s life at risk.  You’re right, Melissa – he does have feelings for me, which means he’ll probably be the first person they go after.’  I had no idea if that was true or not, but it was worth a punt. 
 
    Her face grew pale.  ‘Okay.  Yeah.  Well, you’re not the only one who’s been doing a bit of extra digging into the Dark Team.  Because I was studying up on vampire hypnosis anyway, I thought I might as well look for clues about them while I was at it.  There’s this website, see, where vamps go to talk about ways to advance their power.  Someone got to talking about this thing called Dark Road one day, and first I thought it might be like Silk Road – you know, the dark web, that part of the human internet where dubious information is exchanged?’ 
 
    I nodded.  ‘I’ve heard of Silk Road and the dark web, but never Dark Road.’ 
 
    ‘You wouldn’t.  You have to prove yourself to even get into the chatrooms I got to.  Psychic tests, proving your telekinetic abilities across the internet.  I posed as a full-on vampire trying to hone my skills, and ... and one day, someone made a joke to me.  They said that if I kept this up I’d soon be asked to work on the Dark Team.  I typed back that I hadn’t got a clue what they were talking about, but that if it could increase my telekinetic skills, then I was interested in finding out more.  The conversation dropped.  Then the other day, someone sent me this.’ 
 
    She pulled a piece of paper from her bag.  There were coordinates neatly typed upon the page: Sixteen dead dayturners by eighteen roasting unempowered witches. 
 
    Just reading the words made me sick.  Witches often used animals in their coordinates because there was once a time when we went a bit sacrifice happy.  But if this Dark Road, and these coordinates were new, what did it mean?  Were they mere words on a page, or did they refer to something more?  Were these the places where dark deeds took place, or where they were conceived? 
 
    ‘I think it was a test,’ Melissa said, her mouth curled in distaste.  ‘I think ... I think that given some of the conversations I’ve had online and some of the tests I’ve already passed, it might be some sort of initiation into a secret vampire society.  Maybe ... maybe even the Dark Team.’ 
 
    I couldn’t decide whether I wanted to shake her by the shoulders, or hug her.  ‘Melissa, why didn’t you tell me any of this?’ 
 
    She tossed her hair and snorted.  ‘Oh, you mean the same way you told all of us what you were up to with Finn and Gretel?  We’re all doing the same here, Wanda.  Trying to help your dad, trying to find the Dark Team.  And trying to protect each other.’ 
 
    She was right.  ‘I’m sorry.  And did you ... did you do anything with these coordinates?  Do you even know how to access them?’ 
 
    She looked at her shoes.  They were red, and high.  Not her usual style, but she wasn’t exactly acting like her usual self.  If she was trying to impress Max, though, she’d be better off wearing an old pair of boots, preferably covered in mud from walking with him and Wolfie. 
 
    ‘I haven’t tried, but I do have an idea of how to access them.  When I was working with Gabriel, he taught me how to control and suppress my vampire abilities.  But since I’ve been trying to crack your dad’s hidden memories, I’ve been working on enhancing them.  And Wanda, they’re big.  Scarily big.  I think I’m really close to performing hypnosis so strong that it could overwrite whatever was done to your dad all those years ago.  I might be able to literally force him to remember.  And as for these coordinates.’  She gave the piece of paper another disgruntled glance and waved it in the air.  ‘Yeah, I have an idea how to access them.  But it involves opening myself to the darkest part of my power – the part that most vampires chose to abandon centuries ago.  The sort that would open me up to things I’m afraid to even think of.’  Tears filled her eyes.  ‘The more I’ve worked with your dad, the closer I’m getting there anyway.  I’m walking a fine line, Wanda.  But if it’s the only way to protect the people we love – to protect you, and my mother, and Max – then I’m willing to step over it.’ 
 
    I stood back from her, shaking my head.  I wanted to get to the bottom of all of this more than anything.  But I would never put Melissa at risk.  Her vampire ancestry was so far back in her family line that her own power shouldn’t even exist.  She was an anomaly, and I knew she wasn’t happy about the fact. 
 
    There was a reason why vampires used to be forced to list themselves on the Dark Powers Register.  Most vamps I knew were amazing people, lovely people who had decided to live good lives.  They were as far from the vampires of the past as witches were from their sacrifice-happy ancestors.  As far as humans were from hunting with spears.  We all, each and every one of us, wanted to be the best version of ourselves.  There was no way I was going to make Melissa be her worst.  ‘No,’ I said.  ‘Not in a million years.  We’ll find another way.’ 
 
    She sniffled back some tears.  ‘Okay.  But if we don’t get anywhere within the next few days, I’m going to go for it, Wanda.  I’m going to follow these coordinates.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 20. Angel Enterprises 
 
    The next morning, Gretel and I went out alone.  Finn was stuck in a meeting with some Materialization companies, organising the build of the first ever Wayfarer Headquarters on Warren Lane.  As commissioner, my mother was supposed to be the one taking the meeting, but she was yet again otherwise engaged. 
 
    The night before, I managed to convince a reluctant Ronnie to test the coven (and herself) for evidence of love potions.  There wasn’t even the barest trace.  I’d sent all of our samples to one of Ronnie’s assistants to be double checked, but if it wasn’t a love potion, then I was stumped. 
 
    I’d had myself tested too, just to show willing.  I knew there was nothing wrong with me, of course.  Max and I had taken a long time to come to the realisation that we were destined for one another, sure.  But that was the way these things sometimes went. 
 
    ‘I’m still not sure about this Dark Road thing,’ said Gretel, as we left the Happy Hippy after having breakfast together.  ‘I mean, if Melissa only heard a rumour through a criminal she was defending, then we probably shouldn’t rely on it.  Surely we would have heard something before this.  And how could someone hide something from the inner map, anyway?  Only witches use coordinates to travel, which means that a destination is either on the inner map or it’s not.’ 
 
    I had bought a cup of tea to go, and I sipped at it, concentrating very hard.  Melissa had made me promise not to tell anyone how she knew about Dark Road, so I’d quickly come up with the lie about her having heard the rumour at work.  I used to think she hid her vampire abilities because she was afraid that the old prejudices witches had against vampires would rear their ugly head.  Usually, when a witch and a vampire had a child, one or another set of traits came out on top – most often, the witch gene.  In days of old, if a vampire dared to mate with a witch, it was seen as bad enough – but if that child then became a vampire, even the poor kid was treated like they were the spawn of the devil. 
 
    After yesterday’s conversation, though, I had a better understanding of Melissa.  She wasn’t concerned about prejudice.  She was afraid of herself. 
 
    ‘Earth to Wanda!’  Gretel waved a hand in front of my face.  ‘Did you hear a word I said?’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, yeah,’ I let out an embarrassed laugh.  ‘I get what you’re saying, Gretel.  I’d never heard so much as a whisper about Dark Road until yesterday, same as you.  But I believe it exists.  Those are coordinates.  For travel, teleportation, or both.  You’re going to have to trust me on this one.’ 
 
    ‘If you say so.’  Her nose scrunched up as we slowed our steps and stopped at our destination.  ‘Hey, shouldn’t we be standing in front of a salon right now?’ 
 
    I stared at the premises where Johnny’s girlfriend worked – or at least where she used to work.  The salon had been cleared out.  A To Let sign hung above the door. 
 
    Gretel and I got to work, checking out the inside of the shop with an Open spell, and talking to the business owners nearby.  After an hour or so, we hadn’t found a single person who knew where – if anywhere – the salon might have relocated to.  According to almost everyone, the business had been a flash in the pan, there for so little time that they could barely even remember the staff. 
 
    ‘I guess we could contact the letting agency,’ said Gretel 
 
    ‘Good idea,’ I agreed.  ‘Hey, have you got that client list Paul pulled from the salon’s website?’ 
 
    We were lucky that Paul had managed to hack the salon’s computer last night, because this morning he texted me to say that their website had gone down, as well as any trace of them ever existing in the world of ones and zeros.  Gretel pulled out her tablet and brought up the list.  ‘There’s hardly any customers here,’ she said.  ‘Hey.’  Her eyes narrowed and she pointed to a name halfway down the short list.  ‘Angel Enterprises – isn’t that the name of the outfit who own the Wyrd News Channel?’ 
 
    I gave Gretel an impressed grin.  ‘Wow, how do you know that?  I don’t even know it, and I go out with one of their presenters.’  Well, I thought to myself – I wouldn’t be going out with him much longer.  Despite Finn’s protestations, I planned to speak with Gabriel this evening.  Because if I had to go much longer without taking things to the next level with Max, I might just explode. 
 
    Gretel chewed thoughtfully on the rim of her cardboard tea cup.  ‘Y’know, I can’t quite remember how I know.  I get that sometimes.  I take note of things without knowing when or where.  Let me think ...’ 
 
    While she thought, we walked back towards the Wyrd Court.  I helped Gretel avoid a few lampposts and a bin along the way.  I was used to her bumping into things, and I was used to the way her mind worked, too.  A part of me sometimes thought we shared a similar mode of processing.  Gretel seemed to see things without knowing she was seeing them, and then put them together in a great big Eureka moment sometime later.  It was why I loved working with her. 
 
    Most of the Peacemakers hadn’t liked partnering with her, and a lot of the Wayfairs avoided her too.  They only saw the Gretel who tripped over her own shoelaces, or the Gretel who always had something just on the tip of her tongue.  They never stuck around long enough to find out what it was she was trying to remember.  None of them saw her amazing glamour skills, either. 
 
    Even though she had the body of an Amazonian-style goddess, most men overlooked her, too.  I was so glad that Finn had taken note of her skills, and given me a chance to see her for what she really was.  Right now, I was waiting for her eyes to flash.  When they did, I smiled. 
 
    ‘It was in the bank!’ she exclaimed.  ‘I was queuing, getting some money exchanged, but really keeping an eye on Mr Montrose’s office door because he was in there with Barry.  Anyway, that woman you hate was in there.  Horse Face.  She was getting a new cheque book for the TV studio, and I was standing behind her while she opened it up to look inside, and I saw the company name.  Angel Enterprises.’  Gretel gave a mad grin, as though she was shocked by her own memory. 
 
    I slapped her on the back.  We had been going to see if Finn’s meeting was over so we could fill him in on the disappearance of the salon, but now I thought we might have to go somewhere else instead. 
 
    ‘Come on.  Gabriel will be getting ready for this afternoon’s show,’ I said.  ‘Let’s pop over and see if he remembers anything about the salon.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    The studio was crazy when we arrived, with staff members rushing about and getting things ready for the show.  I glanced at my watch.  They had hours left before they went live.  We found Gabriel in his dressing room, his mouth wide open, while a pretty witch with black curly hair and vivid green eyes pointed a wand at his teeth. 
 
    ‘Hawo Wan,’ he mumbled.  A short stream of even more unintelligible words ensued. 
 
    The witch smiled at me.  ‘I’m Glenda,’ she said.  ‘I’m just finishing off his teeth.  I’ll only be a second more.’ 
 
    She was true to her word, making his teeth blindingly white within seconds, before smiling at us again and leaving the room. 
 
    Gretel was staring after her as she went, her eyes filled with excitement.  ‘Glenda.  The Glenda.  As in Glenda of Glenda’s Glamours?’ 
 
    Gabriel nodded.  ‘She does my teeth just the way Wanda hates them each and every day.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’  I felt my brow begin to furrow.  ‘Didn’t you switch over to some whitening potion?’ 
 
    ‘We did.’  He gave me a wry smile.  ‘We trialled it a few times, but it’s no good.  Glenda is expensive for a reason.  Because she’s the best.’ 
 
    I sat down on a couch across the room, while Gretel poked about on his table.  It was full of snacks, so normally I’d be right there with her.  But just now, I felt far too guilty for food. 
 
    ‘So what can I do for the two most beautiful Wayfarers in the world?’  He gave us a full-on beaming smile. 
 
    Gretel shielded her eyes a moment, then let out a shy giggle.  ‘Wayfarers,’ she said, turning the word over.  ‘I still can’t get used to hearing that.  Ever since Finn told me I was named after a Wayfarer, I’ve loved my job even more than before.  But now ...’  She let out a little squeal.  ‘Now we’re not just named after Wayfarers.  Wanda – we are Wayfarers.’ 
 
    I squealed along with her for a minute.  I mean, why not?  I was just as excited as she was with all of the changes. 
 
    ‘Hey, it’s a bit mad here,’ I said to Gabriel, once our squealing was done.  ‘Is it always like this before a show?’ 
 
    He shook his head.  ‘No.  Just the big ones.  The election isn’t long away, so we’re making each show bigger and better, trying to get as much oomph behind Agatha’s campaign as possible.’ 
 
    I let out an unbidden little sigh of sadness.  All these months he’d done so much for our coven, using his show to gain the popularity of the masses.  Sure, he had a creepy father who I suspected had links to the Dark Team.  And yeah, he had his ups and downs with Max, going from best buddies to sworn enemies to grudging acquaintances to ... whatever they were now.  But he’d been good to me, and to our coven. 
 
    ‘Are you okay?  You still haven’t said why you’re here.  Not that I’m not delighted to see you ...’ 
 
    ‘Oh, right.  Gabe, is this station owned by Angel Enterprises?’ 
 
    As I asked the question, the door opened and Horse Face walked in.  She sneered at me for a second before smiling at Gabriel.  ‘I have that suit you were after.’  She held up a velvet suit with enormous lapels, and a ruffled shirt to wear beneath. 
 
    ‘Thanks Lindsey.’  Gabriel took the outfit from her.  ‘The older witches will love me in this.  Hey, Wanda and Gretel were just asking about Angel Enterprises.  You’d know more about that than me.’ 
 
    She began to undo his robe – the hussy! – and helped him wriggle into the flouncy shirt.  Did she help him change his underwear, too? 
 
    ‘Angel Enterprises owns this show,’ she said.  ‘We own the whole channel, in fact.’ 
 
    ‘We?’ Gretel asked between mouthfuls of doughnut. 
 
    ‘A slip of the tongue,’ Lindsey amended.  ‘I’m a mere minion, truth be told.  The owners don’t have much involvement in the day to day running.  They prefer to let us do the work while they make the money.  Isn’t that right, Gabe?’ 
 
    He nodded, pushing her hands away from the belt of his jeans.  ‘I can take the rest from here, thanks.  Anyway, why are you asking about our masters from above?’ 
 
    ‘Masters from above.  Funny.’  Gretel laughed nervously, looking from Gabriel to Lindsey.  ‘So, have you ever used a salon called Transformations?’ 
 
    There was a beat of silence.  Somewhere in the middle of it, my ears began to ring.  It was approaching painful when Gabriel finally spoke. 
 
    ‘I have no idea who they are,’ he said.  ‘We tried out a place that did whitening potions, but it was a UK based company.  Glenda’s is the only salon we use.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’  Gretel glanced at me.  I didn’t need to be a mind-reader to know what she was thinking.  How could Gabriel forget a salon he’d visited so recently?  But seeing as he visited Transformations as part of a Wayfair investigation, we were hardly going to point that out in front of Horse Face.  ‘Well, you’re on their client list,’ Gretel went on.  ‘Or Angel Enterprises is, anyway.’ 
 
    My ears began to ring again, and my head began to thud, as Lindsey smacked her forehead. 
 
    ‘Silly Gabe,’ she said, giving him the sort of smile that made me want to rip her hair out in clumps.  So what if I was about to break up with him?  She didn’t know that.  ‘The studio has used them before.  When we got all of the vampire girls those manicures as a thank you for all the late shifts they were pulling.’ 
 
    ‘Oh yeah.’  Gabriel nodded.  ‘It was back when we were doing a late night special at the last election.  The studio has a lot of vampires on the staff for night shifts.  Those girls love that salon.  Why are you asking?’ 
 
    My hand went to my ears, poking them in an effort to stop the ringing.  Maybe it was the lack of sleep.  Or the guilt.  Or both.  I looked pointedly at Lindsey.  ‘It’s a Wayfair matter.  Or a Wayfarer one, should I say.’  Gretel and I shared another small squeal.  ‘I’ll get used to saying it eventually,’ I went on.  ‘Anyway, we can’t discuss it in front of anyone who’s not one of us.’  I kissed Gabriel briefly on the cheek.  ‘Good luck with the show,’ I said.  ‘I’ll see you later.’ 
 
    He reached out and grasped my hand.  ‘Aw, I was hoping you’d stick around to watch.  I thought maybe we could have an early Valentine’s meal afterwards, spend the night together.  Because I know I won’t get to see you on Valentine’s Day, seeing as you’ll be policing the election and I’ll be broadcasting.’ 
 
    I gave Lindsey another pointed look, and she dumped the rest of Gabriel’s suit in a chair and left the room.  ‘I want to see you tonight,’ I said once she was gone.  ‘But you know it has to be at Wayfarers’ Rest.  We’re all spending the next few nights there.’ 
 
    He winced.  ‘Oh, yeah, about that ... if the whole coven is being targeted, then I should probably be spending more time with my dad.  Make sure he’s okay.  After all, if the Dark Team are going after people close to you, then he could be on that list.  He’s practically your father-in-law.’ 
 
    I tried to turn my grimace into a smile. 
 
    ‘Oh, yeah – there’s something else,’ Gabriel added.  ‘I didn’t want to say it in front of Lindsey, but I’ve actually been to Transformations before.  Your mam asked me to check out that potion seller’s girlfriend – the guy who had the shop on Capel Street.  I don’t know if it’ll help you with whatever you’re looking into now, but you should have a look at the file I wrote up, in case there’s anything useful there.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’  I could feel the relief lighting up my face.  ‘Yeah, yeah I’ll look it up.’ 
 
    ‘Great.’  He kissed me.  ‘And I’ll come over to Wayfarers’ Rest as soon as I know my dad’s all right.’ 
 
    Once again, I was fighting to keep smiling.  I was relieved that he hadn’t been holding anything back about Transformations, but I still had the pesky little matter of breaking up with him to get through. 
 
    ‘Okay,’ I said nervously.  ‘See you then.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 21. Love in a Larder 
 
    Max and I stood in the larder at Wayfarers’ Rest, huddled together.  Officially we were in there to fetch some tinned tomatoes.  But we might have been taking just a tad longer than necessary to put our hands on them. 
 
    One of those hands – his – grazed over my hips.  ‘I’ve missed you so much,’ he whispered.  ‘It’s like my chest gets tight when I haven’t seen you for a while.  I can’t stand it.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ I told him.  ‘I’ve been feeling the same all day.  Sore chest.  Even ringing in my ears.  I can’t wait until we can be together all the time.  And not in a larder.’ 
 
    He let out a husky laugh.  ‘No, we’ll definitely want to be somewhere more comfortable than a larder.  Listen, Emily came over earlier.  I finally told her.  She didn’t take it well.’ 
 
    I banged my head against his chest.  ‘Poor Emily.  I feel terrible.  I like her so much, y’know.  I wanted you and her to be a couple.  And not just for the free apple tart.’ 
 
    He looked down at me, one brow quirking upwards. 
 
    ‘Okay, a lot of it was about the apple tart,’ I admitted.  ‘But that doesn’t change how terrible I feel.  Did you tell her it was because of me?’ 
 
    ‘No.  I didn’t want to do that until you’ve spoken to Gabriel.’  He let his nose rub against mine.  ‘I guess it’ll have to be our secret for now.’ 
 
    I was just about to respond – possibly with a kiss – when the door pulled open.  Melissa gazed at us, her face forlorn.  ‘What are you doing?’ she cried. 
 
    I pulled her in – first making sure the kitchen behind her was empty.  Thankfully the others were still in the living room watching Gabriel’s show.  ‘Keep it down,’ I whispered.  ‘Melissa, I’m really sorry.  I wanted to tell you but ...’ 
 
    Her nostrils flared as she looked at Max.  ‘I know you love her.  You hinted at it when I tried to give my heart to you.  But she already has someone, Max.  Can’t you just forget her?  You and I could be so happy if you just gave us a chance.’  She moved towards him, pushing me out of the way and pressing her body against his.  With her long legs, she was nearly as tall as he was.  I ripped her away from him and pushed her towards the door. 
 
    ‘Listen here, missy!’ I screeched.  ‘Me and Max are together.  I’m calling it off with Gabriel tonight.’ 
 
    I had hoped that the tone of my voice would be enough to send her on her way, but I forgot: this was Melissa.  She stood up to her full height, glowered at me for about five seconds, and then smacked me clean across the face. 
 
    ‘Hey!’  Max stood between the two of us, protecting me with his body. 
 
    I peeped out from behind his shoulder.  ‘This isn’t like you, Melissa,’ I said.  ‘Are you sure you gave Ronnie your blood sample and not someone else’s?’ 
 
    She fixed me with a shrivelling stare.  ‘How dare you insinuate that this is down to some love potion or spell?  If you really loved Max then you wouldn’t be questioning my love.  I mean, I can see quite clearly why every woman in the world should be falling head over heels with him.  I’m not questioning your feelings.  Why are you questioning mine?’ 
 
    Max sighed.  ‘She’s questioning yours because it came on awfully sudden, Melissa.  Just like Agatha’s obsession with that museum curator.  Just like your mam, and Wanda’s mam and even Ronnie herself are getting a bit crazy.  I still think this is a love potion.  It must be a new one, one no one’s heard about before.  That’ll be why you’re all testing negative.’ 
 
    Although Melissa was looking lovingly at him while he spoke, she was twitching a little too.  ‘Max, you have no idea how happy I am that you’re so concerned about me.  It proves that you care.  It makes me think there might be a chance for us, once you get Wanda out of your system.’  Her eyes turned on me.  ‘Because let’s face it, if anyone is under the influence of some charm or potion, it’s clearly Wanda.’ 
 
    I tried not to make my eyes convey the pity I felt.  I knew how proud she was, so the last thing she would want was my pity.  But she really was deluded.  We needed to get to the bottom of this, and we needed to do it fast, before poor Melissa did something stupid. 
 
    ‘Listen ...’ I spoke soothingly.  ‘I know you don’t like the idea of me and Max being together, but you’ll have to get used to it.  Because me and him are the real deal.  The only thing I ask of you is this – please don’t tell anyone about us.  Not yet.  Not until I’ve spoken to Gabriel.  It has to come from me, and I have to do it sensitively.’ 
 
    Her hands went to her hips and she tossed her dark red hair.  She looked magnificent when she made moves like that.  I had the feeling that if I tried something similar, people would ask me if I had an itchy scalp. 
 
    ‘I don’t care about sparing Gabriel’s feelings,’ she said.  ‘I only care about Max.  But I will keep it quiet.  Only because I know that Max will come to his senses one of these days and choose me.  And when he does, I don’t want anyone else to know that this meaningless fling happened first.’ 
 
    She tossed her mane once more, and flounced out the door. 
 
    Max let out a low whistle.  ‘Boy oh boy.  She has a real problem.’  He pulled me towards him.  ‘I’m so glad that you and I have one another.  We’ll never have to go through the pain of unrequited love.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    When Wyrd News in the Afternoon was finally over, the others emerged from the living room.  Max and I had managed to drag ourselves out of the larder to make the pasta sauce by then.  Ronnie came towards me, her face etched with worry. 
 
    ‘I need to talk to you,’ she said as she pulled me aside.  ‘I’ve just gotten some really bad news.’ 
 
    My hand went to my heart.  ‘It’s about the test results, isn’t it?  Your assistant found something.  Oh, my stars – all of you have been given a love potion.  I just knew it.’ 
 
    ‘What?’  She shook her head in quick, jerky motions.  ‘Oh, that.  No.  I don’t know why you keep insisting there’s a potion at work here, Wanda.  I mean, sure, Agatha’s being weird, but I’m not.  Anyway, look.’  She pushed her phone in my face.  ‘Read that message and tell me what I should do.’ 
 
    I took the phone gingerly from her hands and read the screen.  It was a text message from Arthur Albright: 
 
      
 
    I never thought I’d be the sort of man to do a thing like this via text message, but my lawyer says it’s better if I have something in writing.  And I have tried to tell you face to face.  Many times.  Ronnie, you’re a beautiful, amazing woman, but these past few days there’s been something really wrong with you.  Yesterday you tried to mount me on my desk while I was teaching a class of ten year olds.  When I asked you to leave, you started singing love songs to me.  I have feelings for you, Ronnie, but these children are in my care, and I can’t have you behaving that way around them.  Please don’t contact me again in any manner until you’ve gotten some help. 
 
      
 
    ‘So?’  Ronnie looked at me, an urgent glint in her eyes.  ‘What do you think?  He’s joking, right?  He has an amazing sense of humour after all.  I mean, he couldn’t actually be asking me to leave him alone.  He knows how much my heart hurts when I’m not near him.’ 
 
    I felt my lids begin to blink rapidly.  Poor Ronnie.  She was in an even worse state than Melissa.  This had to stop.  I was going to get them all into Night and Gale until we found out what was wrong, even if I had to use some painful spells to send them there.  My finger stirred in my pocket as I sent a burst of magic there.  Just something small at first.  Something to subdue her.  If she refused to stay in the hospital, then I could get the big guns out. 
 
    Just as I began to lift my finger, my mother ran into the room.  ‘I’ve just had a phone call from Agatha’s secretary,’ she said in a strained voice, tears streaming from her eyes.  ‘I can’t believe I’m saying this but ... Agatha is dead!’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 22. Loved Up or Drugged Up? 
 
      
 
    We stood in the corridor outside the Wyrd Court morgue, quiet and crying, gathered around Dennis, the healer.  I could hear the words he was saying, but I could barely believe them. 
 
    ‘Her heart just ... gave out,’ he said.  ‘I’ll know more when I’ve had more time to examine the body, but at the moment I don’t understand it.  From what I can tell, she was a perfectly healthy woman until recently.  Yeah, there’s a lot of damage, but all of it is new.’  He shook his head and ran his hands through his few strands of hair.  ‘If she had a weak heart in general, then I’d say that something shocking or upsetting could have put her over the edge.  But between what I can see myself, and what I’ve seen in her records, that’s just not the case.’  He looked at Ronnie.  ‘We’ll know more when you run your tests, but I’m veering towards poisoning here.  There’s no evidence as yet but ...’  He paused and narrowed his eyes.  ‘Ronnie?  Did you hear what I said?’ 
 
    Ronnie looked up at him, shaking her head.  ‘Sorry.  I was in another world.  What did you say again?  Something about her heart?’ 
 
    I broke away from the group, my own heart feeling like it was about to explode with pain.  Agatha.  One of the loveliest witches I’d ever met.  Strong.  Hardworking.  The kind of person who saw what was wrong and tried to fix it.  As I stumbled along the corridor, about to go out and get some fresh air, Finn caught up with me. 
 
    ‘You okay?’ he asked. 
 
    ‘No.  Something’s not right.  I’m going to run those tests again myself.  I know my way around Ronnie’s lab.’ 
 
    His hand went to my shoulder, and he gently stopped me in my tracks.  ‘That’s important, and you need to do that for sure.  But first of all, I think you and the rest of your coven need to sit down and talk.’ 
 
    I opened my mouth to reply, but he put a finger on my lips.  ‘I’m not taking no for an answer Wanda.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    It took cajoling, bribing, a little bit of physical force (and in Ronnie’s case dragging her from Arthur’s front garden, were she’d gone after the morgue), but eventually Finn had us all sitting around the kitchen table at Wayfarers’ Rest.  For some reason he’d removed all of my weapons and gadgets when we arrived.  I would have asked him why, but Max was smiling at me, and I got a bit lost in his eyes. 
 
    ‘You all know what this is,’ Finn pointed to the small disempowerment device on his belt.  ‘I’ve already programmed it and switched it on, so as of right now, I’m the only one in this room with power.  Basically, you’re all stuck here until I’ve figured this out.’ 
 
    ‘Why did you drag me here, though?’ Ronnie moaned.  ‘Arthur wasn’t really going to go through with the restraining order.’ 
 
    ‘He should,’ Melissa said.  ‘You’re acting bat-poop crazy, Ronnie.  You’re the main reason why Finn has had to stage this intervention.’ 
 
    Finn lifted a brow.  ‘Remind me where you were when I tracked you down five minutes ago?’ 
 
    Melissa looked at her fingernails.  She’d had them painted bright red, with love hearts on each.  ‘There’s nothing wrong with my being on Max’s bed.  I was just ... smelling his sheets.  I needed something nice to smell after being in a morgue.’ 
 
    ‘Hang on a minute,’ I said.  ‘You can’t even be bothered to think of something that makes you sound a little less crazy?’  I held my hands up.  ‘Finn was definitely right to bring all of you here.  We have to get this sorted, and soon.’ 
 
    My mother began passing around mugs and pouring tea.  ‘Thank goodness I’m not affected.  But it’ll all be over soon enough.’ 
 
    ‘You?’ Finn spluttered.  ‘Not affected.  So how come you weren’t the slightest bit excited when you were announced as the new commissioner?  How come you’ve either missed or been late for every meeting we’ve scheduled recently?  Beatrice – you, Christine, Ronnie, Melissa and Wanda are all affected.  And possibly Max too, although I’m not a hundred percent sure about him.’ 
 
    I stood up.  ‘Me?!  And Max?!  What are you on, Finn?  Listen, I agree that we need this meeting, but I will not have you belittle me and Max’s relationship.  It’s the most important thing in the world to me.’ 
 
    My father and mother looked at each other in shock, while Christine and Ronnie clapped their hands to their mouths. 
 
    ‘You and Max?’  Christine’s green eyes gawped from me to Max and back again.  ‘But you’re always saying you’re just platonic.  And what about Gabriel?’ 
 
    ‘I’m telling him tonight,’ I said. 
 
    ‘Come again?’  Finn spun me in my chair to face him.  ‘I thought we agreed we were going to play it safe with Gabriel until we knew for sure about his dad.’ 
 
    Melissa stood up and walked over to Max, grabbing his hand.  ‘Wanda’s only telling Gabriel because she’s desperate to keep Max from me.  She knows she’s on borrowed time.  Any day now, Max is going to realise that I’m the better choice.’ 
 
    Okay, here’s the part where I have to apologise ahead of time.  If you’ve only known me for a while, you might mistakenly think that this is typical Wanda behaviour.  If you’ve stuck with me through my previous adventures, though, you’ll realise it’s not.  Either way, I’m sorry.  Violence is never the answer, folks.  But just then, it kinda seemed like the best idea. 
 
    I growled (I wish I could find a better word for the sound I made, but it was an all-out animalistic growl, no matter how much I might want to forget it) and lunged across the table, pushing Melissa away from Max and wrapping my arms around him.  Melissa took but a split second to straighten her hair, fix her blouse, and come right back at me. 
 
    We were about three seconds into our brawl when Ronnie made a run for the back door, with Christine on her heels. 
 
    ‘Hey!’ Finn bellowed.  ‘No one leaves this house!’ 
 
    ‘But I just want to see Kevin for a minute,’ said Christine sweetly, giving Finn the kind of smile that would have melted a lesser man. 
 
    He stood in the way of the door, but she and Ronnie turned quickly, rushing to the front door instead. 
 
    ‘Enough!’  We all snapped our heads to the sound of my father’s voice.  He was standing up, shaking, and looking close to exhaustion. 
 
    The room fell into an uncomfortable silence. 
 
    ‘Finn is right.  You all know it.  You’ve already tested for love potions.  You wouldn’t have agreed to that if you didn’t suspect something was wrong with you all.’ 
 
    Ronnie rolled her eyes.  ‘Yeah, Aengus, but we didn’t find anything.  Which means we’re all fine.  Duh.’ 
 
    My father pulled at his auburn hair.  ‘You’re not fine.  Not a single one of you.  Agatha is dead.  A member of this very coven.  A woman who you’ve all known for too long to count.  And instead of grieving, you’re all running around, fighting with each other.  Is that your idea of fine?’ 
 
    I got up off the floor and brushed myself off.  ‘Sorry, Dad.  I don’t know what’s wrong with everyone.  But Finn isn’t right about everything.  Whatever this is, it has nothing to do with me and Max.  We really are totally loved up.’ 
 
    He looked like he didn’t know whether to scream at me or laugh.  ‘Wanda ... as much as I wish you were with someone as nice as Max, you and him are not loved up.  You’re drugged up, just like everyone else.’ 
 
    ‘You really don’t like Gabriel, do you?’ Finn asked my father curiously. 
 
    He cleared his throat.  ‘Well ... maybe it’s a hangover from how I feel about Gabriel senior.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but you never really explained why you don’t like him, either,’ Finn pressed. 
 
    My father sat back down, sipping at his tea and looking like he wished he’d never stood up in the first place.  ‘Here’s the thing ... we were friends.  Good friends.  For years.  And whenever I was hanging about with him, I felt like he was my best friend.  Like there was nowhere else I’d rather be.  But when I was alone, I’d start to recall all of these things he’d said that irritated me.  And then ...’  My father shuddered.  ‘Then there was Clive.’ 
 
    My mother placed her hand over his.  ‘Clive was your dad’s familiar,’ she explained.  ‘He was a cocker spaniel, a gorgeous fella, always helping your dad find the right tool he needed – because even when we were at school he was tinkering about with brooms.  Anyway ... Clive disappeared one day when we were all up at Godbody House.  We searched for days, used a million locator spells ... eventually Gabriel senior turned up here with Clive.  Dead.  Said he must have been attacked by a fox or something in the woods.’ 
 
    ‘But then why didn’t your locator spell work?’ Finn wondered. 
 
    ‘Exactly.’  My dad’s eyes were brimming with tears. 
 
    ‘But why didn’t any of you tell me this when I started going out with Gabe?’ 
 
    Christine shook her head.  ‘Gabe’s nothing like his dad.  Gabe is great.  And you’re always saying yourself how wonderful he is.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.  And he’s gorgeous,’ Melissa added. 
 
    ‘And famous,’ Ronnie put in.  ‘And stinking rich.  And an amazing sportsman and ... need I go on?’ 
 
    I looked at Max, and knew that we were thinking exactly the same thing.  Maybe Gabriel was just like his dad.  When I was with him, I fell in like all over again, no matter how irritated I might have been with him before.  I fingered the necklace around my neck.  As the cinnamon scent that covered everything Gabriel owned wafted up to my nostrils, a sick feeling rose in my belly. 
 
    ‘We’ve tested ourselves,’ I said, pacing the room with my hands clasped behind me.  ‘And nothing came up.  But I know that most of you have been spiked.’ 
 
    Finn’s irritating eyebrow twitching began all over again. 
 
    ‘Fine – I’m willing to consider that I may have been spiked, too,’ I conceded.  ‘But it’s incredibly unusual for this many people to get dosed with a love potion at the same time.  So it had to be something everyone ate or drank, right?’ 
 
    Ronnie nodded.  ‘I guess.  But that’s not much of a help.  We eat together all the time.’ 
 
    ‘You do,’ said Finn.  ‘But if you can narrow down when you all got affected, that’ll be a good place to start.  When did you all start feeling odd?’ 
 
    Ronnie glared at him.  ‘I don’t feel odd.  None of us do.’ 
 
    Finn sighed.  ‘Fine.  Let’s pretend that’s true so I can get on with this and get home.  Beatrice and Christine have both been in their relationships for some time.  It’s going to be difficult for them to pinpoint when it became more intense.  But maybe Aengus can give us an idea?’ 
 
    My father’s face reddened.  ‘Things between me and Bea have always been intense.  But I guess I’ve been noticing changes for a few days now.  No matter how close me and Bea are, she doesn’t usually let it get in the way of work.’ 
 
    ‘And Ronnie?’ questioned Finn.  ‘How long have you and Arthur been an item?’ 
 
    Ronnie swilled her tea around in her cup.  ‘Well, I dragged him under the mistletoe last Solstice, but nothing happened again for a while.  Things only started up properly at Imbolc.’ 
 
    ‘Imbolc!’ I said excitedly.  ‘That was when Melissa got all funny when Max was outside.  That was the first I ever heard from Agatha about this museum curator guy, too.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but it was Imbolc,’ Christine argued.  ‘All witches feel amorous at Imbolc.  It’s in our DNA.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe,’ I said.  ‘But on the same night someone’s been murdered?  Nancy Berry was killed that night, and apart from a little bit of scrying when we got back from the tavern, we didn’t act nearly as concerned as normally would.  We all just drank wine and thought amorous thoughts.  That is not like us.  I remember that night.  That was when I started to get funny feelings about Max.’ 
 
    ‘And me about you too,’ he admitted.  ‘But ... I mean, we are perfect for each other.  It could just be a coincidence that we realised we were in love the same night everything else went down.’ 
 
    I was about to agree with him when Finn’s eyebrows started up again. 
 
    ‘Max,’ Finn said, ‘what did you have that the others had?  I doubt it was anything at Three Witches Brew, or even more people would be as nuts as all of you.’ 
 
    Max shrugged.  ‘I mean, I took a sneaky slug of some of that wine Gabe left for Wanda.  I was planning on going to break up with Emily, so I needed Dutch courage.’ 
 
    ‘Wine?’  I wrinkled my nose.  ‘Gabriel didn’t leave me wine.  I found choccies and flowers that he’d magicked into my room as an Imbolc gift.  No wine.’ 
 
    ‘There was wine, too,’ Max said.  ‘The Château Toff de Toff.  I was looking for Wolfie, and I went in your room.  A vase of flowers had spilled all over the wine, and I was wiping the bottle off when I thought, what the hell?’  He shot a guilty look in my direction.  ‘You know how I feel about Gabriel.  The thought of you and him drinking it and laughing together made me a bit annoyed.  I mean, I don’t get it.  Why are you still seeing him?  He was a total twat to you at Winter Solstice, shouting at you, trying to force you to let him in on the investigation you were doing at the time.  He’s not a good guy, Wanda.  I don’t care what everyone else thinks.  I trust my gut, and until him, you used to too.  You didn’t like him on sight.  Neither of us did.  So ... why?’ 
 
    I swallowed, tears spilling from my eyes.  ‘I don’t know, Max.  I keep telling myself I need to break up with him.  I keep thinking of all the crappy things he’s said or done.  But then once I’m around him, it’s like I get overwhelmed by my feelings.  I should have dumped him months ago.  I’m so sorry.’ 
 
    Max looked away from me.  All of a sudden, things felt far too real.  I knew that, even without my new feelings for Max, I really should have broken up with Gabriel long ago.  And I knew that it was exactly what Max wanted – and deserved – all along.  For me to put him first, no matter whether we were a couple or not.  I cared more about him than I did about Gabriel.  I always had.  And it was killing me that I hadn’t put an end to things before now. 
 
    ‘Anyway, I only took a couple of glugs,’ Max went on.  ‘I left most of the bottle down here on the table with the rest of the wine that was laid out.  I was going to leave an apology note, but then I started to change and ...’ 
 
    Ronnie slapped her hand against her thigh.  ‘And that’s exactly what we all drank.  The Château Toff de Toff.  Agatha brought so much wine with her that night.  Gifts from well-wishers for the upcoming election.  We all assumed it was one of hers, but it must have been from Gabriel.’  Her eyes filled with the shock of realisation.  ‘Wanda, your boyfriend might have tried to use a love potion on you.’ 
 
    They all turned to stare at me.  The sick feeling I had a little while ago was taking me over.  It was no longer a suspicion.  It was fact.  I thought back to my time with Gabriel.  The gifts he was constantly giving me.  The drinks he poured and the food he prepared.  The way he smelled.  ‘Um ... the thing is,’ I said.  ‘I’m not sure that the Château Toff de Toff was his only attempt.  I’m starting to believe he might have been dosing me for a long time now.’ 
 
    Finn looked at me, his eyes wide.  ‘Well then we need to find Gabriel.  First off, so he can tell us the bloody antidote before anyone else goes the same way as Agatha.  Second off, so we can arrest his creepy, girlfriend-drugging behind!’ 
 
    We all stood up, full of resolve. 
 
    And that was when the lights went out, and something hard cracked me over the back of my head. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 23. Godbodys and Monsters 
 
    My eyes began to sting, and I realised that I was in a brightly lit room.  Scratch that.  I was under a light, sitting on a hard, wooden chair, my wrists and ankles shackled.  I shielded my eyes, doing my best to look around.  The light was shining on me only, while the rest of the place was in darkness.  It was a kitchen, old and messy, with the remains of a recent meal on one of the countertops.  There was one of those ancient refrigerators, an old wood-fired stove, and ... I squinted.  A microwave? 
 
    ‘She’s awake,’ a voice I recognised called out.  The speaker came into view, and I blinked.  It was the gorgeous vampire who’d been visiting Johnny Goode in jail, except that she had Horse Face’s voice – she even had Horse Face’s thick bracelet on her wrist.  Cogs began to uncomfortably squeeze themselves into place. 
 
    Lindsey Berry was Loretta Banks.  But what was she, exactly – a vampire or a witch? 
 
    She smiled at me, her fangs elongating.  ‘Watch this,’ she said, waving a hand over her face.  ‘Glamour on.’ 
 
    In front of my eyes she became Lindsey Berry, replete with the long face and skinny body. 
 
    ‘Glamour off,’ she said, waving a hand again, returning to her vampire form. 
 
    I swallowed.  Even Gretel couldn’t do a glamour as quickly as that. 
 
    ‘I’m good, amn’t I?’ said Lindsey, or Loretta, or whoever she was.  ‘But then, as the love of my life is constantly telling me, there’s no other woman quite as talented as me.’ 
 
    I rubbed my eyes as Gabriel appeared, snaking his arm around her waist and kissing her cheek.  ‘Don’t get me started on which of your talents I love the best,’ he said.  ‘We don’t want to make poor Wanda feel like a gooseberry, now do we?’  He looked at me and grinned, fangs lengthening and retracting in the blink of an eye. 
 
    Oh dear.  Those cogs in my mind were turning again.  Their lurching speed was making me feel a bit ill, to be honest.  Gabriel was some sort of vampire, too?  Well, I guess I should have seen that one coming.  He was a member of the Dark Team all along.  And seeing as a kitchen this creepy could only belong in Gabriel senior’s ugly old mansion, that meant I’d been right about his father, too. 
 
    ‘Aw, isn’t she adorable?’ Lindsey said.  ‘Everyone keeps saying how clever she is, but she never did see what was staring her in the face.  I mean, you’d think she might have picked up on the fact that you and me are madly in love.’ 
 
    Gabriel grinned and said, ‘Yeah, well, she knows now.’  He pulled her in for a kiss.  A noisy, slurping kiss that I couldn’t bear to look at.  Every part of me hurt, but nothing more than my heart.  And I didn’t think it was devastation over Gabriel’s betrayal.  I’d never liked him enough for that.  In truth, I’d never liked him at all. 
 
    The hammering in my chest did not feel good, though, and I had to wonder how long it would be before I followed Agatha to the afterlife. 
 
    I pulled at the cuffs.  Witch irons, I could feel it.  Why did I always wind up disempowered at the most inconvenient of times?  I glanced around while I pulled, but most of the room was in darkness.  If I was here, did that mean everyone else was too?  What about Max?  My family?  Wolfie, Dizzy and Bowie? 
 
    A screen suddenly appeared, in front of a dirty looking above-sink window.  Gabriel finally ripped his lips away from Lindsey’s.  He pressed a button, and the screen began to show footage of the Godbody dining room. 
 
    I hated that room with a passion.  I had endured painful dinners there, while Gabriel and his father stuffed themselves and threw bones to invisible animals.  Invisible animals that I’d always meant to ask about but never had.  Why was that?  What exactly had Gabriel been doing to me all this time? 
 
    I peered at my loved ones on the screen, each one posed around the table as though waiting for their meal to arrive.  Their familiars were in their laps, dozing as though they hadn’t a care in the world.  Dizzy was there too, slumped in the middle of the table.  Bowie was in my father’s arms, and Wolfie was sleeping at his feet.  But where was Max? 
 
    Just as I was asking myself that terrible question, I saw the shadows in the corners of the dining room begin to move, creeping towards the sleeping bodies at the table.  Next, I heard the sudden snapping of jaws.  I moved madly in my chair, pulling at my cuffs, grunting and shrieking in frustration. 
 
    ‘What are you doing to them?’ I growled.  ‘You’d better not hurt a hair on their heads, or I swear to the goddess …’ 
 
    ‘The goddess!’  Gabriel Godbody the Twentieth appeared behind his son, laughing his weirdo head off.  ‘There is no goddess.  We’re the only gods you need concern yourself with, Wayfarer.’ 
 
    I clenched my jaw.  ‘Can we leave the delusional ramblings for another time?  What have you done to them?  And where’s Max?’ 
 
    ‘Your friends and family are perfectly fine,’ he replied with a roll of his eyes.  ‘They’re under a sleeping spell.  Nothing to worry about.’ 
 
    ‘But where’s Max?  You’d better tell me where he is, and you’d better tell me now!’ 
 
    ‘Or what?’  Gabriel’s father grinned.  ‘What will you do, Wayfarer?’  He neared the chair and brought his face close to mine.  ‘Don’t bother with the bluster, Wanda.  I know exactly how scared you are.  I can read your mind.  I always could.  Just like I know that right now, you’re looking at that microwave, and you’re thinking ... why does a man who hates electronics have a microwave in his kitchen?  You had me pegged for having links to the Dark Team, I know.  But now you’re thinking: is the microwave a teleportation device?  Does he use it to collect payments from clients, payments that are cleverly disguised as fried chicken and sent directly to this place?  Why yes.  Yes, that’s it in a nutshell.  Or in a fried chicken wrapper, I suppose.’  He steepled his fingers beneath his chin.  ‘No, I’m not the mere affable empath you believed me to be.’ 
 
    I shrugged my shoulders.  ‘None of this is a shocker, is it?  No one actually believed you were an empath.  And forget about affable.  The thing about empaths is that they tend to be caring.  They don’t feel your pain and complain about it.  They feel your pain and try to help.’ 
 
    He laughed.  ‘Whatever you say.  After all, you’re the clever one.  You’re the one who knows everything.  Well, except when her boyfriend has been dosing her and her family and friends for months.’ 
 
    I stared at Gabriel junior.  I’d suspected that the wine wasn’t the first time he tried to sneak me a potion, but he’d been spiking the others all this time, too? 
 
    My very-ex boyfriend gave a casual shrug.  His hair was slicked back, and he was dressed in black slacks and a waistcoat, with a ruffled white shirt beneath.  I knew he was trying to convey a vampire vibe, but really he looked more like he should be in a mariachi band. 
 
    ‘I barely had to give your coven a thing,’ he said.  ‘Most of it was just suggestion, a bit of mild mind-altering hypnosis.  But you?  You took the biscuit, Wanda.  I started off the way I would with any idiot I was trying to make fall in love with me, but you just kept needing more.  I ended up having to dose everything.  My cologne.  My clothes.  Every present I ever gave you.  Every drink I ever brought you.  And yet you never completely fell for my charms.  I mean, what is it with you?’ 
 
    My heart was beginning to beat even faster, but I needed to ignore it, overcome it – I needed to get out of this kitchen and help everyone.  I could still see those damned shadows moving in the dining room on the screen.  I could still hear them snarling and snapping. 
 
    Gabriel and his father let out a laugh in perfect unison. 
 
    ‘Oh, it was hilarious to listen to your thoughts over our dinners together,’ his father said.  ‘Every time you tried to ask me about the invisible animals, I reached inside your mind and took the question away.  But the days of making fun of you are over.  So I’ll tell you – they’re my pets.  The few werewolves and weredogs who survived our little hunts longer than a week get the pleasure of living in the house, with me – under my strict control, of course.  And confined to their animal forms for eternity.’  He looked at the screen, mumbled some words and waved a hand.  Before my eyes, the invisible animals took form.  And I really wished they would have stayed invisible.  I’d seen my fair share of werewolves and weredogs, but I’d never seen any like this.  The poor things looked feral.  He made them disappear once again, and then turned back to me.  ‘I forgot to feed them today, unfortunately.  Still, I’m sure they’ll behave.’ 
 
    I swallowed.  I hadn’t been given long enough to look at them before they became invisible again.  Was Max one of the weredogs in that room?  Or worse.  I thought of the photo on Heber Montrose’s desk.  His foot on top of a wolf’s head.  I knew he wasn’t in America in that picture.  They held their sick hunts here, in the forest surrounding this very house.  I thought of the emergency coordinates Barry had keyed into his microwave: Six thousand dead werewolves by eight thousand dead weredogs. 
 
    Those were the dark coordinates for the Godbody woodland.  They’d told Barry to key them in in case of an emergency – and when he couldn’t get Justine’s latest instructions, that’s exactly what he did.  Barry had no idea that he was on his way to be murdered.  And I still couldn’t shake one very disturbing question – were the numbers in those Dark Road coordinates a tally, or a goal?  Either way, it didn’t bode well for Max. 
 
    ‘Max ...’  I tried to speak, but my voice was wheezy, and my chest began to hurt even more.  ‘He ... where is ...’  I tried to clutch my chest, but realised that the shackles were chained about the back of the chair, restricting my movement.  ‘I ... my heart.  Gabe ... where’s Max?’ 
 
    He let out a disgruntled sigh.  ‘Fine!’  He came towards me, pulled my hair roughly back and tipped a vial of clear liquid down my neck.  Clamping my mouth shut he said, ‘Swallow – unless you want to have a heart attack right now.’ 
 
    I swallowed.  Almost instantly, I could feel my heart begin to calm down.  But I could feel so much more than that.  As the antidote chased the Château Toff de Toff out of my system, it was as if every memory I had of Gabriel came into sharper focus – and in each one, I saw him as he really was.  Looking at him now, I felt just the same as I had the first time I saw him on TV – thoroughly grossed-out.  My dad once told Gabriel that my gut was never wrong.  Maybe not – but it sure could be overridden by a powerful-enough potion. 
 
    On top of the churning Gabriel was setting off in my stomach, I also felt groggy.  I couldn’t tell whether it was from the after effects of the potion or whether it was caused by the bang on the back of the head I’d received at Wayfarers’ Rest. 
 
    ‘Good girl.  And don’t worry.  Your natural state of loathing towards me won’t last too much longer.  We’ll feed you some more love potion and get to work on that annoying brain of yours in a little while.’ 
 
    I tugged at the cuffs.  ‘My behind, you will.  That potion killed Agatha!  Why give me an antidote if you’re just going to poison me all over again?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Wanda.’  Gabriel shook his head.  ‘I would never do anything to hurt you.  Every potion I used to try and make you fall in love with me was thoroughly tested.  We have a wide network of potion pushers who carefully record the effects on all of their customers.  Of course, we’d have an even wider network if you didn’t keep arresting them.  Yeah, Johnny Goode was one of ours.  But the thing about you, Wanda, is that you’re a bit of a freak.’ 
 
    Lindsey came into view once again, laughing.  ‘A fat freak, I might add.’ 
 
    ‘Hey!’  I glared at her.  ‘I happen to like my figure, thanks very much.’  Okay, so I sometimes wished I didn’t have so much trouble finding shirts that would accommodate my boobs without being too wide at the waist, but she didn’t need to know that.  I switched my glare to Gabriel.  ‘If you could just get on with the rest of your mad monologue without interruptions from your girlfriend, that’d be great.  I believe you left off by telling me I was a freak.’ 
 
    He sent a pointed look in Lindsey’s direction, and with a murderous glance at me, she retreated to a dark corner of the room. 
 
    ‘Look, what happened to Agatha is actually your fault,’ he said.  ‘You never had quite the expected reaction to anything I tried on you.  And I worked so hard, too.  I made sure that the potion-infused colognes I used smelled like cinnamon, because you seem to have an unhealthy obsession with apple tart made with that spice.  I read your thoughts for ages before I made a move.  It was Max this, Max that.  Oh, Max looks like he’s had a hard day at work, I think I might grab him a chocolate soymilk and make him some spaghetti hoops on toast.  Or: oh, Max is sooo sweet and lovely, I just love these slippers he bought me.  Or: I can’t wait to get home so I can snuggle up on the couch with Max.  I mean, give me a break.  With thoughts like that, no wonder I figured you were in love with him.  But you had me dressing like that scruffy runt for nothing.  Because it wasn’t him you were in love with after all, was it?  Except you keep those thoughts to a minimum.  Quite right too.  It’s not as if you have a chance in hell with a guy like Will Berry.’ 
 
    I looked away from him, wishing to the goddess that I could shut him out of my head.  Shut him up, full stop.  I also wished I had a headache pill, but I wasn’t about to ask for one.  Never take a pill from a stranger – and Gabriel was definitely strange. 
 
    He gritted his teeth.  ‘Your mind is ringing because I’m trying to read your thoughts.  It’s a recent development.  An original Wayfarer talent, according to my father.  But don’t worry – we’re working hard to find a solution.’ 
 
    My eyes widened.  If I was beginning to gain another of the original Wayfarer’s talents, then there was no way I was going to let them take it from me.  I thought back to the stories I’d read.  The way she fought against vampires was legendary.  She’d never once succumbed to hypnosis, the way so many other witches had.  Yeah, maybe she could fight mind control.  Maybe I could, too. 
 
    Gabriel’s lips formed a grin.  How had I kissed those lips?  Ugh.  They looked both slimy and dry at the same time.  What was with that? 
 
    ‘You’re not quite on par with the original Wayfarer, Wanda.  Maybe in time, and with training, you’d be able to shield your mind.  But the fact that you were beginning to show signs of shutting us out, and you were responding even less enthusiastically to my advances than usual … that’s why we had to act fast.  You should have drunk that bottle of Château Toff de Toff alone, Wanda, and then fallen into my arms.  Instead, you’ve put your whole coven at risk.’  He smiled at me.  It had all the depth of a flat line.  ‘But I can see that you’re getting a bit tired of me, so why don’t I let my father fill in the rest of the gaps?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, dear goddess, no,’ I muttered, as Gabriel’s father pulled a chair over and sat in front of me. 
 
    His bony hand reached out and patted my knee.  I shook him off, and struggled to get out of the hard chair, not caring that I was making the cuffs around my ankles chafe.  Sure, there was a lot I was still curious about, but I wished they’d found someone more personable to do the talking.  Even Barry Plimpton would have been preferable. 
 
    ‘Where to start?’ he pondered.  ‘Let’s see.  What’s been making you most curious just lately?  Yes, I was behind Mr Rundt killing my neighbour, Winnie Wywood, a short while ago.  But you knew that, didn’t you?  Just like you knew that I did it for no other reason than I wanted her land.  I don’t like neighbours.  Neighbours are nosey.  I set Mr Rundt up to take the fall for that one, though.  Because ... well ... you met the man.  Oh, yes, we killed the former Minister and her secretary.  She was behind on her payments, and she was just days away from telling you what little she knew.  Not that she knew much, despite all her big talk but ... she could have led us to you.  Same for her secretary.  Hmm ... what else?  Oh, yes – your flying teacher, Amelia.  Technically, the credit for almost murdering her goes to my son.’ 
 
    I felt as though a ball of lead had hit me in the stomach.  ‘Amelia?’  I stared in horror at Gabriel.  ‘You sabotaged her broom during that race?  You could have killed her.’ 
 
    He looked so nonchalant that I wanted to smack him in the face.  ‘I wanted to win,’ he said.  ‘And even though I was already cheating by riding a hybrid broom, I still wasn’t going to come any better than third.  If she didn’t beat me, it would have been Will Berry.  But I’m good at reading people.  I knew good old Will would save the day.  He always has to play the hero.  He’s such a twat.’ 
 
    The shock was leaving my system, quickly being replaced by a cold, hard anger.  I should have known.  All the clues had been there.  I’d just had a mental block where Gabriel was concerned, all these months.  Of course he was riding a hybrid broom.  Will and Amelia put in so much training for flying competitions, but people really believed Gabriel could just turn up and win the race?  Of course he cheated.  But he’d gone even further than that, sabotaging Amelia’s broom and almost killing her at Chaos Chasm. 
 
    I could see him smiling, waiting for me to ask more, to shout at him, to cry.  I could see that the guy was just as messed up as his father was.  I could see him.  I didn’t want to give him the pleasure of a reaction, but I couldn’t just up and leave, either, what with the small matter of being constrained in witch irons.  So I turned my attention back to his father. 
 
    ‘Nancy Berry,’ I spat.  ‘You killed her.’ 
 
    Gabriel senior gave me an amiable smile.  ‘Ah yes, Nancy Berry.  Goodness, I’d almost forgotten about her.  Heber?’  He looked into a dark corner, and the fat manager of Mutual Magic stepped forward.  ‘I know you have places to be, but perhaps you could field this one before you go.’ 
 
    Heber Montrose looked at his watch.  ‘Yes, I killed Nancy,’ he said impatiently.  ‘Yes, I’m a member of the Dark Team.  Yes, I make some extra money for us by charging people extortionate interest on the loans they need to pay for our services.  They think I’m a mere go-between.’ 
 
    He paused to pick at something between his teeth with a sharp fingernail.  ‘I give them the money, disguised as fried chicken, and a set of coordinates to send it to via a teleportation microwave.  I killed Nancy because, well, what else would you expect me to do with a snoop?’  He gave me a leering smile.  ‘I recall you thinking I was a little on the large side.  But I’m as fit as the rest of the team.  I moved from Swanks to Three Witches Brew in the blink of an eye.  Gabriel senior is older than the rest of us – he remembered the switch down below the tavern that disempowers the town of Riddler’s Cove, so I pulled that first, just in case anything went wrong and one of you Wayfair idiots tried to step in.  Killed Nancy, turned the power back on, kept myself vaporized the whole time and got myself back to the party at Swanks before anyone noticed I was missing.’  He puffed up his chest.  ‘How do you like me now?’ 
 
    I gritted my teeth.  ‘About the same.’ 
 
    He trundled out of the room, casting a sneer in my direction as he went.  I sneered right back, and then decided that I might as well continue with the Q and A session.  I mean, sure, it was slightly disconcerting that they were telling me everything so freely.  That was the kind of information psychos only shared when they were about to kill you.  But it was taking up time.  Time I could use to think – well, time I could use to try and think without having my thoughts read. 
 
    ‘So how many of them are you?  This Dark Team?  Just Heber and the rest of you sad sacks in this room, is it?’ 
 
    ‘Well, of course that’s what you’d be most interested in knowing,’ said the man who would never be my father-in-law.  ‘There are thirteen of us.’  He looked into the shadows.  ‘Well, come out, gang.  Show yourselves.’ 
 
    More people moved into my eye line.  Including Gabriel, his father and his girlfriend, there were ten of them.  He’d said there were thirteen, though, which meant that Heber wasn’t the only one with things to do.  I recognised only two others.  I had seen them both at the Everest Climb, when I was searching for Facility B.  Sven the Speedster, a tall guy with bleached blond hair, had been a host at the competition.  His uncle, the man who was standing beside him now, had been the race organiser.  Sven was well known in the sporting world, and it was no secret that he was a vampire. 
 
    The rest of them?  They could have been anyone.  But even though I might not remember seeing them before, I knew that they’d seen me.  Because as they looked at me right now, I had the same feeling that had been haunting me for weeks: the wigginess.  The only difference was that now, I could see who was creepily staring my way. 
 
    They stepped back out of my sight, and Gabriel senior continued to speak.  ‘We’re the most elite, most powerful assassins in the world, so naturally I’m the leader.  Hmm ... what else?’  He smiled.  ‘I’m old, of course.  I’ve seen rises and falls.  I’ve been the one who made the risers rise and the fallers fall.  I use the usual techniques to make people forget how old I am, and so on and so forth.  Such manoeuvres are simple for those with vampire blood.  We are, after all, descendants of those angelic creatures known as watchers.  But my family have relatives from all sides of the heavenly wars.  Hence the name Gabriel.’  His sharp-toothed smile widened.  ‘I keep it as a bit of a laugh, I suppose.  The angel Gabriel, you see, was sent to destroy the children of the watchers and the humans.  But for generations now, my line has been a new kind of hybrid.  Witches and vampires, some of us living in our vampire state, using our powers to hide the witch part of our nature, and others living as witches, keeping our vampire abilities hidden from the world.  We’re more powerful than the original watchers.  We are as gods on earth.  We are–’ 
 
    ‘Wait.’  I held a hand up and rolled my eyes.  ‘The watchers were angels who mated with humans, right?  So of all the vampire creation myths there are, you’re choosing to believe the one which makes you descendants of some kind of angel?  Isn’t there another version of that story that says that vampires were sent by God?  Sent to kill the children of the watchers and humans?  And while we’re at it, aren’t there like a hundred more versions of how vampires came to be.  You don’t know.  Nobody knows.  You’ve just chosen the story that strokes your ego the most.  So can you just get on with telling me what any of this has to do with me?’ 
 
    His lips began to tremble, and his nostrils flared.  ‘You’re about as unpleasant as my stupid wife was.  She never could accept that my word was truth.  She kept scrabbling around in that feeble brain of hers.  Trying to break free of me.  Lot of good it did her in the end.’ 
 
    My eyes flitted to Gabriel junior.  ‘I thought your mother killed herself.’ 
 
    He opened his mouth, but his father cut across him.  ‘She did.  Because she drove herself mad trying to free herself from a fate she should have embraced.  And you’ll go the same way, if you don’t just give in and let us do what must be done.’ 
 
    I made to interrupt, but his father raised his voice and kept on talking.  ‘What you need to realise, Wayfarer, is that we are the most powerful force in this world.  We hybrids move through all walks of life, supernatural and human.  We are the movers and the shakers.  The power behind the throne.  We decide who we want to be in charge, and we make it happen.  We put Justine Plimpton in power.  And we ended her life, too.  Everything that happens, we decide.  We are the most–’ 
 
    ‘Whoa there, Nelly,’ I said.  My head was beginning to hurt again.  They were trying to make me accept everything they were saying, but there was a lot more that they weren’t saying.  ‘You were the one who slipped my dad that love potion back in college, weren’t you?  The one who split him and my mam up.’ 
 
    Gabriel senior sawed his jaw.  ‘No.  I was the one who realised it was a love potion and got them back together.’ 
 
    I clutched my head.  I could feel him needling in there, trying to control the direction my questions took.  ‘No!’ I cried.  ‘You did it.  You did it because you were Dark Team even back then.  You did it because Justine paid you and for no other reason.  But then you changed your mind.  Why?’ 
 
    He gave me a lingering look, then pulled his eyes away and shrugged.  ‘You know what ... why not tell you the whole truth?  I’ll have made you forget it again in a little while.  Yes.  I broke your mother and father apart for nothing other than money.  But then I heard of a prophecy.  A girl child would be born.  A Wayfarer, as powerful as the original.  I had reason to believe that the child might be the offspring of your mother and father.  And if there was a girl that powerful, then I wanted her.  I want you, Wanda.  You’ll marry my son.  You’ll bear his child.  A child that will give my family more power than ever.  So ... I gave your father back to your mother, to make sure you were born.  Once you were, I left it a while and then gave him back to Justine again.  Because like I keep telling you – I decide the way the world turns.  I shape destinies.’  He smirked.  ‘And now it’s time for you to embrace your destiny.  All you have to do is relax.’ 
 
    Gabriel stepped forward again.  ‘Exactly,’ he said.  ‘You don’t want to wind up like my poor mother, do you?  Just give in.  It’ll be much easier for you.  You just need to sit there quietly, free your mind, drink what we tell you to drink and listen to every word we say.’ 
 
    I looked at him, doing my best to look like a frightened wretch.  Not too hard, considering I was frightened.  I needed him to feel confident, to feel like he was winning.  I needed him to stay the hell out of my head while I tried to pull at my power.  I’d done it when Kilian Berry had me in witch irons, so surely I could do it now.  As I felt the tingle begin, rising from my centre, trickling slow but steady through my body, I hid my excitement as best I could.  When I felt like I had built enough up, I concentrated on the shackles that bound me and thought: Open. 
 
    Both Gabriel senior and junior gasped, as the cuffs dropped to the floor.  Without giving them the time to react, I sent them reeling against the wall.  I was about to form a freezing spell, when they suddenly began to dissolve. 
 
    No, not dissolve, actually.  They were vaporizing. 
 
    I could see the filmy fog, sometimes looking humanoid, sometimes disappearing altogether. 
 
    ‘You can’t catch us,’ said Gabriel senior.  ‘We could come at you right now.  We could hit you with a death spell before you even registered it.’ 
 
    Yeah, right.  They weren’t going to kill me.  Not when they wanted me to play the happy little wife and mother.  ‘So do it, then!’ I shouted, calling their bluff.  ‘Kill me!  It’d be a relief, compared to the thought of marrying into this family.’ 
 
    Laughter filled the room.  The others had vaporized, too, and I could sense all of them moving invisibly towards me. 
 
    ‘Kill you?’ Gabriel senior’s voice reached my ears.  ‘Now, why would we do that before we’ve given you a chance to beg for your pet dog’s life?’ 
 
    The lighting dimmed, and the enormous screen flared to life once again.  This time, I wasn’t looking at the dining room.  This time, I was looking at something that scared me even more. 
 
    My heart began to beat far too hard again.  But it had nothing to do with a potion, and everything to do with fear.  Max was on the screen, running through the forest in his dog form.  A group of three men were chasing him, riding brooms.  They had bows and arrows, and were shooting purposely wide, herding Max through the forest, laughing every time one of their shots drew near.  Heber Montrose was one of them, cackling like he was having the time of his life.  Alf Owens, the Godbody gamekeeper, was another.  I didn’t recognise the third. 
 
    Gabriel junior began to rematerialize in front of the screen.  ‘Now, you might not be in love with Max, but you do love him.  That much has become irritatingly clear over the past months.  So I’ll make a deal with you.  If you relax, let down your guard, and make it a little easier for us to reprogramme you completely, then we might let him survive the night.’ 
 
    I blinked.  Now that I’d received the antidote, my feelings for Max were confusing, to say the least.  For a few precious days everything had seemed so simple.  It was as though the truth had been staring me in the face for months, and I finally knew – Max and I were perfect together. 
 
    Now ... now I might not know whether I wanted to be with him romantically, but I knew that I loved Max.  I loved him as much as anyone in my family.  I needed to come up with a way to save him now, to save all of them.  Because after they did this reprogramming thing, who knew what horrors I’d be forced to let them away with? 
 
    My head was aching again, and my ears were ringing so loudly.  As I winced with the pain, a muscle in Gabriel’s jaw tensed. 
 
    ‘You need to stop this, Wanda.  Sure, you’ve bumbled your way out of a few dicey situations, but that was all down to stupid dumb luck.  You’re no match for us.  So stop trying to shut us out.  Stop trying to come up with stupid plans.  Because you won’t win this.’ 
 
    Laughter echoed through the room as, one by one, the rest of them appeared.  They had me encircled, and I could feel them all, each and every one of them rummaging around in my mind. 
 
    I pushed at the walls of my brain, trying to shut them out, trying to think without them all needling in there.  But they kept at it and at it.  My ears hurt so much.  My head felt like it was about to explode.  I felt myself falling to my knees, felt my hands clutching my head, heard myself scream in agony. 
 
    ‘Give in,’ Gabriel senior said with a smile.  ‘You will take your potion like a good little girl, and you will marry my son.  After that, we’ll do a bit of work on you and the rest of your coven, make sure you stay on side, make sure all of your family and friends are delighted about you joining my son in unholy matrimony.  You shall bear Gabriel a child, to be named Gabriel Godbody the Twenty-Second.  That child will be the most powerful hybrid ever to have walked this earth.  That is all we ask of you.  All you need to do is relax and let us get on with our job.  And before you interrupt again, remember – this is the only way that your precious Max survives.’ 
 
    Still on my knees, unable to get up, I looked around at them all, desperately trying to think of another way.  But the pain I was feeling was driving the truth of the situation home – this was the Dark Team.  They murdered people and left no trace.  They influenced minds without ever being suspected.  I knew what they did, and now I knew how they did it.  Sure, I’d managed to get free of the witch irons, but all that had achieved was putting them on their guard. 
 
    If this was just me, just my life at stake, I would rather die trying than spend a life shackled to Gabriel.  Because if, in all the months he’d been dosing me and playing with my head, I still hadn’t quite fallen head over heels, then how was this ever going to work?  They’d feed me drugs, the same drugs they had the ex-Minister feed to my father, and they’d muck about in my head, changing what I thought, what I felt, day after day.  Until nothing felt real.  Until I was crazy enough to throw myself off the tallest tower of the mansion, the way Gabriel’s poor mother had done. 
 
    I eyed Gabriel senior.  If that’s what she did.  I had no doubt that this man killed everyone who was the slightest problem.  Hell, he probably killed my father’s familiar, just for kicks.  Once I had this wunderkind, what would happen to me? 
 
    I looked back at the screen.  I could see Max, panting with exhaustion while Heber Montrose and his cronies chased him for laughs.  Would they really stay true to their word?  If I gave in now, would they spare his life? 
 
    ‘Maybe we’ll spare his life,’ Gabriel said, his voice cold.  He moved to the refrigerator and pulled out a small vial, then carried it towards me.  ‘But only if you give in.  Now, tip your head back like a good girl, and drink it all down in one go.’ 
 
    I stared at the vial.  I could smell it from here – that cinnamon smell, Gabriel’s smell, the smell I had been forced to fall in like with.  This was it.  Time to choose.  Max’s life, or my happiness. 
 
    I gritted my teeth.  ‘Fine.  Let’s get it over with.’ 
 
    As I tipped my head back, and Gabriel began to pour, a loud banging came to my ears.  And it was followed by the sweetest sound I’d heard all night: the voice of Gretel. 
 
    ‘Open up!  This is the Wayfarers!  We have a warrant to search this property!’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 24. Sometimes it’s Okay to Ride With Strangers 
 
    I could hear them breaking down the door – no, doors!  They seemed to be covering every entrance to the house, forcing their way in with magic or battering rams.  I felt a rush of relief that they weren’t just standing there waiting for the door to be answered.  But almost as soon as the relief came, it flittered away again. 
 
    Who was I kidding?  These vamp-witch maniacs could get out of here in an instant.  Disempowering them would do no good, not when they had their vampire tricks to fall back on.  I forced myself to overcome the pain in my mind, then opened my arms wide, trying to spread my spell about, hoping to catch as many of them as I could while I bellowed, ‘Conáil!’ 
 
    I should have been delighted to see four of them freeze on the spot – crazy Gabriel, his crazier father, his mental girlfriend and some other woman I didn’t know.  But all I could think was that the rest of them were getting away.  I sent freezing spells everywhere, but I didn’t manage to stop anyone else. 
 
    Gretel barged in, and her eyes widened when she saw me standing in the dishevelled kitchen with four frozen criminals. 
 
    ‘Finn and the others are in the dining room,’ I said, running to the fridge.  Handily, the vials of antidote to the love potion were all lined up neatly in a box marked Antidote.  As more Wayfarers rushed into the room, I passed the box to Gretel.  ‘They’re under a sleeping spell, but it’s their hearts I’m most worried about.  Give this to all of the women, straight away.’ 
 
    ‘Wait!’  She pulled me back as I made for the door.  ‘Where are you going?’ 
 
    My throat almost closed up with the effort it took to say, ‘Max is out there.  In that forest.  Being hunted.’ 
 
    I couldn’t say anymore.  I just began to run.  I could see Gretel pass the box to another Wayfarer before she began to run after me, hot on my heels.  She had far longer legs than mine, and she caught me in a few strides and led me to the carriage that had transported them there.  She pulled open the door, and grabbed a couple of brooms.  ‘We can do a fly over.  We should find Max quicker that way.’ 
 
    Just as I nodded gratefully, the strangest thing began to happen.  One of those things that shouldn’t be unexpected, but somehow is.  I always knew that the carriages that Finn’s force used to get around were borrowed from the sióga – the Irish faeries.  For some reason, the Queen had taken a shine to Finn, and had given him carriages pulled by Púca, so that anyone with less than stellar magic would still be able to reach a crime scene in a flash.  A literal flash, because that was how the carriage generally appeared – in a blinding but beautiful flash of light. 
 
    Anyway, worry makes me ramble.  The point is ... well, the Púca are the point.  Púca are shapeshifters, and the ones pulling the carriages took the form of sleek black horses.  Usually.  But as Gretel and I swung our legs over our brooms and prepared to search for Max, two of those Púca shifted in front of our eyes into a man and woman.  They were tall, dark haired, blue eyed, and thankfully clothed. 
 
    ‘Get on,’ said the woman.  ‘We know where Max is.’ 
 
    I felt my forehead wrinkle. ‘Get on?  But you’ve just shifted into ... people?’ 
 
    Yeah, I ended that one on a question because, well, they weren’t people any longer.  I was about half way through my previous sentence when they were suddenly horses again, stooping down so that Gretel and I could mount their backs. 
 
    Most young witches know better than to ride the Púca.  They’re tricksters, to say the least.  But Finn trusted the Queen.  And right now, seeing as these two ridiculously good looking creatures were the fastest way for me to get to Max, I decided to trust them, too. 
 
    I climbed gently on, wondering whether we were going to fly or what, when there was a sudden, blinding flash of light.  I felt the air around me shift – no, I felt everything shift and lurch.  It was like the world was turning inside out, upside down. 
 
    There was a second flash of light before I found myself in the woodland, with no Púca in sight.  Gretel was standing beside me, looking just as confused as I was.  ‘How did we get here?  Where did they go?’ 
 
    I was about to answer her confusion with my bafflement, when I heard a triumphant cry of, ‘We’ve got you now, doggie!’ high on the wind. 
 
    Brooms came whizzing overhead, and Max ran past. 
 
    Without thinking about it, I knew exactly what to do.  ‘We have to move fast,’ I told Gretel.  ‘You hit your device, and I’ll try to freeze them before they can react.’ 
 
    Without hesitation, Gretel grabbed her disempowerment device from her belt, pointed it at the broomstick riders, and slapped the button down. 
 
    As soon as she did, Heber Montrose, the Godbody gamekeeper, and the other man I’d seen hunting with them on the screen went crashing to the ground. 
 
    There was a quick shift in their forms, but I moved quicker.  I extended a hand, said, ‘Conáil,’ and watched as they stilled.  They had managed to vaporize their legs before my spell took hold, so now they hung there, motionless, like frozen genies in the air. 
 
    I sank to my knees in relief, as Max came limping towards me.  His fur was singed from spells.  He’d caught his hind legs on barbed wire somewhere along the way, and there was more than one nasty gash.  But he was alive.  My Max was alive, and I felt more relieved than I’d ever thought possible. 
 
    I grabbed him and pulled him tight.  As soon as my arms wrapped around him, I felt my eyes begin to close. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 25. Sleeping Beauty 
 
      
 
    It was still dark when I woke up in Night and Gale Healing Hospital.  Dizzy was looking down at me from the ceiling above my head, and my mother and father were sitting next to the bed. 
 
    ‘She’s awake!’ Dizzy cried, flying to my shoulder and kissing me all over.  ‘You’re awake, Wanda.’ 
 
    I sat up a little too quickly, and the room began to spin.  ‘Is everyone alright?’ I rasped as my father passed me a glass of ice chips. 
 
    ‘Everyone’s going to be fine,’ my mother said.  ‘No lasting damage to anyone.  The sleeping spell was easily broken.  The antidote to the potion worked like a charm, too.  And all of those weredogs and werewolves the Godbodys were keeping up there ... well, they’re being rehabilitated.  Some of them were there for decades, so recovery could take some time.’ 
 
    I blinked, taking it all in.  I’d been so disturbed by those invisible animals every time I visited Godbody House.  All that time, they were being kept captive.  Just like I might have been, if things had gone differently.  Gabriel senior hadn’t just been creepy.  He’d been a truly evil man.  A man capable of incredible cruelty.  A man who was even capable of killing a familiar.  At the thought of my dad’s dead cocker spaniel, another dog’s face rushed into my mind.  ‘Bowie!  Is he ...?’ 
 
    A tear slid down my mother’s cheek.  ‘He passed away a few hours after we were rescued from Godbody House – which I suppose means that whichever one of the Dark Team who killed Nancy is in Witchfield.’ 
 
    ‘Heber,’ I said, my voice still scratchy.  ‘It was Heber Montrose who killed her.’  I hesitated, scared to ask the next question.  ‘How many ... how many of them did we catch, in the end?’ 
 
    ‘Only the ones you froze.  So seven.’  My father’s jaw clenched.  ‘But it’s only a matter of time before we find the others.’ 
 
    I nodded, but I wasn’t so sure.  These people had been around for years – centuries, possibly.  ‘I should get up,’ I said, beginning to push off my covers.  ‘I want to bury Bowie.’ 
 
    My father shook his head, smoothing my covers back down.  ‘We waited as long as we could, but we ... well ... we gave him a good burial.  And before he passed, he told us to thank you.  He also said something that I didn’t quite understand.’  My father glanced at my mother. 
 
    She leant forward.  ‘Bowie said ... he said to tell you that no matter how things seem right now, Will cares for you as much as he always did.  He said ... he said that we mustn’t tell anyone but you.  We promised him but ...’  My mother frowned.  ‘What’s all this about Will caring for you?’ 
 
    I pulled at the neck of my hospital gown.  ‘Sod it if I know,’ I said.  ‘But ... he does seem to have my back when I need it most.  Well, except for tonight.  Wait ...’  My brain began to kick into gear.  ‘What do you mean you waited as long as you could to bury Bowie?  How long have I been asleep?’ 
 
    My mother and father looked at each other, and then my dad said, ‘It’s em ... it’s been quite a while.  Tomorrow is Valentine’s Day.’ 
 
    I imagine I must have looked a bit googly-eyed just then.  ‘But that means ... the election.  The referendum.’ 
 
    ‘All going ahead,’ my mother said with a funny smile.  ‘Let’s not worry about that just now, though.  We’ll get Florence in.  She can explain why you’ve been asleep so long.’ 
 
    She pressed a button next to my bed.  My eyes drooped for a few minutes, and then Florence walked into the room with Ronnie by her side.  Ronnie had two cups of coffee in her hands, and she placed one down beside me.  ‘Thought you could use this, Sleeping Beauty,’ she said with a wink. 
 
    She fished about in a shopping bag, and pulled out a box that contained an enormous slice of chocolate cake.  ‘And this.’ 
 
    I was seriously in love with her.  ‘So ... is someone going to tell me what’s going on?’ I asked through mouthfuls.  I did wonder, for a brief moment, if I should offer to share.  But like they said, I’d been asleep for days.  I needed the calories. 
 
    Florence bit her bottom lip.  ‘Well, that’s the thing.  We don’t really know.  I suppose it could have been the potions you’ve been subjected to, or the hypnosis.  Your mind could have simply been exhausted by it all.’ 
 
    Ronnie nodded unconvincingly.  ‘Yeah.  I mean, we’ve been testing all of the potions Gabriel’s been feeding you, and to be honest we don’t know how you don’t already have his kids.  You should have been the most in love woman in the world, with what he was feeding you.  But your body ...’  Ronnie took a seat on the edge of the bed.  ‘It’s like you were building an immunity to it.  It’s like no matter what he gave you, you fought it off.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, he said as much.  Although he didn’t sound as impressed when he was telling me.  More irritated enough to strangle me, really.  But what’s all this got to do with me sleeping for over a week?’ 
 
    Florence took in a deep breath, blew it out, and said, ‘We don’t really know.  According to Gretel, as soon as you knew Max was all right, you fell asleep, right there in the forest.  You’ve been asleep ever since.  And your brain activity has been ... interesting.’  She fiddled about with a chart at the bottom of my bed, then picked it up and read it.  ‘You’ve been dreaming the whole time, and while you dreamt, your body was repairing the damage to your heart, damage we thought would need some incredibly difficult healing spells to repair.  And your brain was lighting up like a Solas spell and ... well, basically it was the most active coma I’ve ever witnessed.  You’re now in perfect health.  Better than perfect, if there’s such a thing.  All of your cells, every part of you, is as good as new.’ 
 
    I sat back.  This was interesting.  Not only was I learning to shut out vampire attacks on my mind, but I’d done some sort of reboot thing, too.  But I could ponder on all of that another day.  For now, I felt rested and ready to tackle the world.  And I felt like I wanted a few more answers, too.  ‘Hey ... what happened, anyway?  How come Gretel turned up at Godbody House with so many Wayfarers?’ 
 
    Just as I uttered Gretel’s name, her head appeared around the door.  Finn was by her side, and Christine, Melissa, Max and Lassie were behind her. 
 
    ‘You have Emily to thank for that,’ Gretel said, walking into the room. 
 
    Finn joined her by the bed and ruffled my hair. 
 
    ‘Get off!’  I grinned up at him, then my eyes shot to Max.  ‘What did Emily do?’ 
 
    ‘Well, first she hated your guts,’ said Finn – far too happily – as he dragged a chair to my bedside and sat backwards on it.  ‘She hated both you and good ol’ Maxie.’ 
 
    Max’s cheeks took on a beetroot-coloured tinge, and he stuffed his hands into his pockets and looked at the floor.  ‘Apparently she figured out that I broke up with her because of you, and she came to Wayfarers’ Rest to give you a bit of a talking to.  But when she got to the back door, she heard us all talking about the love spell and the Dark Team and what not.  She cast an invisibility spell, and kept right on listening.  And when she saw the bats fly towards the house, she cottoned on to the fact that they were the Dark Team. So she phoned Gretel.’ 
 
    ‘All that any of you guys saw was the lights going out,’ Gretel went on.  ‘But a few seconds later, the Dark Team lit the kitchen up for themselves so they could sort out transporting you all to Godbody House.  Emily saw them talking and planning.  Basically, she saved the day.’ 
 
    ‘Oh.’  I sank back against my pillows.  ‘So ... she doesn’t still hate me?  I’d hate it if Emily hated me.’ 
 
    ‘Of course she doesn’t.’  Melissa smiled wryly.  ‘And I feel a bit bad myself, right now, after the way we argued.  I think we all feel a bit sheepish, thinking about the lengths the love potion made us go to.’ 
 
    Ronnie nodded.  ‘Oh boy, yeah.  I still can’t look Arthur Albright in the eye.  Thank the goddess it was only a potion, though.  We might all be incredibly embarrassed for a while to come, but we’ll soon be back to normal.’ 
 
    I caught Max’s eye, and looked away.  ‘Back to normal.  Great.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 26. Happy Endings 
 
    I spent the night at Wayfarers’ Rest, at my mother’s insistence.  I had hoped Max would stay over too, so we could talk properly, but he had a shift at the Water Bowl and would be working late. 
 
    The next morning he texted me to say that he was working again, but would meet me at the Riddler’s Edge community hall that night.  I guess if I was ... I dunno ... a suspicious detective of some sort, then I might have thought he was avoiding me.  But I had a lot to do that day, and Max’s weirdness would have to wait. 
 
    What did I have to do, you ask?  Oh, only accompany my mother and the rest of my coven while they did the rounds of the voting centres.  Because that’s the sort of thing that family and friends of the candidates do on Election Day. 
 
    Yup – you read that correctly.  My mother, leader of the Wayfair Coven, was in the running to be the next Minister for Magical Law.  A lot had happened while I lay dreaming.  On hearing of Agatha’s death, requests had come flooding in for my mother to take her place.  And now that she was slightly less obsessed with spending every second of the day with my dad, she had a bit more time to dedicate to her career. 
 
    Newspapers and news channels followed the popularity polls every day, detailing the incredible gap between the two candidates.  A gap that was in my mother’s favour. 
 
    And Max’s treatment at Godbody House had become national news, too.  After hearing about the Dark Team’s hunting parties, more and more people declared that they would vote in favour of Equal Rights for Others.  It was looking like the landslide of the century.  Never, since the war in the Year of the Worm, had there been so much change on the horizon.  Back then, vampires and werewolves had fought for their rights.  Now, it was time for all the others. 
 
    Election Day was the sort of day that I would normally have found exhausting, but ever since my big sleep, I’d developed somewhat of a spring in my step.  An actual spring, this time, unlike the jump in my step I’d been suffering for far too long.  I enjoyed the whole meet and greet thing, and still felt full of energy by the time we headed to the new community hall to wait for the results. 
 
    Berry Materialization had done an amazing job.  Just as Will promised, there were screens everywhere, so that Riddler’s Edge residents could watch the vote count as it happened.  Counting slips of paper might not sound all that exciting, but when your rights are at stake, it becomes more riveting than a murder mystery.  The polls closed at nine that evening, and the full count was expected to be in by midnight.  Hey, witches count quickly! 
 
    A large table had been reserved for us, and as soon as we sat down even more people came to greet my mother, all telling her they’d voted in her favour.  We didn’t need anyone in that hall to tell us they’d voted in favour of Equal Rights for Others – it was kind of a given. 
 
    The Caulfields were catering the event, and every so often Nan, Emily or Kevin would stop by with yet more food.  Emily had done something magical with cauliflower that I couldn’t even describe, making them into a veggie version of buffalo wings.  I ate so many of the things, and I still wanted more.  But I guess that the memory of how many times my food, my drink and my life had been spiked over the last few months had left a scar, because I did a sniff test of absolutely everything before it met my lips. 
 
    Maybe that was the worst thing about all of this – cinnamon, my favourite spice ever had been the smell that Gabriel used to ensure I breathed in as much of his potion as possible.  Would it be tainted for ever?  Would I never eat another slice of apple tart again? 
 
    Nan spun by the table, dropped an apple tart in front of me and kissed my head.  ‘Made it special for you,’ she said. 
 
    Okay, forget my earlier comment.  Nothing was going to keep me away from apple tart.  I thanked Nan profusely, then dug in.  It was half past eleven and two slices later when I finally spied Max at the other side of the room, his tall form towering above everyone else.  I was just about to go over to him, when Rover approached. 
 
    ‘Wanda!’  He pumped my hand warmly between his burly fists.  ‘It’s true then.  Your big sleep has done you the world of good.’ 
 
    I shrugged in embarrassment.  Ever since I’d left Night and Gale, people had been telling me I looked different.  When I tried to get them to be more specific, I got a wider range instead.  I looked ‘brighter,’ or ‘livelier,’ or ‘more settled.’  I looked ‘older,’ and ‘younger,’ and ‘more energetic.’ 
 
    I didn’t know how I looked.  But I did know how I felt.  I would best describe it as (ahem) different. 
 
    ‘Hey, I was wondering if you’d give me an intro to the big man.’  He nodded across the room, where Will Berry was doing the rounds with Mandy Parker.  Will was wearing casual slacks and a shirt with the top button undone.  Mandy looked like she was on her way to an inaugural ball.  ‘I know.’  Rover shook his head and chuckled.  ‘She seems to think this is her victory.  Not that the final count has been announced but ... the numbers are looking good.’ 
 
    He was wrong – the numbers were looking amazing.  So far, my mother had eighty percent of the vote.  If she kept above sixty, there wouldn’t be a College Board vote.  The popular vote would stand. 
 
    I led Rover over to Will, wishing I’d put a bit more thought into my own outfit.  I was in jeans, a T-shirt and a cardigan.  Always glamorous, amn’t I? 
 
    ‘Hey, Will.’  I tapped his arm lightly. 
 
    He spun around straight away, leaving Mandy talking to a table filled with wizards.  ‘Wanda.’  His Adam’s apple moved quickly up and down.  ‘You look ... you look ... different.’ 
 
    ‘So everyone keeps saying.’  I gave him a small smile.  ‘So ... this is Rover.  Unofficial weredog leader.’  I stepped aside so Rover could shake Will’s hand. 
 
    The two men greeted each other warmly.  ‘I’ve been trying to arrange a meeting,’ said Will.  ‘But you always seem so busy.  It’s great to finally meet you, Rover.  What do you think of it all?’ 
 
    I hovered at the side, feeling confused.  Mandy turned around to greet me briefly, before turning back to the wizards.  Okay, so greet me might not have been the correct term.  She said, ‘You’ve got sauce on you.  And pastry.  And something that might or mightn’t be ice cream.’ 
 
    Will and Rover chatted for a few more minutes, and when Rover broke away I went with him, doing my best to ignore the weight of Will’s eyes following me through the hall. 
 
    ‘What was that about?’ I asked.  ‘You’ve been wanting to meet Will Berry ever since you heard he was building this place.’ 
 
    Rover walked to a quiet corner, and I followed.  ‘Sure I have,’ he said.  ‘But I wanted you to introduce us.’ 
 
    I felt my forehead furrow.  ‘Yeah, but Will just said he’s been trying to arrange a meeting.  Why wait for me?’ 
 
    He looked off into the distance, a mysterious glint in his eyes, then he tapped his nose and said, ‘I have my reasons.  You know how I like to sniff these things out.’  He rubbed his hands together.  ‘Anyway, people to see.’  He patted me on the shoulder.  ‘Great to see you, Wanda.’ 
 
    ‘Wait!’ I called after him as he moved through the crowd.  ‘What did you mean?’  I sighed and stood back against the wall.  I guess I wasn’t going to get that answer any time soon. 
 
    I saw Max then, sitting at the table next to my dad.  All thoughts of Rover’s frustrating mysteriousness left my mind, and I rushed to greet him. 
 
    ‘Max!’  I threw my arms around his neck.  ‘I’ve missed you, you great big gorgeous weredog.’ 
 
    He laughed, his face colouring.  ‘Yeah, yeah.  Hey, I never did get to say a proper thank you.  You know – for saving me in the woods and all that.’  His expression turned serious.  ‘I was worried about you, when you fell asleep like that.’ 
 
    ‘Worried about me!’  I shook my head.  ‘I was nearly having kittens when I realised they were hunting you out there.  And you have nothing to thank me for, either.  I was the one who got you all into that mess in the first place.  What with my terrible taste in boyfriends.’ 
 
    ‘Hey!’  My dad shot me a mock-stern glare.  ‘Enough of that.’ 
 
    Max slapped my arm lightly.  ‘Yeah, Wanda.  Enough of that.  Hey, Melissa’s decided to move in permanently, did she tell you?’ 
 
    I nodded.  She had told me that morning, when she woke me up with a lovely cup of tea and some toast with raspberry jam. 
 
    ‘But,’ Max went on, ‘she’s staying at Wayfarers’ Rest for tonight.  So I thought I could cook for you and me.  Y’know – if the count doesn’t take too long.’ 
 
    I was just about to tell him how amazing that sounded, when Emily approached the table.  She set a plate filled with pastries in the centre, then turned to Max and pressed a huge, slobbery kiss on his lips.  As she pulled away, she slung an arm around his shoulder and beamed at me. 
 
    ‘I owe you a big apology,’ she said.  ‘There I was, thinking Max had gone and fallen in love with you.  But now I know it was only the love potion.  I’m so glad it’s all worked out the right way in the end.’  She gave him another kiss, then stood up.  ‘I’m going to be on my feet for the next while, but we should sit down and have a drink together later on, yeah?’ 
 
    I smiled weakly back at her.  ‘Yeah.  Yeah, that’d be great.’ 
 
    As Emily moved away from the table, my dad shot up from his seat and rushed off to talk to ‘somebody he knew.’ 
 
    Max and I sat in silence a moment, until eventually I spoke.  ‘So, you and Emily?  I thought ... I mean ... well, even before the love potion you said it wasn’t going to work.’ 
 
    He pulled the pastries towards him, but didn’t pick one up.  He just spun the plate around, over and over, looking down at it as it moved.  ‘Yeah.  I guess ... I mean ... I don’t think I was giving her a proper chance really.  She’s a great girl.  A lovely girl.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’  I nodded.  ‘Lovely.  Pretty and ... and lovely.’ 
 
    He looked up from the pastries, and fixed his eyes to mine.  ‘For a while there ... for a while there it was like everything fell into place.  It was like ... it was like I was where I was supposed to be.’  He swallowed.  ‘But I guess that’s why love potions are illegal, right?  Because they really do mess with your head.’ 
 
    I picked up a pastry from the plate and held it high, because I felt the strongest urge to hide my face.  I’d convinced myself that I hadn’t been heartbroken over Will Berry.  Now, I guess I was just going to have to convince myself that I wasn’t heartbroken all over again.  I mean, I knew it wasn’t real.  None of it.  But jeez Louise, I was going to need to use this pastry as a napkin if I didn’t get out of here soon.  ‘Yeah,’ I said in a choked-up voice.  ‘They really do mess with your head.’ 
 
    ‘Everyone!’  Mandy Parker’s voice rang out through the room, and she turned up the volume on one of the widescreen TVs.  ‘They’re about to announce the next Minister for Magical Law!’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    The community hall fell to a hush, eyes darting between my mother and the screen.  Cameras were flashing, and mobile phones were videoing our every reaction.  My dad stood on one side of my mother while I stood on her other side, both of us squeezing her hands.  Sandra from Wyrd News Nightly was standing in the counting hall at the Wyrd Court, with two envelopes in her hands. 
 
    She said some words, but don’t ask me what they might have been.  I was busy being scared to death.  This meant everything.  And sure, it looked like it was going to be a landslide, but it had looked that way many times before, and yet somehow people like Justine Plimpton managed to get the most important seat in the Irish supernatural enclaves, over and over. 
 
    Sandra peeled open the first envelope, and I forced myself to listen to her. 
 
    ‘On the matter of the referendum to enact Equal Rights for Others …’  A slow smile crept across Sandra’s face.  ‘It’s been passed into law by a sixty-six percent majority!’  She jumped up and down, grabbing her cameraman, who appeared to be a wizard, and kissing him madly.  As they kissed, the wizard’s camera-holding hand became somewhat occupied, and all we could see was Sandra’s shoes.  A moment later, the camera was picked back up, and Sandra appeared on screen.  ‘For those of you who don’t know, I’ve been in love with my cameraman, Dan, for years.  And now that the people have had their say, we’re getting married!’ 
 
    Dan whooped behind the camera and shouted, ‘Yeah we are!  Gonna be the biggest wedding ever!’ 
 
    I was delighted for Sandra and Dan, but I really wanted her to open that second envelope.  Finally she stopped grinning, cleared her throat, and peeled it open. 
 
    ‘The new Minister for Magical Law, with a majority of eighty-eight percent to twelve, is Beatrice Wayfair!’  Tears spilled down the presenter’s face, and she began to laugh madly.  ‘Our world it is a-changing, folks.  And I, for one, think it’s about darned time.’ 
 
    The new community hall broke out into laughter, shouts and tears as everyone turned to hug one another, or to congratulate my mother.  While my parents were swamped, I turned to look for Max, only to find him stuck to Emily’s face.  A glance across the hall showed me that Will Berry and Mandy Parker were in the same sticky situation. 
 
    Yay for love.  This really was a happy ending.  Dizzy lifted up my hair, and whispered in my ear, ‘Hey Wanda, never mind those loved up weirdos.  You still have me.’ 
 
    I picked the bat up, and planted a kiss on his tiny lips.  ‘I sure do, Dizzy,’ I said.  ‘And you’re all the love I need.’ 
 
      
 
    ≈ 
 
      
 
    You’ve reached the end of Loved 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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