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Preamble

 

Lancelot rode the night breeze, his wings outstretched, an inkblot against a starry sky. Below him the village of Golem hunkered in a chalky nook in the heart of the Sussex Downs and winked back its own constellation. The falcon circled, quietly observing the little knot of humanity nestled into the hills.

Night or day, Golem was a sleepy place where very little happened. Narrow streets straggled towards a market square built around an unremarkable stone fountain. Discreet, tasteful shop frontages were tacked onto old swaybacked buildings. There was a newsagent and a post office, a jeweller, a florist, a grocer, a butcher, a baker—there was even a candlestick maker. And, incongruous to its surroundings, a bright red London double-decker was parked permanently on the south side of the square, its destination banner reading “The Big Bus Café.”

Apart from this contemporary anomaly, the square was predominantly early seventeenth century. Oak timbers, wattle and daub, and even a little thatch, were the architectural mainstays. Farther into the village, the architecture began to change street by street, showing the passage of time—Georgian, Victorian, Edwardian, pre-war, post-war— and suddenly it came to an end. There were no 1960s council estates, no ugly ’70s modernism. The village petered into fields and farmland, and distant chalky headlands, as if Golem had decided to simply stop, and the march of time had stopped along with it.

Lancelot widened his lazy circle and investigated the village outskirts. The streets were still. House windows shone amber and yellow, and chimney smoke meandered over slate rooftops. He was offered a view of tidy back gardens and hoarfrost trees, a crisscross of tarmacadam with toy- sized cars parked outside homes. No one was driving. The roads were empty. No one ventured out in Golem at this hour…except…one door creaked open and a woman emerged. The light from her hallway haloed her slight figure and blonde hair. A small dun-brown bird flew over her shoulder and together they made their way through a trim cottage garden to the small car parked by the picket fence. A few streets along, two more women with a pair of small dogs came outside and paused to breathe the sharp wintery air before bustling into their SUV.

High on a hill, three figures trudged wearily along the winding driveway of a grand manor house that glowered in perpetual vexation upon the village below. A tall, silver-haired woman waited impatiently for them by her sleek black car. Her passengers wordlessly got in, and several spectral animals slithered into the backseat with them. The silver-haired woman set out at an alarming speed back down the drive and out through the estate’s wrought iron gates, where she headed east. In other streets, other homes disgorged women and animals, also with the singular intent of leaving the village by the eastern road.

Lancelot twitched a wingtip and spiralled out onto the Downs towards a farmyard hunched against the northern winds. It was a tired, rundown place of boggy fields, bent trees, and tattered hedgerows. There was a pigsty without a roof, an old barn with ill-fitting doors, and a paddock with broken fencing. Everything needed repair, but the energy to do so was palpably absent.

The old stone farmhouse was just as rickety, although the garden was well tended and the vegetable plot settled in for the winter. Tonight, lights glowed from every window and all the chimneys smoked. The heart of the house, though tired, was whole and contented.

Out across the Downs, the headlights of all the cars of all the women with all their animals came trundling along the lane that led towards the farmyard and its crooked gate and overgrown hedgerows.

Lancelot shrieked. His call struck fear into the small mammals skittering through the frosted hayfields. He flew over the grass-covered chalk hills towards the Weald and its ancient oaks. The night was unfolding as planned. His job here was done and his master would be pleased.
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Chapter 1

 

The black cat’s tail snapped in disapproval and the shadows around him lengthened, making puffs of goose bumps run along Astral’s arms. She ignored him and broke three brown eggs into her mixing bowl. Borage was a grumpy old tom at the best of times, never failing to bully her at every opportunity. She ought to be used to his moods by now and, usually, she caved in and appeased him, but not today. Today, there were far more important things to do than to pander to a fat, petulant cat.

“I know you think these eggs should be for you, but we have guests this evening, Borage. Eminent guests.” Astral paused for emphasis and gave him a gentle look of rebuke. His large emerald eyes slid closed in disdain. “We’ll need all the cakes we can bake if we’re to make a good impression,” she continued, trying to sound briskly confident. She wasn’t confident, not at all, and a huffy familiar was not helping. The spoon clinked against the mixing bowl, whisking up tiny silver stars that disintegrated in a flash.

“And you had better behave yourself, mister.” She tried a stern expression this time, which he also ignored. “Or Old Mother Worriwort will turn you into a toad and you’ll have to sit in a pan of water all night.”

The threat worked. With a yawn, Borage slumped onto his huge furry stomach and feigned total disinterest in the proceedings. Now that his huff was dissipating, the air began to warm a little and the last of the afternoon sun managed to squeeze through the kitchen windows. Despite the lightened atmosphere, Borage held his ears low and his whiskers took on a disdainful droop. The argument was by no means over. This was merely a time-out.

Astral sighed, partly in relief and partly with worry. Borage disliked disruptions to his daily routine. He disliked her attention directed anywhere but at him, unless, of course, he didn’t want her around at all. Then he would stalk off in search of her favourite sweater and nap on it, or maybe claw the book she was reading into confetti. Some cats were playful, some full of charm, but Borage was vindictive and Astral knew all about his petty little ways.

The spoon clanged rhythmically. Silver stars popped. The yellow gingham curtains shimmied. Early December sunlight twinkled off the faucets and warmed the wooden countertops with cheery oblongs of light. The old box radio played ’50s show tunes from her grandmother’s favourite radio station, and Astral couldn’t bear to change the dial, not even a year after Grandma Lettice had passed away.

Her glance strayed to the worn recipe book by her elbow. This was also her grandma’s. The pages were translucent with grease spots and flecks of Hecate-knew-what smeared all over them, and soft as butter to the touch. She didn’t need to read it because she knew the contents by heart, but it was nice to keep it open beside her while she baked. It was as if the old lady was still with her, pottering around the kitchen, sorting through the larder, humming along to the radio just as Astral did now.

She had been more or less raised in this kitchen, and had spent hours standing on a stool at her grandma’s elbow watching her bake. The Projectors were Fireside witches and wherever a Fireside witch went, she made her environment warm and welcoming. Fireside witches were nurturers, and they provided for heart and hearth, be it for an honoured guest or the lowly woodworm in the beams. Everything and everyone was happily welcomed. Fireside magic was a replete and sustaining magic, and Astral had learned her trade at her grandma’s table.

Today, the kitchen was drowsy with the scents of vanilla pod, brown sugar, and warm honey. Nothing lifted Astral’s spirits more than baking. She sang along with the radio, her voice rising to the ancient rafters, where the cobwebs shivered, and sunlight danced along their edges. She always sang when she baked. It used to be because she was happy. Now she sang because it filled the space where Grandma Lettice used to be.

Though it was nearly five o’clock, she still had plenty of time, so she relaxed and decided to finish the last batch before she tidied the parlour and then showered. Her gaze slid surreptitiously to Borage. He was immersed in watching a spider crawl across the slate floor. His sly amber gaze flicked to his empty food dish and back to her. Astral caught the sideways glance along with the change in eye colour. He was scheming. Amber meant duplicity, emerald disdain, and yellow was for spite. His changing eye colour always gave him away.

She shifted her attention back to baking. Tonight was a coven night, and she was hosting a gathering at her ancestral home. The Grand Dames of the Upper Council would be arriving in a few hours and there was no time for any of Borage’s nonsense. Behind her, the kitchen table—piled high with frangipani fancies, angel delights, ginger-glazed glees, and toffee twist cake—gave a weary creak. It sagged in the middle like a beggared donkey. There were plates of apple cider pie, sugar crust scones, and Borage’s favourite, creamy mermaid fingers. Dozens and dozens of cakes, pies, and cookies towered, and their dizzying aroma filled the room with mouth-watering promise. Witches had a terrible sweet tooth.

“Chin up,” she encouraged. “This is the last batch. I need you to be strong for me, you wonderful old thing.” The table had been in her family since the great Plague. It was made from a four hundred-year-old gallows tree from which a distant relative had swung. Several items of furniture throughout the house had come from the same tree, cut down, imbued with magic, and reused as a sort of resurrection for the great-great aunt who had dangled from its limbs. The table had served the Projector family well, and so deserved her respect. It creaked and shifted on the flagstones, then settled down to wait patiently.

“Thank you,” she murmured and made a mental note to give it a good beeswax polishing once the gathering was over. If only the rest of the house behaved as well. She glanced again at Borage. A stealthy paw shot out and squished the spider. He flexed his claws and examined the remains dispassionately. It was time she dealt with him or his gloomy mood would go on all night and dampen everything.

Astral dropped a thick dollop of cream into the cake mix and watched Borage lick his whiskers, slicking them back onto his wide, plump face. He adored cream. It was his Achilles heel, and so she began reeling him in. he had been puffed up and haughty all afternoon, which meant he’d come into some new information and thought he was one up on her. She needed him to share it, so she’d bribe it out of him, and she was sure it had to do with the gathering, since normally Astral would never be asked to host one. She was far too insignificant a practitioner for an honour like this, despite her heady heritage. Something was up, Borage knew what that something was, and she intended to wheedle it out of him.

As far as familiars went, Borage was selfish. He should be at her side, a close friend and confidante, telling her gossip and giving good advice. Instead, he was the general in his army of one.

She added another dollop of cream and watched his nose twitch. She had his full attention, no matter how hard he tried to disguise it behind his veneer of boredom.

“I wonder what it’s all about, eh, Borage? We’re only a week away from the thirteenth moon,” she mused aloud, in manufactured distraction. The thirteenth moon was a big calendar date, making tonight’s extraordinary meeting even more curious. “Why is the coven hierarchy coming here tonight? It’s not as if Grandma Lettice is still around. Witches were never away from the door when she was in charge.”

Her gaze drifted to the small oil painting, done by a family friend, hanging by the larder door. Her grandma had treasured it, and so it hung in the kitchen—the heart of the Projector home. Astral smiled wanly at the faded memory on the tin. Only tin could hold the image of a witch…or so everyone believed until her mother bent all the rules.

Astral could barely remember Myriad. In the picture, she herself was maybe six years old, sitting on her mother’s knee, giggling and wrapped up in her hug. Grandma Lettice sat beside daughter and granddaughter, smiling indulgently. Three generations of Projector women caught in a joyous moment—before all the sadness.

If she looked hard enough, Astral could see a faint aura around Myriad, a vibrational hum, as if she was about to fly out of her skin. She couldn’t remember her sitting still for one moment. Hecate knew how the artist had managed to capture her at all.

Grandma Lettice’s painted gaze connected with hers. She had warm, nut brown eyes, kind and careworn, and very, very wise. Myriad’s eyes were a blur, but her smile was bright, that of a happy woman who knew her own mind. Grandma Lettice was a Grand Dame for The Plague Tree Coven for over seventy years and had commanded the highest respect from witches the length and breadth of the British Isles. Likewise, Myriad had been an exceptional witch. Hailed as magnificent, a genius, an unparalleled practitioner—until she’d disappeared.

Astral frowned, thinking. In stark contrast to both, she was pretty much on the woeful side of the magical spectrum. The Projector witching genes had fizzled out in her, leaving her with an uncanny knack to partially complete, invert, or twist out of all recognition any spell she attempted. She also had the ignominy of graduating bottom of her class from the Bevelled Moon academy of Witchcraft, a school her great Aunt Elspeth Projector had founded. It was unheard of for a Projector to be so abysmal at magic. 

Rumours abounded that she had been cursed on the eve of her mother’s disappearance, though there was no evidence of such. She was, simply put, flotsam in the gene pool. An aberration. A milestone to nowhere on the consecrated path. Her stomach still flipped whenever she remembered the humiliation of schooldays.

“You’ll grow into it, sweetheart,” Grandma Lettice would say, as she wiped away the dreaded homework tears. “You’ll see the truth in my words someday. It’s only a matter of time.” Then she would serve up a huge helping of comfort cake and everything, even the Akashic elements, felt doable. 

Well, time had come and gone, as had most things in Astral’s life, and here she was, thirty years old, and despite her grandma’s assurances, little turned out to be doable. Astral accepted she had no knack for spellcasting. What she did have was a skill for baking, looking after her ramshackle family home as best she could, and a magical pedigree longer than the British coastline, and she’d decided long ago that this was more than enough magic for anyone.

“I mean, it’s not as if the coven has been knocking the door down since grandma died. I only see Dulcie these days.” Her smile brightened at the mention of her best friend. “And Keeva sometimes, if she’s not too busy.”

Borage’s ears flattened at the mention of Keeva, the local veterinarian. Keeva was a Dogwitch, and looked after all the coven’s familiars, and Borage loathed her with every fibre of his chunky, over-indulged body. Astral felt the scald of his gaze, but it always helped to drop Keeva’s name. It kept him off-kilter as his mind slid away from tormenting her to such things as shots, worm tablets, and other distressing things to do with his well-being. Astral’s fingernails tapped thoughtfully on the cream jug while Borage glowered.

Clink, clink, clink.

She took on an artful, distracted look. “I wish I knew what was going on, Borage. Have you any idea? You’re so perceptive and nothing gets by you.”

She hefted the jug and walked over to his dish. Despite his girth, he was on his feet in an instant. Borage was light-footed where food was concerned. She tilted the jug and a thick dollop of cream rolled to the very tip of the porcelain spout. For one expectant moment, it trembled, poised to roll off and drop, heavy and rich, into his dish.

“I mean…” She righted the jug without spilling a single drop. “Just for once, it would be nice to be in the know.”

He glared balefully at her and the jug tilted forwards again, slowly, slowly. The cream rolled teasingly close to the lip of the spout.

“Wouldn’t it?” She looked at him directly and righted the jug again, denying him cream for a second time. Borage gave an aggravated yowl and collapsed onto his fat belly.

Familiars were supposed to assist their witches, but Borage had a different interpretation of his role. He had to be pandered to before he’d surrender any tidbits of information. 

She looked at him, expression thoughtful. Despite her Projector pedigree, she wasn’t a coven dignitary. She was barely an entry in the Book of Call. She had her place in the coven Circle, though. That was entrusted to her through birth and no one could take that away. But other than the odd ceremony, her wand didn’t get out much these days. It was hard to care about something she was so fundamentally bad at. She had once liked gatherings, when they used to be jolly, social occasions full of laughter and gossip. Used to be…in Grandma Lettice’s days. Now, however, was a different matter?

Where is your wand? Borage’s grumpy voice crept into her head. He was still flat on his belly, limbs splayed. Dissatisfaction seeped from him, slipping across the kitchen floor in a thin layer, warm and sticky, and growing more viscous by the second. Astral stole a sidelong glance at the dresser drawer where she kept the wooden spoons and spatulas. The hazelwood wand was tucked in among them, gathering flour dust. She felt a momentary flutter of guilt. She really ought to look after it better.

“It’s safe,” she said, as nonchalantly as possible. 

Borage’s straggly tail lashed out question marks. Is it? Hide it better.

“What? Why?” She should be doing just the opposite, shouldn’t she? She should be practicing more. She should be waving it about, chanting this and invoking that. She’d hardly improve with her wand tucked in the back of a drawer. But she’d been feeling low since her grandma died and had lost interest in her practice.

“Why?” she asked again. Borage sat up and licked a paw, ignoring her question. It had become a war of wills and Astral didn’t have the time to win it and Borage knew this.

“Okay, here’s a tiny dollop.” She poured a small amount of cream into his bowl. “But you’re supposed to be on a diet, remember? Keeva will shout at me.” He dove on it. “Now out with it. Why should I hide my wand, especially on a coven night?”

It was frustrating to scratch around for information like this. They should be empathizing with each other. That’s how Familingus—the telepathic communication between a witch and her familiar—should occur. Most times, Astral was uncomfortable with the link. Connecting with Borage was…itchy. He made her irritated and tired. Maybe she had a cat allergy.

Itchiness aside, she needed to know the latest gossip among the familiars if she was to be prepared for tonight and whatever it was about to bring. Omens were in the spiralling cloud patterns overhead. They were in the creak of the barn door and the rattle of the beech tree branches. The wind chimes were all out of sorts. The hens had stopped laying. Even the ripples on the duck pond looked ominous. Something loomed behind the horizon—and Astral was certain she was not going to like it.

“Diet be damned!” She surrendered and poured out the rest of the cream. Keeva could shout all she wanted. It was okay for her, she was a Dogwitch. her familiar, Lupin, loved her and did as he was told, unlike Borage, who was a heartless git.

“I shouldn’t be doing this.” As always, guilt bobbed to the surface like the cork from the bottle of shame. “Keeva says you need to lose at least two kilos. The only reason you’re getting any of this cream at all is because it’s low fat.” Not that Borage gave a flying fart about calories. “So, tell me, why do I have to hide my wand?”

Magdalene Curdle hates you. Borage’s voice scratched at her mind. Then he burped inside her head for good measure. Astral shuddered. His thoughts rasped across her synapses as smoothly as his tongue. She wants something from you that she couldn’t get from the old woman. His head was deep in his dish. He didn’t even have the manners to stop eating while communicating.

“Uh-oh, that’s trouble.” Magdalene always made her uneasy. “Well, Grandma Lettice didn’t like her, either. She would have been affronted to know Magdalene took over from her as High Priestess. I wonder what it is she wants.” She looked around. The house was a practical shrine full of grandma’s things. “You think it’s the wand, don’t you?”

Pfft, that floury old thing.

“Then what?”

Borage was done with her. Either he didn’t know, or he was through sharing. He gave another soft burp and lumbered off to his favourite corner by the stove and curled up on his cushion. Astral followed him. She opened the stove’s heavy cast iron door and placed a vanilla Françoise baked cheesecake on the lowest shelf. It was her last cake of the day. 

“Well, it can’t be anything witchy. Grandma bequeathed all her magical tools to the coven. Magdalene already has all her ceremonial stuff.” Despite the levity of her words, she was troubled. Magdalene was a formidable woman who always had a hidden agenda and her political cauldron was forever on the bubble. Astral’s wand belonged to the Projector bloodline and would be useless to her, even if Magdalene did get her mitts on it. Only a Projector witch could bring the hazelwood to life. Even the lowliest neophyte knew this.

Borage curled into a tight ball. Communication was over. He gave a deep yawn and snuggled into his cushion. 

“You can be such a brute,” she muttered. “But I do love you, silly old cat.” She leaned over to rub behind his ears— they twitched with annoyance. She gave up. Borage believed in tough love.

It was time to tidy the house while Dulcie’s favourite cheesecake baked. Astral hung her apron on the peg by the kitchen door and quickly checked her reflection in the wall mirror. She brushed a smudge of flour off her nose and frowned at a sprinkle of hated freckles. Her eyes betrayed her anxiety. She was nervous about hosting the gathering. As if to provide further proof, her hair was frizzier than usual, which always meant trouble was brewing. With a sly twist, she pinched it into a scrunchie at the nape of her neck and wrestled it under some sort of control. She could feel the tingle as her follicles protested, hating to be silenced. It was not the most elegant of hairdos, but it would do for now.

Before she abandoned the unsatisfactory image in the mirror, she dug in her pocket for her lipstick and smoothed Pink Caress across her lips, frowning as the dimple on her right cheek popped. She hated how young it made her look. Like she still had baby fat under all her regular fat.

The grandfather clock in the hall chimed six times, pulling her away from the mirror. Then, it cheekily peeled out Chopin’s “Funeral March” to remind her time was running out.

“You’re so funny,” she scolded it, but picked up her step. It gave a loud tock, its version of a chortle.

She started her mental list. She needed to check the parlour, and it had better behave itself. Its oak panelling made it seem prim and subdued, and she was happy to find it suitably sober for such a grand occasion. The old-fashioned, heavyset furniture sat as sombre as a lady dowager, polished surfaces gleaming in the late afternoon light. She paid particular attention to the wallpaper. Today, it carried a smart design of silvery fleur-de-lis on a neutral background that was neither offensive nor overly cloying. Astral approved, especially since in this household, wallpaper designs could be problematic.

The cushions on the squishy, blue-velvet settee were another matter. Giddy and giggly, they had rearranged themselves into a massive pile one on top of the other like a haphazard game of King of the Castle.

“Stop that right now,” she warned. The cushions disentangled and scattered back across the settee into an orderly row, releasing a disgruntled bolster from the bottom of the heap, obviously the butt of the joke. With a sigh, Astral gave its flattened feathers a gentle plump before setting it on the rocking chair by the hearth. The little bolster was always being picked on.

“Stay here and keep out of trouble, okay? You know they love to bully you.” She gave it a comforting pat. The rocking chair tipped slightly forwards to reassure her that it had taken charge of the ward, and all would be well. A tinkle from the sideboard caught her attention next. The decanter and matching goblets were resonating gently on their silver tray. 

“I know. I know. I didn’t forget. A promise is a promise.” She drew a soft dusting cloth from her pocket and began to buff the intricate glass-cut design. “I’ve a lovely bottle of Laphroaig for you. Soon you’ll be glowing like molten amber.” She smiled as the cut glass shivered with excitement under her fingers. Her grandmother’s decanter always enjoyed a good malt. It was an expensive treat, but tonight was special and witches loved whiskey as much as they loved cake. 

To be asked to host a gathering is an honour, Astral reminded herself. And as a Projector she would rise to the occasion and make Grandma Lettice proud. Here, among Lettice’s favourite things, it was easy to let her confidence swell. However, on a lower level, her niggling doubts refused to be subdued. Why her? Since grandma died, the magic emerging from the Projector house had been negligible, though she had been a pillar of the witching community, serving as the coven’s High Priestess, a member of the Upper Council, and, therefore, a Grand Dame. Astral could barely tie the old lady’s laces, never mind fill her shoes.

And Borage, in his usual fashion, had managed to trouble more than reassure with his mysterious messages. Her anxiety leaked into the room and the wallpaper picked up on it and rippled into cascades of inky runnels. She glared as the runs looped around into nooses.

“Oh, behave,” Astral ordered. The silver fleur-de-lis reformed in a blink, which was suspicious in itself, as the wallpaper, much like her familiar, usually did exactly as it liked. She glanced at the mantle clock. Hecate’s bells, the cheesecake! Dulcie would never forgive her if she burned it.

As if on cue, Dulcie’s lilting voice rang out to her from the kitchen. “Hello? Astral?” She’d let herself in through the back door. “Something smells like singed cheesecake.”

Astral ran to the kitchen to find Dulcie switching on the kettle and gathering together the tea things. The slightly browned cheesecake was now on a cooling rack on the countertop.

“Oh, thank you for saving it,” Astral said. “I’d forgotten the time.”

“Looks like you’ve outdone yourself.” Dulcie eyed the huge pile of pies and cakes on the table.

Astral sank into a chair, grateful to have a cuppa made for her. “The burned one’s especially for you.”

They sat across from each other with the teapot brewing between them. Dulcie broke off a sliver of burnt crust and popped it into her mouth and grinned.

“It’s not bad at all. Even your mistakes taste wonderful.” She plated a good-sized slice. “Keeva said she’ll call in later when it’s over and you’re to save her a Tupperware of apple cider pie. Though I can’t see you running out.” She threw a glance at the heaped confectionaries and asked, “Are you nervous? You always go a little overboard when you’re nervous.”

“Very. Plus, Borage is as useless as ever. Did you manage to find anything out?”

Dulcie slid back into her seat. Her hazel eyes gleamed wickedly, a sure sign she had gossip. And the generous smile on a mouth almost too wide for her small, pointed face, meant it was good gossip. She tucked a stray blonde curl behind her ear and got down to business.

“There’s definitely something going on,” she said. “The elders were in and out of each other’s houses all last night. I couldn’t get hold of anyone to see what this gathering was about, and yet I’m the Maiden and supposed to cast the Circle?” She poured the tea for Astral and herself, and took a sip from her own cup and thought for a bit. Astral knew to let Dulcie ruminate.

“This is what I hate about Magdalene’s style of leadership,” Dulcie said. “It’s all so divisive, keeping only a few of her cronies in the know. Not that I respect any of her in-crowd anyway.” She snorted. “Your grandma kept everything out in the open and it built up intimacy and trust among us. Now Magdalene’s ruined all that with her stupid secrecy.”

“Borage told me to hide my wand. Do you think Magdalene is going to give me a practical test?”

“Why? You’re a coven member born and bred. I’d understand it better if she could take your wand away, but it’s a Projector wand. It’s yours and no one else can use it.” She looked over at the fat black cat sleeping by the range. “He’s such an awkward old buzzard. I’ll never understand why Grandmother  Lettice  picked  him  as  your  familiar. He wasn’t even a pretty kitten. You should have a bird like me.”

“Where is Merryman?” Astral asked.

“Outside eating flies.” She peered out the window looking for her sparrow. “He’s happy to be out of the car. He pooped all over the upholstery again. Dirty little beggar.”

“I thought Keeva gave you a box to transport him in.” She sympathized with Merryman. Dulcie was a truly awful driver. If Astral were her passenger, she’d poop all over the upholstery, too.

“He says the box smells of pigeons and he won’t go in it. Familiars are the most awkward things.” Dulcie returned her attention to her cup of tea. “I’m worried about tonight, Astral. Magdalene is up to something, and it can’t be good, or she’d have me in the loop. I’m her serving Maiden, after all. But she keeps me at arm’s length. I wish your grandma were still around. She’d soon sort Magdalene Curdle out.” 

Outside, the beech tree rapped smartly against the windowpane, making them start.

“It’s been doing that all day,” Astral said. “It’s warning me. I mean, just look at the duck pond. It’s in turmoil.”

“Whatever is going on, I suppose we’ll find out soon enough.”

Wordlessly they sipped their tea and brooded over omens from the safety of the kitchen table.

 

 

 

 




Chapter 2

 

“Critters!” Astral said with a  gasp.

“Yes.” Old Mother Worriwort took another large gulp of whiskey. “Critters.” Her eyes gleamed like hard-cooked raisins in her florid face. She was on her third glass, and although a mermaid finger sat on the plate on her lap, she hadn’t touched it. Her nose glowed, and her upper lip beaded with sweat. Pippin, her house mouse familiar, peeped out from her collar, his gaze as glassy as his mistress’s, leading Astral to wonder if familiars could get intoxicated by osmosis.

“Here, child.” She signed the receipts for the night’s refreshments. Astral tucked the paperwork away and distractedly poked at the ginger glee on her own plate, her appetite well and truly gone. She hated critters. Not that she knew any. Okay, maybe she didn’t exactly hate them— it was unjust and unnatural to hate for the sake of it. Plus, it brought bad energy into the world and there was enough of that already. But she was unnerved at the very thought of these supernatural creatures. They were dangerous, wicked beasties that could suck a witch’s power clean out of her, leaving a hollow, shrunken husk.

“Oh, my,” she struggled for something pertinent to say. “And you’ve seen these…critters, Mother Worriwort? Maybe in your scrying cauldron?” She was concerned about the old witch’s drinking, and on a coven night of all nights. Grandma Lettice had kept the old duck’s drinking in check, which was more than Magdalene Curdle did. She didn’t seem to care one jot that the ceremonial Crone was tanglefoot before they even cast the Circle.

“Well, not quite, dear.” Old Mother Worriwort looked pointedly at her empty glass and Astral refilled it grudgingly. It was good malt, and deserved to be appreciated, not slugged down like tap water on a hot afternoon. Witches were so greedy when the hospitality was free. She hoped this would be the last time she hosted a gathering. Even with the coven paying for the baking ingredients, it took an awful amount of time to prepare for one.

A glance around the room assured her the guests were comfortable. Everyone was dressed in ceremonial black robes, munching on cakes and chatting away. There were thirteen coveners present, including herself. This was not the entire coven family, but enough for a circle-cast, and a few of her favourite witching family members were present—older women who had been close friends of her grandma and regular visitors to the Projector home before Magdalene took over. The visits were much fewer since that had happened.

Tallulah Spinner and her partner Martha Briarwood smiled at her. They were chatting with Dulcie and signaled their enjoyment of the spread set out for them. Astral made a mental note to send them home with a Tupperware of leftovers. She missed Tallulah and Martha’s visits and pushed away the small, nudging hurt that she saw so little of them since grandma had died. Life was busy for all of them, she supposed. Tallulah and Martha would never deliberately hurt her, but she did miss their gentle guidance and friendship.

Dulcie tipped her a wink. She was in top sleuth form, and Tallulah and Martha must have had something of interest to say for her to be so glued to them when she really ought to be setting up the Circle.

Borage was suspiciously absent from the proceedings. Though he was not a particularly social animal, it was customary for him to stalk through his domain when visitors called, tail whipping and whiskers seething. It was all for show because he was hoping to be pacified with adoring coos and tidbits. She excused herself from Old Mother Worriwort and went to check on him.

Astral saw him at the top of the stairs, ears flattened and hissing at Magdalene Curdle’s familiar, Syracuse, a silver mink and a slippery, devious creature just like his owner, who now stood sentry on the bottom stair, blocking Borage from coming down.

“Syracuse, are you bullying Borage? Shame on you. Shoo.” She tried to wave him off the step, but like Borage, he was oversized for his species, and a very sour, bad-tempered specimen. He refused to budge and hunched lower on the step, his scarred face squinting up at her. He remained unmoving, even as she gestured in an effort to shift him along.

She was sorely tempted to give him a sharp prod with the tip of her toe. It was rude of him to cow another familiar, but like his mistress, Syracuse had little time for rules or mannerly behaviour. With a quick glance to ensure no one else was around, she slipped her foot under Syracuse’s butt and tipped him off the step.

“Off with you. There’s milk and eggs set out on the kitchen for the familiars. Go and get your share.” It was satisfying to teach the bullying creature a lesson. He slunk off, but not towards the kitchen as instructed. Instead, he wound his way around the living room door and headed straight for his mistress.

Astral followed, leaving Borage to make his own way down. Syracuse wrapped himself around Magdalene’s ankles and glared back at her, his beady eyes dancing with spite. Astral ignored him, only to find she was the target of the same beady-eyed stare from Magdalene, making her squirm in her shoes. It was inappropriate to push another witch’s familiar around, especially the High Priestess’s pampered pet. Syracuse had clearly wasted no time in telling tales.

Astral slid out of Magdalene’s line of sight and dipped back behind the rotund figure of Old Mother Worriwort. Her glass was empty again but Astral decided to ignore it. At this rate of consumption, she’d soon be sliding off the couch. She never used to be so bad with drink. What had made her fall off the wagon face first?

“So, these critters that you saw in the cauldron?” She tried to distract her from her empty glass. “Where exactly are they? Can you tell?”

“Scrying is not that simple,” Old Mother Worriwort said. “It can be hard to focus.”

I’ll bet, Astral thought.

“It’s more like a foreboding,” she continued. “I can see the cast of its shadow over the land, and it turns the cauldron water scummy.” She waved her arms alarmingly. The plate with the mermaid finger slid down her lap, forcing Astral to rescue it before it hit the carpet. “It takes hours to scour the cauldron clean afterward.” She folded her hands across her round stomach. “It leaves an aftertaste in the iron.”

“All over the land?” Astral repeated. “Perhaps the critters are not even in our covenstead?” she said, hoping it was all a mistake and the supernatural beings were hundreds of miles away bothering some other coven.

“Critter. One is enough. Now, hush, child.” She nodded towards Magdalene, who was getting to her feet.

The room fell silent, all attention riveted on the High Priestess, a tall, sharp-angled woman in her mid-fifties, with immaculately coiffed silver hair, knife-edged cheekbones, and eyes of glacial blue. Her robe was fashioned in black velvet, the perfect backdrop for the bejewelled ceremonial dagger at her hip and the rope of silver and onyx charms that hung from her belt. She oozed power and authority and her cut-glass beauty was marred only by the sour droop to her mouth and the hard gleam in her eyes. Behind her, the wallpaper burst into bloody blisters. Astral frowned at it anxiously, and it grudgingly turned a depressing tea stain colour and refused to brighten any further, advertising its opinion of their esteemed guest. A quick glance around assured Astral that she’d been the only one to notice.

“It is time to spin the web.” Magdalene raised her hands to begin the Circle-casting ritual, unaware of the mucky walls behind her. The others stood and held hands in a loose circle while Dulcie, acting as the Maiden, set out the correct accoutrements for each quarter.

“Let us weave our Circle tight, spin our web of dark and light,” Magdalene intoned and moved into the centre, anointing to each cardinal point in turn with her dagger. “Fire and Water, Air and Earth, quartered to protect this hearth. Blessed be.”

Each cardinal point now represented an elemental power. Old Mother Worriwort acted as Caller of Air and gave the element a blessing while spilling salt to outline her quarter of the Circle. Martha called on Water with a similar blessing, and her partner, Tallulah, called Fire. Finally, Eve Wormrider, a crony of Magdalene’s, called Earth.

Astral relaxed slightly now that the casting was over. All that was left was for Dulcie, in her office as ceremonial Maiden, to light the four white candles that evoked a protection on all those within the salt circle.

As Maiden, Dulcie was apprenticed to Magdalene, who acted as ceremonial Mother. Magdalene was supposed to serve Old Mother Worriwort, who was the ceremonial Crone, though it seldom looked that way. Everyone, in some way or other, served Magdalene, and Magdalene alone, and these thoughts troubled Astral. Old Mother Worriwort was growing more muddled by the day. Dotage had not so much crept up on her as landed like a felled tree, and her excessive drinking didn’t help matters.

Dulcie excelled as a young witch and deserved her position, and she also deserved to have better mistresses than these two. Astral would never be as good at her craft as she was, or even as Keeva, who was far too busy with her animal magic to care much about coven politics.

Astral had long since accepted that she qualified for Circle membership by virtue of her birthright rather than her skill set and she would never hold a coven office. Secretly, she was glad because The Plague Tree Coven had changed since Grandma Lettice had passed on. It was not a happy place anymore, and Astral grew more alarmed each gathering at the direction in which Magdalene was taking it.

She pushed the bitterness from her mind, smoothing it with the belief that she was simply having trouble adjusting to Magdalene’s ways—which were meagre gruel after the rich banquet of her grandmother’s legacy. And if Dulcie was right, she wasn’t the only one feeling this way. Dulcie was a capable, respected career witch, who kept her finger on the collective pulse. She had served both Grandma Lettice and now Magdalene, and according to her, there were discreet rumblings about the new High Priestess. Though many witches—undeserving ones, in Astral’s opinion—now enjoyed a new level of authority under Magdalene’s sponsorship. Meanwhile, the coven was quietly splitting down the middle.

“Sisters,” Magdalene announced, “I call to order this extraordinary gathering of The Plague Tree Coven. We have come together this evening to concentrate exclusively on some unsettling news. Old Mother Worriwort, as our all-seeing crone, please report on the current situation.”

Old Mother Worriwort stepped forward, her rheumatic hip giving an awkward, lopsided hitch to her step, and her jaw was set hard against the pain. Astral instinctively reached out to help her before a sharp glance from Magdalene had her drawing back. Under Magdalene’s ministry, it would be improper to touch an elder within the circle, even to aid her.

“Daughters dear,” Old Mother Worriwort began, “as you know, I monitor our stock portfolio daily, and I have begun to notice an alarming trend. We are slowly but steadily losing money.”

There came a muted gasp from all those present. This was unheard of. Coven stocks and shares were magically protected so covens never lost money on the stock exchange. The moon and stars may as well tumble from the sky. It simply didn’t happen. A low murmur of disbelief increased in volume as alarm rang through the Circle.

“Are you sure?”

“How can that be?”

“What’s happening?”

“But aren’t we protected?”

“Sisters.” Magdalene raised a hand for order. “I’m afraid it is true. Old Mother Worriwort immediately cast a divination spell. The results were conclusive and very alarming. I’m afraid we have critters.”

A new round of devastation ensued. “Critters!” 

“And they’re after our money?”

“They’ll ruin us.”

“And suck out our magic power.”

At this, the Circle burst into even greater agitation. Critters were deadly to witches, never mind their bank accounts.

“Daughters, daughters. We have a plan,” Old Mother Worriwort said calmly, as if she faced critter infestations every day. Everyone fell silent. “I have identified the financial organization it’s hiding in. and, yes, I said ‘it,’ as there is only one. Critters are uncivil, antisocial, distasteful creatures. They cannot abide each other’s company, and don’t work in groups. Which makes things easier for us,” she said with satisfaction. “This critter is working alone, and it is certainly after our money. It’s been hacking into our spells and redirecting our wealth for its own vile purposes.”

“We have two paths open to us.” Magdalene took over, shooing Old Mother Worriwort away with a flick of her fingers. The old lady retreated gratefully and slid discreetly out of the Circle and onto the couch. Astral wondered why they didn’t cast a healing for their Crone and determined to ask Dulcie about it later.

“Two paths,” Magdalene continued, “and we must choose which is our way forward. The first is to increase the power of our spell-casting and hope to outsmart it, but these creatures are renowned for their perseverance and adaptability, and it may well keep trying to hack into our magic for years. Worse still, its magic could take root in our spells like a virus and simply sit and wait us out, striking when and wherever it chooses. We may never be able to winkle it out if it does that.” Her words were met with menacing mutters. Magdalene looked pleased with the response and Astral suddenly let go of her worry and allowed it to swerve away from critters and money, and on to greater, less concrete things, like what was really going on here?

“Or,” Magdalene said, “our second option is to go in fighting, and eliminate the threat at its source, once and for all.”

This was greeted by silence. Eliminate it? Astral was aghast. Witches never injured anything if they could help it. If it was against the laws of nature, then it shouldn’t be done. Plus, bad deeds came back thrice-fold to Wiccan kind. 

She was as fearful of critters as the next witch, but she was appalled at what Magdalene was suggesting. It would be all-out war to attack a critter. They came from another realm and it was dangerous to cross magical borders, especially in enmity. Critters came to this worldly plane because they were dirty, thieving philanderers that craved wealth and power, and humanity dripped with both. To destroy a critter with magic in the human realm was against all the rules. The coven hadn’t the right to kill an unearthly being. What was Magdalene thinking, and exactly how much money had they lost? She glanced over at Dulcie and met an equally startled stare. Her friend was as stunned as she was.

Then pandemonium broke out, and not the type Astral was expecting.

“Go for it.”

“Let’s get the little weasel.”

“Kill it. We’ll never be safe until it’s gone for good.”

Astral was shocked. “But, but—”

“So mote it be,” Magdalene said, and hurriedly cut her ceremonial dagger through the air, releasing the Circle before Astral could blink thrice.

She slumped onto the couch next to Old Mother Worriwort, shell-shocked at this lynch mob behaviour and it occurred to her that all of this seemed orchestrated as a council of war rather than a gathering. The same voices had brayed out time and again, and every one of them was a Magdalene acolyte.

She looked around the room at the sweaty, hard-edged faces. Across from her, Martha and Tallulah seemed uncomfortable, though they had complied with the decision. Only Dulcie and Astral were openly upset. It had to be a pre-planned vote, but why?

“How exactly are we going to flush it out, never mind… never mind kill it?” Dulcie asked quietly. Her question was taken seriously because of her position. Astral was sure if she had asked, it would have been tossed aside.

“The containment will fall to the members of the Upper Council,” Magdalene said in a clipped tone, and Astral surmised that she did not appreciate being questioned.

Containment? Astral’s gaze met Dulcie’s. Her friend’s face was pale, her eyes dark with worry.

“But how do we find it?” she heard herself asking. She wanted to support Dulcie, not leave her alone to ask all the important questions. Everyone turned to look at her and she shrank back, cowed by the censorious looks. The coven had changed so much in the short time since her grandma’s passing. People Grandma Lettice had never thought worth much merit were suddenly in positions of power. She remembered Borage’s warnings and her stomach knotted.

Where was he? She looked around the room for him, but he was nowhere to be seen. Now’s not the time to sulk, Borage. I need you. It’s getting scary in here. She noticed Syracuse was also missing. Was he keeping Borage away from her? Was that his little game? One look at Magdalene’s sly face and she could believe it.

“We need someone to infiltrate its workplace,” Old Mother Worriwort announced carefully. Her eyes roved the room, refusing to settle anywhere. She looked awkward and uncomfortable. It was obvious to Astral that the elders had already discussed the critter situation in some depth and had a plan. Dulcie had suspected something was going on last night between certain factions while other coven members were literally left in the dark.

Astral frowned, impatient. Why had they come to her house with all this talk about killing critters when they already had a plan anyway, and…and…across the way, Dulcie’s eyes widened and her head bobbed sharply. She was trying to tell her something. Astral stared back, nervous. What was Dulcie warning her about? Oh, why was she so crap at mind-blending? She could feel Dulcie’s alarm bouncing around in her head, but the message was unfocused and irritating, like a bluebottle buzzing against a window. She could only mind-blend with Borage, and he was usually monosyllabic.

“We need you, Astral,” Magdalene stated bluntly. “You do temp office work in financial places such as these. We have created a vacancy in the office the critter is operating out of, and arranged for you to fill it. It’s all an illusion, of course, a Cuckoo spell, but your work agency believes it’s true, and more importantly, the place where you’re going does as well.”

“Me?” Astral squeaked. “You can’t cast Cuckoo spells over my agency. They’ll find out and drop me.” A Cuckoo spell was an illusion that made something false seem real, but only temporarily. It was risky magic at best.

Magdalene shifted impatiently, her jaw working as if she was biting back what was probably a nasty comment.

Old Mother Worriwort spoke instead. “You are easily the best placed among us. There’s a temp job waiting for you in Black and Blacker Finances. All you have to do is keep your eyes open and report back as soon as you’ve identified the critter. That’s all.”

Black and Blacker Finance? They were casting a Cuckoo spell over Black and Blacker? One of the largest brokerage companies in the country? Black and Blacker had been around since Henry VIII started counting wives, and they had recently moved their operational office from London to the coast in a much-publicized attempt to decentralize. 

All core, non-client-facing business was now situated in Sussex.

“I’m to spy on Black and Blacker?” Astral stared at Mother Worriwort in horror. She didn’t know how to spy. Spying was slippery, dangerous, and sometimes sexy work—all things she wasn’t. And Black and Blacker was a ginormous company. Far too scary to mess with.

“It will take you no time at all to flush the critter out,” Magdalene said. “Less than a week, I should imagine.”

“But a Cuckoo spell barely lasts a week.”

“You’ll have plenty of time to pop in and find the critter. Just identify it and we’ll do the rest,” Magdalene said, tone irritated.

“But—but how will I identify it? I’ve never seen a critter before. What do they look like? Will it hurt me if it finds out I’m a witch? It might suck out my powers…” She trailed off, noticing the half-hidden smirks of those sitting nearest. “Well, it could.” She bristled. It was not as if her powers were so negligible that others could snigger at her. “I can wield a wand and could well be tasty enough for a critter. They love to gorge on witches,” she reminded them, a little too tartly. 

“Mm.” Magdalene looked thoughtful, though it seemed a little staged to Astral’s canny eye. Her hand stole to the inner wand pocket of her cloak and found it empty. At first, she started in alarm because it was unforgivable to be without it at a gathering, but then she remembered she had taken Borage’s advice and left it in the kitchen drawer. This was what he must have meant, that this critter business was going to blow up in her face.

“Child.” Old Mother Worriwort squeezed her shoulder. “We chose you, as your magic is so…understated. As long as you don’t actually do any magic, the critter will never guess you are a witch. The Cuckoo spell should protect you. You’ll be nothing more than an ordinary young woman, a simple girl, and should be perfectly safe.”

There were too many “shoulds” in her statement for Astral’s liking. Her heightened alarm was slowly dampened by another, more familiar concept that they had chosen her because she was a dud, and it hurt. Dulcie sent her a look of intense sympathy and she smiled weakly back.

“Give me your wand, Astral,” Magdalene said. Astral’s hand fell protectively over the empty wand pocket. Her face flamed.

“It…it’s not here.” She played for time, standing slowly. “Why do you want it?” Her scalp tingled and her hair curled tight. It knew trouble was coming and slyly slid out of her barrettes to spring around her ears. She tried not to think of the kitchen dresser drawer, but, of course, immediately did.

Magdalene frowned at her. Underlings were not meant to question her motives, not for a second, and Astral was stomping like a woolly mammoth over the thinnest ice imaginable. Her scowl deepened, and her steely gaze bored into Astral’s.

“It’s in the top drawer of the kitchen dresser,” she announced and motioned for Eve Wormrider to fetch it.

Eve gleefully whisked out of the room and headed for the kitchen. Bitzer, her squirrel familiar, circled her heels, rushing before her, then falling behind, zigzagging up the walls, climbing the stair balustrade, a ball of untamable, spiteful energy just like his mistress.

Astral stared at Magdalene, shocked. No witch should intrude on another’s thoughts unless invited. The entire evening was spinning away from her and the wallpaper bloomed big, black bullet holes that wept blood.

“But I don’t want to go to Black and Blacker and look for critters.” Her voice came out paper thin, even to her own ears. She didn’t trust the Cuckoo spell, which was brittle, illusionist magic dependent entirely on the weakness of the target it was trying to trick. Black and Blacker wouldn’t be a weak, easily tricked target.

“Critter, dear. Critter. There’s only one, and all you have to do is point it out, then come away.” Old Mother Worriwort patted her hand. She wasn’t reassuring, and neither was the fuzzy smell of booze on her breath.

Bitzer danced back into the room, his bushy tail bristling with business. With a leap he clawed his way up the curtains and balanced, chittering on the curtain rod. He left a trail of puckered claw marks on the fabric. Astral gave him a reprimanding look, and he responded by urinating down the chintz.

“Got it.” Eve Wormrider sailed in, waving the wand above her head. She handed it to Magdalene, who looked at the state of it in disgust. Flour dust sprinkled over Magdalene’s patent leather shoes, and the wand looked sad and neglected and just as ashamed as its owner. Astral sent it a heartfelt apology but felt no vibration back. The hazelwood wand had given up on her long ago.

Magdalene placed it on the floor.

“What are you doing?” Astral asked, now very much alarmed.

Magdalene’s answer was to stomp on the wand with all her weight. It snapped in two with a loud, dry crack. There was a collective gasp. A jolt shot through Astral as if her spine had snapped. No, her sternum—her skull. Every bone jarred, tearing and raw-edged.

“Oh!” she cried as intense pain rushed through her. Her knees started to give way and only Old Mother Worriwort, gamely hanging on to her elbow, kept her upright. Tears ran down her face. She clutched at her chest as red-hot pain continued to pour through her while Magdalene watched, fascinated.

The coven members stood by, stunned. Throughout the house, lights flickered on and off, and the flames of the fire whooshed up the chimney with a deafening roar. The wallpaper went momentarily blank, then burst into teardrops that covered the walls in diamante globules. Furniture creaked, vibrated, and inched sideways. The entire Projector house went into shock.

Dulcie flew to her side, sliding an arm around her, helping her back onto the couch. Her face was chalk white. The witches, even Magdalene’s cronies, were stupefied. To break a witch’s wand was anathema. All the magic within would be free to run rampant. All the Projector magic loose! 

“Astral,” Magdalene said carefully, aware of the effect her action had on the coven. “Astral, listen to me, child. This break will momentarily dispel your power.”

“But it was my grandma’s,” Astral blurted, unbelieving. “She passed it on to me. You broke it.”

“No, it’s not broken. It’s a powerful wand. You don’t know the half of what it can do. It will repair itself.” Magdalene pulled a black silk cloth from her inner pocket and wrapped the broken wand in it, muttering magic over the elaborately tied knot.

“Here.” She thrust the bundle back into Astral’s hands as if she couldn’t bear to touch it anymore. “Keep this in a place where your grandmother’s energy is strong. Trust me, it will mend itself in time. Your magic is dissipated. The critter will not scent any power off you whatsoever and you’ll be safe.” She managed to sound indulgent, as if she were handing over a box of chocolates and not the remains of a priceless family heirloom.

Astral took the bundle in her shaking hands and lowered her head to try and hide her shame and growing anger. Was this what she had come to? What dishonour to bring upon her family name. Grandma Lettice had left all her magical ceremonial tools to the coven. Her own personal wand had been passed down to her, missing a generation as her own daughter, Myriad, was not there to accept it.

Wands stayed with their family so that the power of that familial house grew within the wood. Now Astral had allowed her grandma’s wand to be broken into pieces. It could be generations before it reenergized to its full potential, if it ever did, and it wasn’t as if she had the magic to help it heal. She was alone in this calamity and her heart was as broken as the wand on her lap.

“There, there.” Old Mother Worriwort patted her in an attempt at comfort. “It’s for the best. After all, it’s coven work.” The implication being that this sacrifice was the only thing Astral could do on behalf of the coven, apart from baking cakes. 

Coven business completed, the witches began a hasty exit. The Projector home was not a welcoming place anymore. The parlour had lost its ambience and warmth. The air had cooled, the lights dimmed, and doors flung open before their faces as the house shooed them into the winter’s night. Outside, the wind whipped through the skeletal trees and poultry cackled from their coop, unsettled. Above, a falcon shrieked and swung away towards the Weald, and the moon ducked behind the darkened clouds.

The ruthlessness of Magdalene’s actions left a pall over everyone. Magdalene and Old Mother Worriwort were among the first to leave, their cronies packed around them in a tight escort along the dark, chilly hallway. The front door slammed so hard behind them that the echo rolled across the hills well beyond the farmyard.

Tallulah and Martha were last to go and hesitated on the doorstep, clutching their Tupperware and looking incredibly dejected.

“Thank you, Astral. You’re a thoughtful girl.” Martha stroked her pale cheek. “Your grandma would be proud of how you coped tonight. Truly, she would. Remember, there is a reason for everything. Please don’t lose heart.”

“Never forget, she is always with you,” Tallulah said. “Especially in the darkest days. Your grandma is looking out for you, just as she’s always done. You mark my words, she is.”

“Thank you. You’re very kind,” Astral answered quietly. Their words rang hollow, though she tried not to let them see it. Exhaustion weighed on her and she wanted everyone gone. She listlessly waved good night as Tallulah and Martha walked down the path with Casper and Jasper, their Jack Russell familiars, racing in circles around them. 

“Come again soon,” she called out as a hazy afterthought, then immediately regretted it on seeing a momentary flash of discomfort cross their faces. They wouldn’t. Magdalene had her claws in them, too. Everything had changed. What power had this woman over the coven that such old and trusted friendships could become so undone?

As Martha and Tallulah climbed into their SUV, she saw Keeva’s truck parked by the barn. This cheered her. Keeva had a level head and no time for coven nonsense. Together with Dulcie, they’d figure out what the hell was going on and, more importantly, how to fix it.

Dulcie and Keeva sat at the kitchen table drinking the last of the malt, strained silence between them. The bound wand lay on the table before them in its black silk shroud. 

“I think it wants to go back in its drawer,” Dulcie said sadly. “It likes the dark and the smell of flour. It will heal faster there. I’m so sorry, Astral. There was nothing I could do. I can see why I was kept in the dark about this particular gathering.”

“It’s a stitch-up, Astral.” Keeva helped herself to a hefty slice of apple cider pie. “Magdalene has been after that wand for years. If she couldn’t have it, then she damn well made sure it was ineffective.”

“But why break it? I owned it and I’m ineffective. A wand is only as powerful as the witch holding it.” She joined them at the table and accepted the glass of malt poured out for her. “It was tucked away in a kitchen drawer, for Hecate’s sake. How can she feel threatened?”

Keeva shrugged. “Because she’s a power-hungry harpy. She couldn’t rest knowing that a wand more powerful than hers was in our coven, so it had to go.”

Dulcie nodded. “Professional jealousy. She’s the worst leader we’ve ever had, but we’re bound by coven oath to follow our High Priestess.”

“When The Plague Tree was founded, I don’t think they foresaw witches like Magdalene being in charge. It’s as if she wants to be rid of the Projectors.” Keeva shook her head and stared at her glass.

“What would Grandma Lettice think? I feel I’ve let them all down.” Astral looked across to the family oil painting. “Oh.” There were only two figures now.

“Myriad’s gone again,” Dulcie said, following her gaze. 

“She was there this afternoon.” Astral rose to inspect the painting. Her mother was indeed missing. Only Astral and her grandma smiled back from within the frame. Beside them was an empty chair, where the young Astral seemed to hover in mid-air. Myriad Projector and her maternal lap were indeed gone.

“I saw her last week on a postage stamp,” Keeva said helpfully. “She’s got a lovely profile.”

“And she’s been seen in the library recently on the community posters,” Dulcie added. “Especially the allotment society ones.”

“She liked gardening,” Astral said morosely.

“She likes gardening…no past tense,” Keeva admonished. “We know she’s out there somewhere trying to communicate with us.”

“It’s amazing how she can show up on paper, wood, anything she likes, not only tin,” Dulcie mused, the mechanics of witchcraft always drew her attention. “Your mum is a super crafty witch.”

“Super crafty enough to be stuck in some sort of vortex she can’t break free from,” Astral said flatly, and put her head in her hands. She was too tired to wonder at her mother’s transcendental travels. Myriad had been popping up here and there for most of her childhood. Her fantastical, genius mother, who one day on a simple projection to the shops had gone “poof” and was never seen in the flesh again. Sure, she showed up here, there, anywhere for a minute or two, but the general consensus was that she was trapped between dimensions, and no one knew how to get her out.

The Projectors were clearly cursed. Here she was, at the centre of a critter emergency with a smashed wand and an unwanted job starting on Monday morning. A job that didn’t really exist and that was no more than a Cuckoo spell that could fizzle at any minute, leaving her exposed as critter fodder. Even though her coven oath was binding, it was supposed to be a thing of beauty, fealty, and honour, and certainly shouldn’t be abused by the likes of Magdalene Curdle.

“What about this critter?” Astral demanded. “Do you think there really is one? Could it be an excuse just to break my wand?”

Dulcie shook her head. “I think there is one. The stocks and shares spell was tampered with and money has been removed from the coven’s account. I hear hundreds of thousands have gone missing. I am worried at Magdalene choosing you to sniff it out, though. Okay, so your magical footprint will probably fly under its radar, but what if it doesn’t? I still think it’s risky.”

“Risky how?” Astral asked. “I can still back out…I think.” 

Keeva snorted rudely. “In your dreams. Magdalene has you cornered. You’ll absolve your membership in the coven if you disobey.”

Dulcie reached over and tweaked a curl. “Better buy hair straighteners. Your magic is not as low-key as everyone thinks. Magical clues fizz off you, if someone knows how to read them.”

“Meaning I could be sniffed out by a clever critter?” 

“Meaning we need to dampen you a little,” Dulcie said.

“We’re just being careful,” Keeva added. “Discretion is more than not doing magic. Don’t talk about magic, don’t think about magic, and call us the minute you feel in danger. Not that other lot. Forget them. Call me and Dulcie. We’ll be there in a flea jump to get you out.” She paused. “Hey, we need a contingency plan.” She waved her fork excitedly and a fleck of cake flew off and stuck to a long strand of her auburn hair. “I know. Dulcie, do some magic on her. Make her invisible.”

“Here.” Dulcie handed her a dish towel. “Wipe the pie out of your hair before Lupin finds it.”

At the mention of his name, Keeva’s familiar, Lupin, a brindle pit bull and a big softie, raised his huge head and looked hopefully at the table. His tail rose and fell with a wallop that made the copper pans on the beams rattle. He was a mighty beast of a dog with the heart of a Shakespearean lover, the soul of a Monet water lily, and the energy of a comatose sloth, the polar opposite of his excitable mistress. 

“I can’t be invisible if I’m to work there,” Astral said. “Plus, a critter might notice something like that. Invisibility works on humans. Critters are from another dimension.” She couldn’t imagine anything helping her. She was bait in Magdalene’s critter trap. “Do you think it hurts when a critter sucks out your powers and leaves you a dried-out husk? Is it true that hollow trees are really witches with their souls drained away?” Her voice shrank to a horrified whisper.

“That’s something you will never know, dearest, because you will never be a hollowed-out tree,” Dulcie reassured her. 

“A day or two and then the job’s done,” Keeva predicted. She held up a finger. “First, the critter doesn’t know you’re coming, so you have the advantage of surprise.” Another finger checked. “Second, it will have no clue you’re a witch, so you have the advantage of disguise.” Another finger was ticked. “Third, you’ll sense it as soon as you see it, so you’ll be—look at that fat git! What happened to his diet?”

Borage waddled into the kitchen only to start in surprise at seeing Keeva. His back arched and he hissed. Then he saw Lupin and tried to leap onto a chair, only to miss it completely and send both himself and it crashing. Lupin gave a long, slow blink, his jowls glued to the floor. Borage continued to hiss and hop about dramatically.

“Hiss at me again, buster, and I’ll have you on dry food before you can say rectal thermometer,” Keeva warned him. 

“He’s been very good.” Astral vainly defended her familiar. “He’s had fewer meals and only low-fat treats.” 

“Treats? He’s not allowed any treats,” Keeva said, exasperated. “He’s on a diet, for Hec’s sake.” Borage slunk from the kitchen, dragging his grievances with him.

“I still don’t understand why Grandma Lettice chose him as a familiar for you,” Dulcie said, watching the cat and his aura, the colour of malice, depart.

“He was a lovely kitten,” Astral recalled. “Dark as candle smoke and oh-so ticklish.” Her fingers gave an involuntary twitch for long-remembered soft, black fur.

“Ticklish.” Keeva snorted in disgust. She bore scars that stated the opposite.

“Then he grew up and became a moody, bad-tempered tyrant,” Astral said with a sigh.

“You mean, you spoiled him rotten.” Keeva frowned. 

“I did not.”

“You’re too soft,” Keeva countered. 

“I am not. I can be very stern.”

“You’re a kind and gentle Fireside witch,” Dulcie said thoughtfully, “and that’s a skill we should cultivate for this critter thing.”

Astral and Keeva shared a curious look.

“I’m going to Mindcoddle you,” Dulcie declared. “We’ll concentrate on the blandest of your good qualities and project them outwards onto others. Your sweetness and basic decency should confound a critter and mask any magical scent. Even Old Mother Worriwort said so.”

“A Mindcoddle?” While intrigued, Astral was also a little alarmed. She’d heard of them but had never experienced one. 

“Yes.” Keeva leapt to her feet, encouraged by Dulcie’s words. “Let’s play the sweet simplicity card. She can’t look in any way witchlike or dodgy. For all we know, this critter is on the lookout, too.”

“The critter is on the lookout, too?” Astral echoed, aghast. “You said I had the advantage of surprise and disguise.”

“Thanks for that, Keeva.” Dulcie glared at her and tutted irritably. “Good way to spread the calm. Maybe get her a pheromone collar, why don’t you? Calm her down like an excitable puppy?”

Keeva shrugged. “The critter must have guessed by now that the coven knows it’s been nibbling at our finances and that we’ll do something about it.”

“Come on, let’s Mindcoddle.” Dulcie laid her hands on the table. Keeva and Astral took her cue and spanned out their fingers until they touched each other’s pinkies and formed a rough circle. Dulcie chanted, “Keep our sister in the darkness. Let none see her witching light. She is but a simple girl safe from critters, ghouls, or sprites. So mote it be.”

She waved her hands in a grandiose flourish, a mimicry of Magdalene’s theatrical spell-casting. Keeva and Astral caught the nuance and copied, laughing.

“She is but a simple girl. So mote it be,” they chorused, gesticulating wildly.

Their laughter rose to the oak beams and hung there, weaving into the old wood’s memories of other joyful times. And in this carefree moment, Astral forgot about her fears, her loneliness, and her inadequacies, cocooned as she was in the magic of friendship.
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Chapter 3

 

Black and Blacker’s south coast offices were housed in an ugly glass building on the periphery of the newest commercial district. By no means the fanciest of the surrounding office blocks, it was by far the most imposing. Modernist and heavyset, it sat back from the bustle of the pedestrian thoroughfare, its mirrored walls sucking up light while deflecting the outside world from the business within. 

Astral paused at the foot of the polished granite steps and took in the huge mirror-plated doors several feet above. She smoothed the charcoal fabric of her business suit—her best one—and puffed out a frosty cloud of breath. The streets were empty of commuters. A chill seeped into her bones and her skin erupted in a rash of gooseflesh. She hadn’t slept a wink all night despite the Mindcoddle Dulcie had cast. That was all the protection she had, along with the stupid Cuckoo spell. She called upon her mantra now, and chanted the Mindcoddle three times in her head. I am but a simple girl. I am but a simple girl. I am but a simple girl.

A reassuring warmth flowed through her and her confidence upped a notch, though it really needed to “up” several. At least it seemed to work a bit. I’ve never felt so simple, she thought glumly, and squared her shoulders as she mounted the steps.

The doors opened into a voluminous reception area that echoed the neat click of her heels across marble tiles. The foyer was totally deserted, the reception desk unmanned. Astral faltered, unsure what to do. She had hoped to collect her work pass and then be escorted to her new office. Her agency had told her what to expect. Perhaps coming in so early had backfired.

A snuffling sound drew her closer to the high, glass-topped counter that served as the reception desk. Behind it, a young Asian woman sat slumped across a lower work station. She was fast asleep, her head pillowed on folded arms. Around her lay a scattering of chocolate crumbs and sweet wrappers. Richly hennaed hair cupped the curve of a plump cheek. Her dark eyelashes fluttered, then stilled, and her rosebud lips pouted in displeasure at a fleeting dream. She was very pretty in a gothic fairyland kind of way and Astral imagined a trill of otherworldliness rippling across the ether between them. Definitely a tingle of something?

Well, this was a strange start. But what if critters were nocturnal and slept during the day? Wouldn’t it be wonderful to find the critter in the first few minutes? She knew she was grasping at straws and didn’t want to go beyond the reception area into this cold, scary place if she could avoid it because she didn’t want to use the flaky Cuckoo spell. She wanted to yell, “It’s the receptionist,” and run.

“Um. Hello?” No response. She cleared her throat noisily. The receptionist shifted in her seat, gave a snort, and began to snore softly.

“May I help you?” The question came from directly behind her, wrapped in a cold, deeply indifferent voice.

Astral was sure she leapt about a foot in the air. She spun around to find the most startling, most imposing woman she had ever met. This stranger made Magdalene Curdle look like a short glass of tepid milk. She had to be at least six-foot-something. Her hair was as black as coal and cut with clinical precision to brush her shoulders and not one millimetre more. She had a keenly intelligent, though gaunt face, and her complexion, while tan in tone, seemed waxy instead of wholesome. She looked tired, irritable, and vaguely dangerous. Even the sensuous tilt to her sooty-lashed eyes did little to entice. She stared at Astral with a gaze as soulless as a shark’s. If she smiled, Astral guessed her teeth would be pearly white and pointed.

Astral tripped backwards and slammed against the reception counter, rattling the chrome calendar stand. She masked her wince. The sleeping beauty behind the desk snored on, undisturbed.

“Hi. Um…hi, it’s my first day and…um…” She internally lunged for her Mindcoddle mantra. I am but a simple girl. I am but a simp—

The stranger looked like she ate simple girls for breakfast. Astral’s mantra snapped shut.

“Um…” She could hear the plaintive bleat in her voice, a lonesome sheep on a hilltop.

Impatience seethed under the crisply tailored business suit, which was as sharp and impeccably cut as its owner’s bone structure. “Are you Ms Projector?” The question was as hard as her stare.

Astral managed a nod.

“You’re in my department, then. Floor thirteen. Ms Ping—” she nodded at the sleeping girl— “will bring your papers later. Follow me, please.”

With no further introduction, she strode off towards the bank of elevators. Astral hesitated for a moment before chasing after her across the foyer.

Inside the elevator car, Astral’s fidgeting reflection gawped back at her threefold from the mirrored walls. The Stylistics’ “Hey There Lonely Girl” on jazz harmonica playing softly through a hidden speaker did little to relax, as she was cowed and overheated in the small space, and she shrank into a corner like a frightened mouse. Air itched in her throat, thick and hot, as if the elevator were descending into the fiery pits of hell and not up a few floors. Any notion of small talk was squished by a sly sideways glance at her companion. The hawk-like profile condemned her to silence. Not that Astral could peel her tongue off the roof of her mouth anyway. Everything about this woman broadcast hostility, scariness, and, quite frankly, crittery-ness. She just knew she was in this elevator with a critter. Her job was done and she could go home, now. If she wasn’t eaten first. 

With a ding, the doors opened and Astral practically fell onto the thirteenth floor. Relief and cool, breathable air washed over her. It was degrees cooler in the open office, though her face still stung with embarrassment.

“You’re with the Compliance team.” The woman pointed to a group of nearby desks. “Mister Mor will show you around. He’s your team lead.” A small, rotund man came scuttling their way. Before he reached them, the woman stalked away, leaving Astral to make her own introductions.

“Good morning, um, Mister Mor?”

“Ms Projector is it? Sure, isn’t it great to meet ye,” he said in a thick Irish brogue, and held out a warm, calloused hand. He was no taller than Astral, balding on top with an encircling crown of bright red hair. He wore small, gold- rimmed spectacles, and sported Dickensian mutton-chop sideburns. It was hard to guess his age, but going by his dress sense, which was funky in a trendy Edwardian gentleman way—all tweeds and plaids—she guessed him to be in his mid-thirties, and extremely style-conscious. The gold watch chain that stretched across his waistcoat and tub of a belly indicated a meticulous eye for detail. Heavy gold rings with old family crests adorned both pinkie fingers and when he smiled, the twinkle of a gold-capped incisor winked cheerfully at her. He sported the most polished shoes Astral had ever seen, and the overhead lighting beamed off his punched-leather toecaps.

“Please, call me Astral.” Her teeth rattled with the force of his handshake.

“And I’m Fergal. Fergal Mor. I see you’ve already met the boss.” His tone was as vigorous as his handshake.

“Oh? I didn’t know.” Astral was hardly surprised to hear that her elevator companion was the head honcho. The frosty demeanour had said it all. “We only shared the lift up,” she said.

“Ms Black is the director of operations.”

“Is she one of the Black and Blacker Blacks?” If she’d been around awhile, she’d hardly be the critter, though secretly, Astral wished she was. Wouldn’t that be delicious? 

“Yes,” Fergal said. “One of the Blacks, not a Blacker. Her great-great grandfather was a founding member. It’s still a family-run firm, though you seldom see any of the Blackers these days.”

So, Ms Black was cold and rude for natural reasons, not supernatural ones. Privilege was a wonderful thing for rotting someone from the inside out. How disappointing. She would have liked Ms Charmless to be the critter. It would have been interesting to watch Magdalene and her cronies face off against Ms Black’s personal brand of ruthless elitism. 

“This is your desk.” Fergal indicated an empty desk near the window, not far from the elevators. It was a busy, exposed spot and probably the least favoured desk on the entire floor, but she was pleased with her allotted seat. She was in the corner, close to the water cooler with her back against the wall. It gave her a full view of the floor, so she could keep an eye on who came and went, and had proximity to the gossip hotspot. Everyone prattled around the water cooler. Hopefully, she would be able to see and hear everything without moving far from her desk or the exit. She already had a plan on how to make inroads into the second-best hotspot, the kitchen.

“So, Compliance is a small team. There’s only you and me for the moment. The rest are in transition from London. You’re here to cover for…for…” He screwed up his rosy button of a nose trying to remember. “Well, her name eludes me now, but you’re here to cover whatshername’s maternity leave.”

Astral nodded with a twinge of guilt. The Cuckoo spell gave the illusion of a magicked maternity leave for an employee who never was. Erratic, nebulous magic that could fray in an instant. She was walking a razor’s edge without a safety net and she desperately hoped the spell would hold long enough for her to find the critter and beat an exit. She had five days maximum to deliver.

Fergal gabbled on, explaining this and that in a ricochet of words and choppy hand actions. “The ladies’ washroom is three doors down, next to the stationery store and to the right of the kitchen. Ms Ping will show you around proper when she turns up.”

“I saw her in the foyer,” Astral volunteered. “She was sleeping behind the reception desk.” She stopped, worried she had welched on the young receptionist, but really, blatantly sleeping on the job and in front of Ms Black. Surely, it had to be some sort of self-destruct thing. Fergal’s reply surprised her.

“Ach. Poor wee thing had to work last night. She must have been fearful busy to fall asleep so early in the day.”

“Oh, dear.” The receptionist must be getting paid buttons if she had to hold down two jobs. Astral had sympathy for her plight. She often struggled to make an honest wage herself. Magic was all very well, but the coven’s code meant witches were expected to earn their living, not conjure up self-serving magic. Her interest in Ms Ping piqued. She also liked that Fergal was supportive towards his beleaguered colleague. Her interest in Ms Black might have gone up a little, too, because she didn’t seem to penalize her sleeping receptionist, which struck her as odd, given her initial impression. 

“Sure, she’ll be along soon enough with your papers and work pass.” He whipped a gold watch from his waistcoat pocket with a flourish. “Ah-ha, I have a meeting now. I’ll be about an hour. When I get back, we’ll go through your workload, all right?”

“Sure.” Astral shrugged off her coat. “I can find my way around.”

“In the meantime, read those.” He pointed to a pile of papers on her desk. “They’re the latest default contracts. All the usual stuff, but can you cross-reference them with these dissolution documents?” He handed her a folder. “Oh, feel free to help yourself to tea and coffee from the kitchen.”

“Will do,” Astral assured his retreating back. He jingled away, whistling in tune to the loose change in his trouser pockets. Too cheerful to be a critter, it seemed.

She hung her jacket on a nearby coat rack and surveyed the office, constructed in a large and open plan. It had filled up over the last half hour to become a flurry of activity. The hustle and bustle had the right sort of energy. Busy but not too rushed or frenetic. People had time to talk and smile at each other, and that pleased her because it would make her job much easier. A mean-minded critter would stick out a mile in a place like this.

Meanwhile, coffee sounded good. It would give her a chance to check out the kitchen before Ms Ping appeared with her security details and work pass. Until then, she couldn’t log onto her swanky computer anyway. That pleased her, too. As a temp worker, she was used to having the most beat-up equipment in the office foisted upon her. This computer looked brand new.

So, perhaps Ms Black wasn’t as much of an ogre as she had first thought, since there was new equipment even for temps, and people seemed relaxed and happy and stopped to chat. Still, first impressions were difficult to overcome. She’d make sure to steer clear of the company’s director of operations, who didn’t seem to miss much, if anything.

She removed a Tupperware container from her bag and set off for the kitchen. Experience had proved that the best way to integrate into a new office was to bring along home baking. It always led to happy coworkers, and then the swapping of recipes, which generally led to office gossip. Sugar always loosened tongues. She walked down the corridor, carefully counting doors as she went. One, two, three doors down. Next to the stationery store? And was that to the right or left of the kitchen? She opened the door and sailed straight into Ms Black’s office.

Clearly, it was not to the left.

Through her shock, she registered that entering Ms Black’s office was like stepping into a Dickens novel. Her new boss sat behind a huge ebony desk bedecked with an ugly oversized onyx inkwell complete with quills, an elaborate jade cigar box, and a mountain of leather-bound ledgers. The entire room seemed locked in a bizarre time warp compared to the techno swish of the outer office.

And from this vantage point, it was impossible not to stare at everything in the gloomy office. It somehow matched the woman sitting ramrod straight behind the acre of desktop, her back resolutely turned away from the window and its fine views. On either side of her loomed bookshelves with row after row of ledgers, all with morose, black spines and gilt lettering. The library of the damned, Astral was sure.

“Oh. I’m…I’m so sorry. I miscounted.” She stammered an apology and backed away, something she already had a habit of doing with Ms Black, and she admired herself for such wisdom.

“Miscounted?” Ms Black’s question focused her attention back on the desk and its occupant.

Astral’s shoulders hit the wall. While in reverse she had somehow missed the doorway entirely. Did Ms Black do it deliberately? Was she aware how disorientating her sloe-eyed stare was?

“Um, the doors. I miscounted the doors.” Could she sound any sillier? “I was looking for the kitchen. I thought I’d…um…get a coffee before I started on the paperwork that…um…Fergal left.” She got a coolly calculating stare in response. “For me. I mean he left paperwork for me. He didn’t just leave.” She has to be the critter. Regardless of what Ms Black’s great-great grandfather did, she had to be the evil critter. She should run. No, hide. No, run. Or Mindcoddle.

“I am but a simple girl.”

“Excuse me?” Ms Black’s frown deepened.

Oh, fart. She had said it out loud. Astral gave the Tupperware box a feeble shake, trying to deflect. “Would you like a fudge melt? I made them myself.”

“You bet,” a voice sang out by her shoulder, startling Astral enough that the contents of the Tupperware hit the lid and thumped back down again. The fudge melts would be in bits, she thought ruefully, then turned her attention to the cheerful newcomer. Ms Ping from the reception desk stood beside her, fully awake, mischief-eyed, and smiling brightly. It was such a relief to encounter a friendly face after the intensity of Ms Black’s glare that Astral smiled back.

“Ms Ping, please show Ms Projector the way to the kitchen,” Ms Black snapped. “Apparently, she has trouble counting.” With that, she returned to her work, effectively dismissing them both.

“Follow me,” Ms Ping whispered, and grabbed Astral by the elbow to whisk her out of the office as fast as possible. “I’m Ping, by the way, forget the Ms. only Abby uses it.”

“Abby? Ms Black?” She sure as Hecate didn’t look like an Abby. She looked like a mean-minded critter. And she was going to figure out how to prove it.

Ping nodded at the closed door. “Abby is the boss lady and I’m the fetch-all, do-all, gofer around here, if you hadn’t already guessed. Great idea, by the way.” She tapped the Tupperware. “Except Abby doesn’t have a sweet tooth.”

Astral sagged with relief to be out in the corridor again. Even the air tasted different away from Abby Black’s office, lighter and somehow more refreshing.

“She doesn’t have a sweet anything,” Ping continued. She giggled and Astral found herself joining in on a conspiratorial level. “She’s not as bad as she looks, though,” Ping continued. “I’ve worked for her since leaving college, nearly five years. She’s great to work for. A bit wound up, but dynamite at her job.”

A bit wound up might be an understatement, but the fact that this vivacious, spritely woman had been working for someone like Abby Black for five years was a little confusing, given her own fleeting experiences with the boss lady’s demeanour. Also, five years did not sound like a critter situation. The critter was supposed to be new to the area, and perhaps even to the company. Critters were invasive creatures. They snuck in, did their wormy worst, and snuck back out again, leaving chaos in their wake. Black and Blacker was an old, family-run firm, and most of the staff here seemed to have some tenure. Astral needed to check out the newer employees. That’s where she should start.

“So, you came down from London, then,” she said. “That must have taken an effort.”

Ping rolled her eyes expressively. “You have no idea. We’re still unpacking.”

“Did everyone want to move?”

“Mostly. Any gaps will be filled by temps like you. Hey.” Ping looked at her in earnest. “They’ll be looking for new staff soon. I mean, if you’re interested, and you like it here, of course.” She pushed open the door to the kitchen and headed straight to the coffeepot. “I need a gallon of this today if I’m to keep my eyes open.”

“Fergal said you work nights, too,” Astral said, letting the earlier comment about permanent work go. In less than a week, she wouldn’t even be a memory to Ping.

“It’s not every night, just most nights.”

“What do you do?”

“Work for Ms Black, of course.” She began prepping two cups. “Milk? Sugar?”

“Cream, if you have it, and four spoons of sugar, please. So, you do a night shift here, and then a day job? That can’t be right. Can you legally do all those hours? I’d keel over.” 

Ping heaped five spoons of sugar into her own cup. “It’s part of my job description. I do split shifts and I’m expected to work a few nights. If I weren’t settling in this pesky new start, I’d be home in bed right now.” She grinned. “I had to hang on to meet and greet you. Not that I did a very good job of it. Sorry.” She handed Astral her coffee and helped herself to several fudge melts that had survived their Tupperware shake-up. Ping bit cheerfully into one. “These are yum. I have such a sweet tooth.” 

“Me, too.” Astral took a cake for herself. “I’m sorry I caused you extra work this morning.”

“Well, you didn’t really, did you? I mean, I fell asleep anyway and Fergal had to collect you. Plus, I also managed to lose your agency paperwork, can you believe it? I’m such a mess, I can’t recall where I put it, or even seeing it before. It’s weird. I knew you were turning up, but for the life of me, I can’t remember a thing about organizing a temp.”

“That busy, eh?” Of course, Ping would think the paperwork was misplaced. It never existed in the first place. “And it was Ms Black who brought me up from reception, not Fergal.” 

“Lucky old you. She does make an unsettling first impression. But it’s not all bite. Oops.” Ping’s smile suddenly slid away as a tall, blonde woman appeared in the doorway and drifted past them to the coffee maker. She was stunning. As beautiful, angular, and elegant as any catwalk model. She moved ethereally, like the velvet smoke of an opium pipe. She even poured coffee as if on a photo shoot in Versace’s kitchen. And then she wafted out, cup in hand, ignoring them both completely.

“Who was that?” Astral asked in awe. “She looks like a supermodel.” She had never felt so dumpy in her life, and she’d had many dumpy moments.

“That was Iraldine. She’s the office princess.” Ping made a face. “She only talks to people she feels are of consequence. Note how invisible we were.”

“Oh.” So, there were divisions in the seemingly perfect office, after all.

“She heads up Reconciliations. They’re all kinds of uppity on that team. Think they’re something special. Come on, let’s get you started.”

Ping led her back to the general office, coffee cup in one hand and a plate of fudge melts in the other. The gossiping session was clearly over and Astral fell into step beside her. 

“I’ll get your login details and leave you to get on with it,” Ping said. “Fergal will take you on the office tour when he gets back.”

Astral nodded, grateful. She’d prefer to get settled into her cosy corner and spend the rest of the morning observing her new work colleagues. Someone was bound to stand out as critter-like, and already there were so many possibilities. Once she made a positive identification, she could report back to the coven and simply disappear.

“Are there any other new starts?” she asked, hoping Ping would say, “Yeah, that weird guy over there. I think he’s real odd, the way he mooches around suspiciously.” 

Instead, she said, “Nope. Just you, so far. We all came down from London together. Most of us have relocated and the rest preferred to commute.”

Not what she’d hoped for. But, then again, the critter could be casting the same illusionary spells as her coven, making it look as if it belonged here. Astral sighed. Why was this so difficult? An unsuspecting critter should be an easy thing to find. A well-prepared one would be a bitch.

On cue, Abby Black left her office for the kitchen. Astral caught her in her peripheral vision. It made her curiously glum. If the critter wasn’t as obvious a guess as Abby Black, would she ever find it?

Ping gave her a work pass and showed her how to sign on to the Black and Blacker computer system and left her to it with a happy little wave and a promise to pop by later and see how she was getting on. At least Ping seemed kind and friendly, and she made her first morning go well on the work front.

Logged on, and with heaps to read for Fergal, Astral relaxed into her chair and began her day’s work proper. Online, she ran her eye over the company breakdown of in-house departments, teams, and team leaders. No one looked exceptionally crittery. She checked the emergency evacuation procedures for when the Cuckoo spell went splat, though she’d rather be long gone before that happened. After she finished her coffee and wandered through the “Welcome to Black and Blacker” online package, she decided to turn her attention to the paperwork Fergal had left her. It was a simple enough cross-referencing job and she was soon lost in it, finding a degree of comfort in contract clauses. In these, the world was orderly and organized, and she appreciated that, especially in a situation like this, where some terrible critter was afoot, draining coven funds.

Since her desk was close to the elevators and near a long console table that held a large vase of fresh flowers and the office mail tray, various staff came by throughout the morning to collect or deposit mail. They made a point to introduce themselves and thank her for the pastries in the kitchen, demonstrating a decorous office culture, since she hadn’t put a sign out or anything saying who had left them. Ping had probably let them know and word got around. Regardless, it was a lovely, welcoming gesture, and she greatly appreciated it. The only exception was Iraldine, who glided by without a glance, though Astral was unsurprised after her earlier attitude and ignored her, too.

She read through another contract, and for the most part, they were straightforward enough, except for a few small details that frankly eluded her. No amount of wading through the small print brought any insight. She decided instead to jot down a few questions for later. It was while scribbling in her notebook that she became aware of Iraldine, eyeing her from the mail stack.

She looked over and Iraldine swiftly stared back at the mail in her hand, but not before Astral had caught the sneer that marred her beautiful face. Iraldine had clearly been studying her, and probably come to some unflattering conclusions based on her clothes, handbag, shoes, and hair. The rancour on her face made Astral feel as fetching as a discarded tissue. Iraldine’s churlishness caught her off guard and a void of self-deprecation opened. Luckily, the affirmations Grandma Lettice taught her years ago came rushing to fill it. Astral could combat feeling like this.

I am loved. I am unique. I am important. I am the centre of my living world and my soul shall always be guided towards light, truth, and joy. So mote it be. Then, Crap! Was that a spell? Did she just do a spell? Did grandma teach her magic or was that just an affirmation? Shit. She wasn’t supposed to do magic because a critter could easily sniff it out.

She glanced around surreptitiously. Nothing seemed to have changed and no one was paying her any extra attention. Iraldine wafted off on her ethereal breeze, envelopes in her hand, disinterested in everything and everybody but herself. Had she tricked her into doing magic? Astral rested her head in her hands, trying to collect her wits. Of course not. Iraldine was a bitch and nothing more. Or was she the critter? Could it be that obvious?

“I’m going mad,” she muttered and logged off. “I knew it would happen.”

“Talking to yourself already, are ye?” Fergal appeared at her shoulder. “This place can do that to an orderly mind.” He cast an eye at the documents open on her desk and seemed pleased.

“Oh, I have some questions.” Astral grabbed for her notebook and the satisfied look slid off his face.

He opened his mouth to answer but was cut off by a crash followed by a roar of, “Get out and don’t come back until you can talk some sense!”

Abby Black’s office door burst open and a flustered, weasley-looking man in a sharp business suit practically fell out into the corridor. He gathered himself quickly, clearing his throat and checking the knot of his tie as he trotted for the elevators.

The outer office went deadly quiet as each and every head ducked towards a computer monitor and focussed straight ahead. Astral blinked at Fergal, who watched the man hightail it off the floor. He caught her eye and shrugged.

“That’s Snide. One of Ms Blacker’s minions. They feck everything up all the time. Sure, Abby can’t stand them.”

The hush on the floor prevailed and the temperature seemed to drop by degrees. Was Abby Black’s temper that bad that she could terrify an entire office floor with one tantrum? Astral was stunned. Never mind the critter. Her new boss was frightening.

Unaffected by the drama, Fergal inadvertently proposed the ideal distraction. “Maybe it’s time to meet the rest of the gang. That’ll liven you up.”

He led her on a tour of the office. Iraldine was with her Reconciliations team, a collection of tall and impossibly elegant women who looked as if they worked for a fashion magazine rather than a finance house. Astral had the impression Iraldine handpicked her staff and sent a silent blessing she wasn’t temping for her. Iraldine may have been beautiful, but it was literally skin deep, because from the epidermis down, she was a truly ugly person.

The Reconciliations team followed Iraldine’s lead and barely glanced Astral’s way on introduction. Every last one of them was rude and aloof, and in Astral’s opinion the only sour note in the office, after Abby Black’s moods.

All the other teams, though busy, took time out to welcome her with courtesy and genuine friendliness. The Data Analysis team confessed to eating more than the lion’s share of her baked goods and begged to swap recipes. They were a team of jolly middle-aged women and exactly the kind of gossipy crowd Astral hoped would help with her search.

The Dividends team consisted of more Irishmen, all lively and jocular, and judging from their banter, missing Fergal, who had been their team lead until he’d been promoted to Compliance. They were teasing and funny and Astral left in a fit of giggles.

“It’s the back-end people down here on the coast,” Fergal explained, as they walked back to their little Compliance island. “The trading teams and marketing folks, and anyone client-facing are still up in London.” He paused to check his pocket watch. “Would ye look at that. Lunchtime,” he declared, surprising Astral, who thought it a little early. “Me and the boys always go over to The Beaten Docket.” He looked at her sheepishly. “It’s the pub over the road.”

“Oh,” she said, realising this might be an awkward invitation for her to join them. “I brought in a packed lunch today. Perhaps another time?” She sugared her words with a charming smile.

“Grand, then.” He looked relieved, proving the invite had been more about good manners than a genuine wish for her company. Astral didn’t mind at all. She had her own lunchtime agenda and she needed time to unwind from critter-hunting duties. She had the perfect place in mind—a small park near the office.

Fergal shrugged on his coat in seconds flat. “Okey-dokey. See you in an hour or so.” He was out the door before the corners of her charming smile could relax.

 

*

 

Lunch break was quick. City pigeons turned out to be thugs. Astral was lucky to escape with her hair still on her head. The Hitchcockian retreat brought her back to work earlier than she’d wished but better that than histoplasmosis, or whatever diseases pigeons carried.

She hung up her coat, cast an eye around the almost empty office, and decided to get stuck again in the pile of contracts, since it was the only way to make time fly.

“Hello there.” Fergal bustled in much, much later, and Astral had to force herself not to look at the clock above the console table. His lunch had lasted over two hours and she could smell the beer from her desk.

“Have a nice lunch?” he asked, and slumped into his chair. 

“Yes, thank you,” she answered, determined to never go for lunch with him and the boys. As a temp, she’d be out on the street in seconds flat if she took a lunch break that long. She reached for her notebook of questions. “I read the documents and I need—”

“Oops, late for another meeting.” Fergal lurched to his feet and wheeled away.

Astral, puzzled, watched him wobble off. She eyed the open notebook with dissatisfaction because her list of questions was growing longer. With an annoyed tut, she slid open the top desk drawer, the one that held her pens and highlighters. Her eyes popped in their sockets.

The drawer was squashed full of cupcakes. Cupcakes! All sizes, all shapes. Creamed ones, sugar-spangled ones, chocolate-sprinkled, double-chipped, frosty-topped, square, round—and as soon as daylight hit them, the sponge began to expand. Astral slammed the drawer shut. A glance around the office confirmed no one paid her any attention. Slowly, she cracked the drawer open an inch to peek inside. Icing oozed out over her fingers. She slammed the drawer shut even harder. An ugly flush raced up her neck, and her brow broke out in a rash of itchy sweat. She could feel her hair frizzing into a tight scrunch all over her head. What on earth was happening? This was magic in a place no magic should be.

The next drawer down began to rattle.

Astral stared at it as the rattling grew more violent, and she feared it might actually burst apart. With growing trepidation, she inched it open. Doughnuts. Jam, cream, fruit puree centres, chocolate sprinkles, and powdered sugar. Dozens and dozens and dozens of them. She slid the drawer closed with a controlled, decisive click. Cream shot out of the keyhole and splatted her skirt.

Astral lunged for the box of tissues and twisted one into the keyhole to block further leakage, then swabbed her skirt. She sat back in her chair, mind spinning. This simply could not be happening.

The top drawer creaked ominously under the pressure of expanding sponge cake and she frantically rammed her hands against it to stop it from bursting open in a tsunami of cupcakes. Witchcraft. She was surrounded by witchcraft. Except she wasn’t doing it. This was not her magic. On the other side of her desk, the file drawer slowly rolled open. Astral’s heart filled with dread.

The deep, voluminous drawer was full of cookies. Round, crisp, and golden, piled high like pirate doubloons. They slid, on the verge of overspill. Astral quickly tried to push the drawer closed, but it was heavy, and cheeky enough to push back. It smacked her painfully on the shin. Panicking now, she wheeled back in her chair, brought her foot up, and kicked with all her might. The drawer whacked shut and she lunged for the key. It rattled angrily at its confinement but to no avail, because it was locked tight. Unfortunately, that was the only drawer with a key. The other two began to shake ominously, threatening to burst open at any moment.

Everyone else in the office carried on with work, regardless of her little drama, making her suspect this was some sort of illusionary magic. Which meant someone was playing with her.

The top drawer exploded open and a meringue hit her in the forehead before disintegrating all over the carpet. Astral scooped up the remains and dumped it in her bin, her fingers oozy with cream. Her forehead stung from the slap. So much for illusionary magic. These were real pastries, and they were intent on attacking her.

The doughnut drawer shook viciously, and sugar blew the tissue out of the keyhole and made a small heap under her desk. She sprang to her feet and wedged her chair against the handle, jamming the cupcake drawer back in place. She hotfooted it to the washroom.

“I am but a simple girl, I am but a simple girl, I am but a simple girl,” she chanted to her reflection in the mirror as she dabbed meringue off her forehead. This was a set-up. It had to be. Her heart was racing. There was no magic coming from her, she was sure of it. She had no magic. Or, rather, what little she had was bound up in a broken wand in the kitchen dresser back home.

Who would set her up? And why? Magdalene Curdle immediately came to mind. This was a trap. Was she critter bait? Yes, I bloody well am. She glared at her reflection. I’m a hunk of tuna at Sea World. Why was she washing her hands when she should be running from the building?

“That’s it. I’m outta here.” She’d go back, grab her coat, and—

“Are you all right, Ms Projector?” Ms Black’s reflection loomed in the mirror.

Astral’s breath hitched and she turned to face her. “Huh?”

“You’re standing there muttering to yourself. Is everything okay?”

The Mindcoddle was not working if Abby Black could see her distress. In the mirror, her hair sat proud on her scalp like a dandelion seed-head. It screamed “Danger” to anyone with eyes to see, except it was far too late.

“I was just…washing my hands,” she said, trying to pat her hair nonchalantly back into place with damp hands. “I got icing on them.” She held them up to show. They were sparkling clean. She felt stupid.

Ms Black washed her own hands, all the while watching Astral in the mirror with a dark, unblinking, enigmatic gaze. Astral fluttered over to the wall-mounted hand dryer.

“You seem to like pastries,” Ms Black said. Her gaze flickered over Astral’s generous curves. It was the slightest of glances but Astral felt the scald of it and blushed. She was a tiny bit self-conscious about her weight, though admittedly inclined to do little about it.

“I like baking,” she said, a little too defensively. “Every time I start a new job, I bring something in for the team.” She tried to level out her tone but knew she sounded squeaky. A curl sprang from a hair clip and stuck to her brow. She brushed it away, and it sprang right back, bringing a friend. She felt more tendrils sticking at right angles from the nape of her neck. She was in trouble and her hair knew it.

Ms Black was standing before her now, and Astral was uncertain what to do. The woman towered over her. She was only a couple of feet away, probably deciding the best angle of attack.

“Most people like cupcakes,” Astral continued with what she hoped was civilised, don’t-hurt-me chatter. Ms Black was looking at her funny. Was she about to lunge? Astral’s hair certainly thought so.

“It’s a good way to meet people and make friends.” She was desperate now, stalling for time. If this was the critter, and if it attacked her, she had no magic to defend herself. She wracked her mind for any self-defence videos she’d stumbled across on YouTube and came up blank.

“Friendly and…nice,” she blathered. Even if she had some magic to throw around, wouldn’t the critter simply suck it up? Suck it right out of her like a milkshake. Suck until she was as hollow as a rotten tree. Was that how it worked? “Cupcakes are nice.”

Ms Black—the critter?—was staring at her keenly. Assessing her with its soulless black eyes. Maybe critters didn’t suck. Maybe they bit their prey. Maybe they devoured witches whole. “Of course, bread is nice, too. I bake bread. Do you like bread, Ms Black?”

“I have been known to indulge,” she said, and Astral’s mind reeled with even more confusion because—was that the flicker of a smile at the corners of her mouth?

“Well, if you’d like, I can bring some in. I really do love making—baking.” Oh, Hecate, could she sound any more ridiculous? “Helps clear the mind, I’ve found. Baking. Not bread.”

Ms Black raised an eyebrow. “I do appreciate a clear mind, Ms Projector. Are you certain you’re all right?”

“Um.” No, she most decidedly was not, with a desk full of magic, pushy pastries, and this intimidating woman regarding her like—like what, really? Her hair had, oddly enough, settled and Ms Black somehow wasn’t as intimidating as she might have been at first, but that only confused her.

The restroom door swung open and Astral nearly dropped with relief, even though it was Iraldine. She paused, as if surprised at seeing her boss and the new start standing so close. Her inquiring gaze grew as cold as it was curious. Astral didn’t care. She welcomed Iraldine in this instant.

“Um, yes,” she managed to say before she hastily ducked out from between Ms Black and the wall and forced herself not to make a show of lunging for freedom, for living another day. She couldn’t resist a peek over her shoulder, however. Ms Black raised her wet hands to the hand dryer. The hand dryer Astral had been standing in front of…and blocking. Hecate’s hair, Ms Black had just wanted to use the facilities.

“She wants to bake for you now?” Iraldine scoffed in a velvet voice that was as flirtatious as it was deriding, and hinted at—interesting—an existing intimacy. “Cheeky little bootlick.”

The door swung slowly shut on Astral’s scarlet face, but not before she caught Ms Black’s bemused gaze staring right back at her in the restroom mirror.

 

 

 

 




Chapter 4

 

Astral approached her desk warily, but all was calm. no sea of frosting enveloped her work station. The space under her desk was clear of sugar pyramids. Fergal had returned from his meeting and was kicking back at his own desk. She looked around, cautiously, and slid into her seat opposite him and tried to relax.

Hecate only knew what Ms Black must think of her. Humiliation rattled around her brain, playing chase with low self-esteem. All that time, the poor woman had been waiting to use the hand dryer and Astral, like a big bumpkin, had stood there blocking her way and blathering on about baking. Most of all, Ms Black’s expression in the bathroom mirror hurt in an unexpected way. Astral may be a temp, but she was good at her job, excellent, in fact, and she wanted respect from Abby Black as much as she wanted it from any other member of staff.

Gingerly, she opened the top drawer. No cupcakes. The other drawers were empty, too. Her desk was clear of all manner of confectionary magic.

“All okay?” Fergal asked, and flashed her a rosy smile. 

“Yes,” she answered in a weak voice. “Fine for now, thanks.” Her body fizzed with excess adrenaline and her hands shook a little. She opted to keep her head down for the rest of the afternoon and hope that whoever was directing magic at her had made enough mischief for the day. She didn’t ask Fergal any of her questions. She hadn’t any energy left for either him or her notebook. All of that could wait until tomorrow. If there was a tomorrow. She wasn’t sure of anything anymore. She felt skinless. Exposed and vulnerable in this place. The stark reality of the danger Magdalene Curdle had tossed her into was deeply imprinted. One thing she did know for sure, though. She needed to talk to Dulcie as soon as she got out of here.

 

*

 

“Look at the state of your hair. Is it windy out?” Damián greeted her the minute she set foot in Whoops a Daisy, Dulcie’s small, brightly festooned florist shop.

Damián Murk was Dulcie’s small, brightly festooned shop assistant. He made a show of sticking his head out the door to check on the weather, ducked back in, and glared at her fuzzy halo and tsked. “You’ve been naughty.”

“I’ve been in mortal peril while you ponced about like Titania with your…your gladioli.”

Merryman chirped from his perch high in the corner by a small window that allowed him to come and go as he pleased. 

“Even Merryman knows gladioli are yesterday.” Damián sniffed. “I was poncing about with eucalyptus and forest berries.” He shook a festive table wreath at her. “’Tis the season to look like you forage on the weekends—according to the best home design magazines.”

Astral knew nothing about floral trends and even less about Merryman’s warbling ways. Not that she was going to admit that to Damián. The art of talking to familiars was difficult to master. Borage’s dissatisfied yowling was an itch inside her head, but at least she could understand him, whereas Merryman’s high-pitched trilling only gave her tinnitus.

“What mortal peril?” Dulcie came through the curtain that closed off the shop from her tiny office, kitchen, and storage space. “Wow.” She eyed Astral’s frizz. “Big mortal peril.”

“I was sabotaged,” Astral declared, patting down her hair to little avail.

“How exciting.” Damián took a seat behind the counter, chin in hand, waiting for a story.

“It’s not exciting—well, actually it was. It was very exciting, but mostly dangerous.” Astral liked the attention because usually all Damián did was make fun of her. She lowered her voice. “I’m on a secret mission.”

“Astral,” Dulcie warned. “Should you be sharing coven business like this?”

“It’s only Damián.”

“It’s only me.” He managed to sound insulted and needy at the same time.

“He’s as good as a coven member.”

“But he’s not one.” Dulcie pointed out. “Not yet.”

“I’m too cool for coven. That’s why Magdalene shoots me down. She’s jealous.” Damián began his end-of-day procedures, which consisted of dumping the cash tray out of the register and into Dulcie’s hands.

“You’re not in our coven because you’re not a certified witch,” Dulcie said in her no-nonsense voice as she took the tray to her office. “Finish your schooling, then see what Magdalene does and doesn’t do.”

“Astral got in,” he whined.

“Hey, I did my exams, witchling.”

He sniffed. “And it had nothing to do with your grandma being a Grand Dame.”

“There’s always been a Projector in The Plague Tree Coven. It was founded by Astral’s great-great-great aunt Clementine,” Dulcie called from behind the curtain. “And, she passed her exams, whereas you need to sit down and study for yours.” The familiar thud of the safe door emanated from the back office. 

“Can we please revert this conversation back to my mortal peril, or is that too much to ask?” Astral had some serious unloading to do. “My desk drawers were full of cupcakes and doughnuts.”

“But you always bring cake.” Dulcie’s voice echoed from the back room. “You’re a Fireside witch, so you can’t help but bring cake.”

“I bet there’s a cookie in your handbag right now.” Damián continued his shutting-up-shop duties by idly flicking a duster over the gutted cash register.

“That may be true, but this was different. They were magicked there, Dulcie,” Astral said to the curtain. “I didn’t bake them.”

“What?” Dulcie stuck her head out from the back room. “They were magicked.”

“Not even for a teeny weeny snack?” Damián asked. He eyed her handbag suspiciously.

Astral glared at him. “The cakes were put in my drawers deliberately, by magical means.”

“Which is the only way to get into your drawers,” he muttered under his breath.

“I heard that.” She turned her back on him as Dulcie reemerged. “It was magical sabotage, Dulcie. The desk drawers were full of baked goods that kept expanding. I was exposed to magic in a place where there shouldn’t be any. I had to Mindcoddle all afternoon. My head is spinning. Look at my hair.”

“What’s a Mindcoddle?” Damián demanded.

“Go to school and learn something,” Dulcie snapped. “What do you mean, magical sabotage?” She keyed the alarm and ushered them towards the door. “Okay,” she told Astral. “The money’s in the safe, alarm is set, let’s head for the Big Bus and talk about this.” She grabbed her coat and wrapped her scarf about her neck while Damián mirrored her with his own outdoor garb.

Dulcie held the door open as they trailed out into the night. Fog hung on the hills and the air chilled Astral’s lungs. The tip of her nose burned with cold and her eyes watered. Winter was around the corner, and it promised a grand entrance. Merryman trilled in joy and flitted off to bully the bats that darted around the streetlights. Dulcie flipped the “open” sign on the door to “Closed” and turned the key in the lock.

“There. We’re done for the day,” she said with satisfaction and hooked arms with Astral. They had taken barely two steps when Astral’s free arm was weighed down by Damián looping through her other side.

Dulcie looked over quizzically. “Who invited you?” 

“I’m a friend of a friend of a friend in need. Plus, I’m nosy.” He held on ruthlessly as they walked across the square to the Big Bus Café, which, in the early evenings, became a bistro and served the best food in town. Astral shrugged away any objections to his presence, since she was in need, and he was a friend of a friend.

The top floor of the old London double-decker had been renovated to accommodate several booths. Seats had been reversed and tables added to make intimate candlelit nooks. Damián headed for a table at the front and they settled in and ordered a jug of margaritas.

“It’s just like Friday nights,” he said happily.

Once the waitress moved away, Dulcie began her inquisition. “Your work desk filled up with baked goods and it had nothing to do with you?”

Astral nodded vigorously. “It was magic, and these were aggressive pastries. They were determined to escape. A meringue attacked me.” She told them about the strange and terrible invasion that stopped as suddenly as it had started. The incident in the washrooms with Ms Black remained her own business. Some things were too unsettling and embarrassing to share even with a best friend, and a friend of a friend.

“A drawer full of meringue,” Damián mused dreamily. “I could swim in it.”

“It’s not funny, especially in a place where a critter is lurking. I could have been attacked by more than a meringue.”

“What critter?” Damián asked, sitting up straighter. “You never mentioned a critter.”

“That’s my undercover coven job, I’m on a critter hunt and—”

“Astral,” Dulcie warned, giving a furtive look around the bistro, “Damián is not a coven member, so he shouldn’t hear this stuff.”

“Well, how can he help if he doesn’t know anything?” 

“Poor Astral.” He grabbed for her hand. “You’re so brave. I’m seeing a whole new side to you.”

“It’s called my back, also known as a retreat.”

“I can understand why you want to walk away from this,” Dulcie said. “Magdalene should never have—”

“Oh, look. It’s your mother,” Damián interrupted as he pointed at a wall poster for a West End musical. “She’s in Les Misérables. How marvellous.”

Astral jumped up to check. “It is her,” she confirmed as she stared at the poster, a pang of loneliness in her chest.

“I went to see it twice,” Damián said. “So sad. But I can’t remember Myriad being in it.”

“She appears from time to time on printed surfaces,” Dulcie told him quietly. “She’s been doing so ever since she disappeared. Nobody knows what it means. If she’s trying to communicate, if she’s trapped…” She petered out as Astral rejoined the table, but she had heard the comment.

“Apparently she’s Fantine,” she informed them flatly. 

Damián frowned. “I saw it twice and she was never Fant—”

“Only on the poster, twithead,” Dulcie told him crossly. “Pay attention. Myriad pops up all over the place, on postage stamps, posters, soup cans, and other people’s photographs. What she’s on means nothing. I once saw her in The Guardian as Angela Merkel shaking Bill gates’ hand at a G20 conference.”

“Ah, she’s a politician, then,” Damián nodded sagely. 

Dulcie sighed and swung her attention back to Astral. “You saw no sign of a critter at all, despite being ambushed?”

“It’s difficult to tell. Once you start to really look at people, you realise everyone is weird in a crittery way.”

“Like?”

“Well, at first Ms Ping, the receptionist, seemed strange, but it turned out she was only flaky. Then I suspected Fergal, my supervisor, but now I’m thinking he’s more of a drunk. And the head of ops, Ms Black—at first glance, she’d scare the crap out of Satan’s colostomy bag, but…” She shrugged. Abby Black had lost her gut-shrinking fearfulness. The wry amusement in her eyes at Astral’s washroom drama had humanized her. And, strangely, made Astral want to know a little more about her. “They’re all weird, but no one feels especially otherworldly.”

“Do you think you can do it?” Dulcie looked worried. “There’re only a few days to go, and honestly, if it’s dangerous, I think you should stop right now. Magdalene will have to come up with another plan.”

“I fancy the steak and Guinness pie, what about you?” Damián looked up from his menu.

“Really?” Dulcie snapped, her exasperation evident. “We have a friend in danger here, and you want to talk about pie.” 

He looked hurt and fumbled with the edge of the menu. “Well, yes. They have a fabulous one here,” he answered, subdued.

“Order one for me, too, please,” Astral said, trying to smooth things over.

“Same here.” Dulcie seemed to let go of her anger, though her eyes still glinted with it behind her spectacles. 

The waitress came along and took their order, which included copious side orders and the obligatory bottle of wine. 

“Do you think the Mindcoddle saved me from a critter attack this afternoon?” Astral asked, once they were alone. “Did it disguise me enough? Am I safe to go back?” She had so many questions.

“A Mindcoddle won’t undo a spell like that,” Dulcie said. “The spell-caster already knew exactly who you were to fill the desk up with cakes in the first place. I bet whoever did it either couldn’t maintain the spell from a distance, or else was in the office with you and stopped once you ran away.”

“This is awful. I don’t like any of those ideas. It means either a witch is setting me up from long distance, or worse, the critter has me tagged already and is playing with me. What should I do?”

“Don’t go back,” Damián said.

She nodded. “I tend to agree.” Astral looked around furtively, as if Magdalene’s spies were lurking under every candlelit table. “I’ll tell the coven it’s just too dangerous.”

Dulcie nodded as well as Astral continued her uneasy examination of every dark corner. She sighed. “I have to go back,” she announced after a second of indecision.

“Why?” Damián asked.

“I don’t want to tell the coven I failed.”

Dulcie offered a smile of tacit agreement. “You’re a Projector. You have to be strong. You have a heritage to uphold.”

“Stop encouraging her,” Damián scolded Dulcie. “There’re critters and backstabbing witches involved.”

“Damián,” Dulcie said with her warning tone.

“Let’s talk about backstabbers,” he continued, ignoring her. “Who do you not like? I think Eve Wormrider’s new hairdo looks awful on her. Her face is shaped completely wrong for it.”

Dulcie’s frown deepened. “You’re not helping,” she said to him.

“What should I do?” Astral asked her. 

“Avoid Eve Wormrider’s hairstylist.”

“Damián, shut up.” Dulcie turned to Astral. “I can’t see why a critter would go to all the trouble of manifesting baked goods in your desk. They’re not sophisticated creatures and if it identified you, it would have attacked, not wasted its magic on muffins.”

That made sense. “What if it was a scare tactic?” 

“That’s still too sophisticated for a critter. It seems more like a witch did this. A witch who wanted to unnerve you,” Dulcie said.

“And make you run away screaming,” Damián added. “Like a certain hairdo did to me.”

Dulcie rolled her eyes.

“A witch who wanted me to fail.” Astral absently patted her hair, which had stopped frizzing as much, now that she was among friends. “But the only witches who knew about this were from our coven.” She held Dulcie’s gaze. “Oh, Hecate. Do you think Magdalene is behind it?” It was a sickening thought.

“I don’t know, but she’s the best bet, given the way she’s behaved.” Dulcie tugged on her chin. “What I don’t understand is why sabotage you if we need to find the critter to save coven funds? It seems a little counterproductive.”

“What’s a critter got to do with coven funds?” Damián asked.

“Nothing,” Astral and Dulcie answered in unison, and they exchanged a guilty look.

“Regardless, I’m negligible. No threat whatsoever. If anything, I’m bait,” Astral pointed out.

Dulcie sat back, thoughtful. “So why use coven energy to protect you? The Cuckoo spell would be gone by now if she wanted to dump you in this mess. I believe there is a critter and Magdalene wants it caught. She’s an Ironwitch, and they love wealth far too much to have a critter anywhere near them.”

They all fell into a broody silence until Damián offered up his latest thought. “So, if Astral’s mum pops up all over the place, does her magic do the same?”

Dulcie dropped the spoon she’d been idly playing with. It landed on the table with a thunk. “Oh, my Hecate, I think you’ve actually said something sensible for the first time today. Maybe even this year.”

“I have?”

“I knew you could do it.” Astral gave his hand a condescending squeeze.

“No, he actually has said something sensible,” Dulcie said. “Your broken wand. Don’t you see? All that magic is on the loose. It’s out there cannoning about.” She waved towards the window to the village and hills beyond. “The Projector magic is looking for a Projector.” There was awe in her voice.

“And because it can’t find my mother, it’s zoning in on me.” Astral stared at her. Dulcie’s theory made sense. “How on earth did you make that leap from what he said?”

“I work with him. I have to listen to his nonsense every day, so I’ve gotten good at following his flights of fancy.” She gazed out the window at the market square below. “All that aimless power. It’s too terrifying to contemplate.”

“Why didn’t Magdalene think of that before she broke my wand?” Astral rubbed her temples. “Magic can’t keep popping up sabotaging my mission. This is impossible.”

“Impossible,” Damián echoed sympathetically, then, “Oh, look, here’s dinner.”

There was another silence as their food was set before them and a robust Merlot splashed into their glasses. After the waitress had retreated, they continued their conversation. Witches loved good food, great wine, and clever conversation.

“I need to go back, don’t I?” Astral stated, miserable. She wanted a hero figure to jump up to their table and say, “no, never go back there, Astral. I’ll keep you safe.” A hero who was strong, and tall, and dark…and who unexpectedly morphed into Abby Black, eyebrow raised and the hint of a smile on her lips…

Astral refocussed on Dulcie.

“It would be best if you went back, even for one more day, if only to see whether the magical signature is your family’s. Especially since we now suspect it might be from your wand.”

“Can Astral do that?” Damián asked.

“Of course I can read magical signatures,” she scoffed. “I’m looking at yours right now, and it’s in big yellow crayon.”

“It’s a subtle art, but every witch is different, and their magic leaves a residue, or taint, depending on how benign the spell is,” Dulcie told him. “It doesn’t last long, but if Astral’s quick, she may be able to trace it and confirm we have Projector magic on the loose.”

“So, why didn’t you do that already?” He asked.

“I was too shocked to register a signature, but I’ll be prepared next time.” She frowned. “Errant magic. I can’t believe Magdalene would take a chance like that.”

“My guess is that Magdalene hadn’t a clue what would happen when she broke the wand. I agree with Keeva that she held tremendous professional jealousy for it and was probably being spiteful,” Dulcie said, and speared a roasted carrot. “Magdalene’s not as smart as she lets on.”

Astral poked at her pie. “The Mindcoddle isn’t enough, Dulcie, not with magic triggering all around me. Can you think of anything else I could use that won’t tip off a critter?” 

“Between the Mindcoddle and Cuckoo spell, I’m loathe to load you down with anything else.” She took a big swig of wine. “We need to be careful. Perhaps another charm? A neat little protection powder, maybe?”

“One more can’t hurt. Should we tell Magdalene about the cake magic?” Astral asked, even though she really didn’t want to. The less she had to do with her, the better.

“The broken wand is only a theory. We need to prove it, and then we’ll go to Magdalene and get you out of Black and Blacker.”

Damián signalled the waitress and ordered another bottle of wine.

“Meanwhile, stick to your remit and try to spot the critter,” Dulcie said. “If it didn’t show itself after all that cake nonsense, there’s a chance it’s not even there. It may have moved on.”

Astral hoped so. She didn’t like this business. Not one bit. 

Another bottle of Merlot arrived and Damián merrily recharged their glasses.

“To critters,” he toasted, raising his glass. “May they pop up like Whack-a-Moles under your magic mallet.”

“Shush,” they both remonstrated.

“Don’t you know what ‘it’s a secret’ means?” Dulcie said in a low, scolding tone.

“You mean like the delightful hair extensions Erigone’s gotten for herself that she thinks nobody knows about? Shush, though.” He raised a finger to his lips.

Astral noted he’d sunk most of the wine while she and Dulcie had been talking. A tipsy Damián was a dangerous thing.

“What happened to her real hair?” she asked, because she couldn’t help wondering.

He lowered his head and whispered, “I heard it was forge blowback and she got crisped.”

Astral snorted. Ironwitches worked with precious metals and gemstones and, therefore, ferocious heat. Forge spells often backfired. It was precarious sorcery at best, but then again, Astral didn’t know of a poor Ironwitch. They were either as rich as Midas or in smithereens because their spells had gone awry.

Maybe it was cruel to laugh, but Erigone was not a friend. In fact, she was the closest Astral had ever come to having an enemy. But it was all so long ago that it was childish of her to hang on to her hurt, so she dampened her humour in her wine glass.

“Oh, so you can be circumspect about Erigone’s hairpiece but shout out all over the restaurant about critters.” Dulcie glared at Damián, clearly exasperated.

“It’s extensions, not a wig,” Astral said with a wry smile. “Maybe Eve Wormrider gave her a fashion tip.”

Damián’s eyes widened. “Oh, oops.” He ducked his head and gave the tablecloth a look of pure mortification.

Astral’s heart sank. “She’s behind me, isn’t she?” Slowly, she peered over her shoulder. Sure enough, Erigone stood nearby on the top stair, heading up a posse of Golem’s young achievers, the best the witching community apparently had to offer. As usual, she looked stunning with her luminous blue eyes and shining cap of ebony hair, fake or otherwise. And she seethed, face chalk white, red lips thinned to venomous lines, and her beautiful eyes flashed with warning.

Astral knew that look. What she wasn’t prepared for was the flash of humiliation that swept in behind it. That made her feel ashamed. Before Astral could properly register her cartwheel of emotions, Erigone turned on her heel, her rapid descent throwing her companions into a jumble as they all hurried to follow.

“Oh, crappy McCrap,” Astral muttered. 

“Do you think she heard us?” Dulcie asked.

“Yes, she most definitely did.” The angry look still stung…or maybe that was her shame. “And so did all her friends,” she added, and sighed. The day’s bad surprises just wouldn’t end.

Damián made a little squeaking noise and immediately began biting his nails. Dulcie slapped his fingers away from his mouth with a well-practised swipe.

“Great. Just great,” she said. “Well, it’s too late now. We’ve publicly humiliated Magdalene Curdle’s daughter in front of all her swishy friends. You know what that family is like. They’re all vile. There’ll be Hecate to pay somewhere down the line for this.”

“Do you think she saw me?” Damián asked, his face full of false hope.

“I bet she heard you from the other side of the square,” Astral answered.

They fell into a brooding silence that lasted far too long. 

“Hey, guess what?” Damián said, valiantly trying to lift the mood. He reached into his man-bag and pulled out a small white envelope. “You can have this. I’m gifting you.” He handed it to Astral who pinched it between thumb and forefinger as if it were an exotic insect.

“What is it?” The contents were granular and rustled against the paper.

“It’s a charm. You said you wanted one. It’s got powdered mirror in it. I made it myself. It will make you absolutely charming to everyone you meet. They’ll all adore you.”

“You keep it.” Astral pushed the envelope back. “You need it more than I do. Erigone hates you.”

“I insist.” He pushed it back at her. “Mix with water and gargle.”

“No, honestly, I can’t. It would be like stealing the shoes off a blind man.”

“How can you possibly think that will work?” Dulcie asked, impatient.

“Whatever do you mean?” He looked hurt.

“I mean, you, a charm spell? Look at the way you treat my customers.”

He sniffed. “Your customers are all takers.”

“That’s the whole idea. They take flowers and give me money.”

“They linger far too long sniffing this and smelling that. They get in the way. Malingerers, the lot of them.”

Dulcie sighed. “You need to dab that powder on yourself. Rub it well in.”

“How weird you saying that.” Damián delicately touched his cheek. “I’m trying out a new man-tan powder foundation. Golden Boy. See? It’s got little flecks in it to make me sparkle.”

“And all this time I thought it was your personality,” Dulcie said, tone wry.

Astral handed his envelope back once and for all. “And all this time I thought you were turning into Christmas.” She called for the check. “I think I’d better get home soon. Another big day tomorrow, after all.”

But this time, she was going in prepared.

 

 




Chapter 5

 

“Good morning.” The greeting met her halfway across the foyer. Ping’s smile was radiant from behind the reception desk.

“Good morning, Ms Ping.” Seeing a friendly face first thing made the day seem less worrisome. “I hope they didn’t work you too hard last night.”

“Call me Ping, silly,” she said, smile widening. “Everyone does. And it was an easy shift. I’ll be heading home soon.” 

“What exactly is it you do?” Astral rested her arm on the glass counter. She wanted to take her time before heading for the elevators and up into Hecate-knew-what on the thirteenth floor, but she had brought a secret weapon today, and she had wrapped it carefully and carried it in a cloth shopping bag.

As with yesterday morning, Ping’s desk was covered in crumbs and sweet wrappers that she hastily swept into the wastepaper basket. “I’ve been snacking. I’m always snacking,” she said without a trace of remorse.

“Me, too, but it shows on me,” Astral joked. Ping, however, was whip thin with a round, childish face. She had the kind of body that could wriggle through a keyhole, as Grandma Lettice used to say, whereas Astral’s curves demanded she knock on the door.

“Oh, no, you’re lovely. Truly.” Ping looked at her, admiring, and a blush built under Astral’s collar.

“Thank you, but I’m no Iraldine. She should be on a magazine cover or co-hosting a quiz show or something.” 

“I wish she was. Anywhere but here.” Ping made a face. “She may look physically gorgeous, but underneath, she’s ugh. You, on the other hand, are beautiful inside and out. The complete opposite of Iraldine.”

The blush crept up her neck. “Well, thank you.” 

“You’re welcome.” Ping grinned, and she looked like a pixie for a moment.

“Anyway, I’ve brought some more goodies, if you’re interested. I’ll put them in the kitchen.” She gathered her bag to go, but Ping’s next comment stopped her in her tracks.

“Iraldine pushed me down the stairs once.”

She stared at her, not sure she had heard right. “What?” 

“In London,” she said matter-of-factly. “We worked in this ancient, old office building and the stairs were narrow and there was a fire drill and she pushed me. I fell flat on my face, and you know what she did? She stepped right over me and walked on out without so much as a—”

“She pushed you over during a fire drill?” Astral was aghast.

“And stepped right over me and walked on as cool as a cucumber as if nothing had happened, but it was her. She pushed me. I felt her hands on my back and—wham!” Ping mimicked a sharp push.

“That is so dangerous.” And such a crittery thing to do… 

“I know. If Abby hadn’t hauled me up, I’d have been squished. It was a stampede. Don’t ever run a fire drill when there’s a happy hour in the pub over the road.” Ping sighed. “Abby’s lovely. She doesn’t look it, but she really is. I wish Iraldine hadn’t got her hooks in her.”

“Ms Black and Iraldine are an item?” That was news. And somehow disappointing. What did someone like Ms Black see in a shallow, uncaring, narcissistic person like Iraldine?

“You can call her Abby. Everyone does.”

Ms Black did not feel like an Abby to Astral. And she very much doubted she’d be around long enough for them to get on first-name terms. Unfortunately.

Wait. Where had that thought come from?

“I’m not gossiping about her and Iraldine, by the way. Everyone here knows,” Ping continued, obviously gossiping. “Everyone wishes Abby would dump Iraldine because nobody likes her and if that happened, maybe Iraldine the awful would leave in a huff and take her stupid team with her. They’re all rude, you know. I think Iraldine encourages it.”

Astral was well aware of the rudeness of the Reconciliations team, though Iraldine and Ms Black being an item seemed strange. She agreed with Ping. They didn’t look like a good, or even a happy, match. Plus, that meant Iraldine couldn’t be the critter if she’d been mooching around with the boss for ages. Too bad. She’d have to continue trying to figure it out.

“How long have they been an item?”

Ping leaned forward, conspiratorial. “I’m not sure, but it seems off and on for a few months. I don’t think Abby wants to remain an item, but you know how you can sometimes get stuck in bad relationships, and poor Abby has so much responsibility here and she doesn’t seem to have close friends to talk things out with. I think she’s just stuck, and with the move from London, she’s just too exhausted and busy to end it, especially since Iraldine is a coworker, too. It’s a bit messy. I think Abby feels bad about the whole thing.”

Astral cleared her throat, not sure what to do with all these revelations from Ping. And they might not even be true. “I need to get to work,” she said.

“Oh, of course.” Ping beamed at her. “Have a good day.” She gave her a wan smile and went to the elevator, where she rode it to the thirteenth floor, listening to 10cc’s “Dreadlock Holiday” on glockenspiel.

As planned, she was one of the first there, and after she made fresh coffee in the kitchen and left her lunch and one of the two loaves of bread she had brought, she went back to her desk and put the bag with the extra loaf of fresh bread into one of her desk drawers, hoping no wayward magic would create a disturbance. She settled in at her desk to start her morning’s work. Except her computer was down. A quick investigation showed the cleaner had knocked a cable out. So, she slid under her desk and crawled over to the power point shared by her desk and Fergal’s and clicked the cable back into place.

A grubby canvas bag under Fergal’s desk caught her eye, but it seemed unremarkable, so Astral ignored it, until she accidently kicked it as she crawled back to her seat. A wad of brand new twenty-pound notes in a paper collar tumbled out by her foot. She froze for a moment, then poked gingerly at the sack with her toe and another wad of twenties dropped onto the carpet. A quick peek confirmed the sack was chock full of brand new twenties bound up in bundles of about a grand each. And there was at least twenty grand in the bag. She had never seen so much money. She studied it and mulled things over. Critters loved money, but if Fergal was it, why would he leave it lying around in a tatty old bag? Were they that careless?

The nearest elevator dinged, and she hurriedly shoved the two rolls of cash back into the bag and got up, deciding that she would observe what Fergal did with it. He was now number one on her ever-changing list of suspects.

She sat at her desk and turned her computer on, determined to pay even more attention to him. And, at some point, she needed to make her peace offering to Ms Black.

She had a long wait to observe Fergal, because he didn’t swan in until around ten thirty.

“Top o’ the mornin’,” he greeted her, and went straight to the kitchen. Maybe he didn’t know there was a bag of loot under his desk? He certainly didn’t look overly concerned.

This notion was quashed on his return. He set his coffee mug on his desk, switched on his computer, and stooped over and swept the bag into his top drawer with not so much as a blink. The entire process had the seamless choreography of a hardened criminal, and it was all immensely confusing.

If Fergal was embezzling funds, then who had left the sack there for him, and why in such an unsecure place? Then again, critters were stupid, and Fergal’s behaviour fit the bill. She plodded on through her own work, her mind awhirl, all the time watching Fergal out of the corner of her eye. It was an easy surveillance because he did little except pull up a few social media sites, abuse the phone to call what she surmised were his bookies, and then he was out the door for lunch with the lads from his old team before the clock hit noon.

“That man has the life of Riley, and apparently the funding for it, too,” she muttered, and opened her Tupperware of sandwiches, pondering her next move. Do nothing. That was her next move. She was here to observe and, hopefully, identify a critter, and today, it was all coming together beautifully. In fact, she thought as she chewed, maybe it was coming together too easily. Best not to second-guess herself. She finished her sandwich and put her hand in her coat pocket for a tissue to wipe her hands.

Her fingers came away gritty. She inspected the beige powdery substance with a frown. A quick rummage in her pocket produced Damián’s battered envelope, which he had clearly snuck into her pocket at some point last night.

“Sneaky little twerp,” she said under her breath, and went to the restroom to wash off the residue. Not only had she not wanted his stupid mirror charm, now it was wasted.

 

*

 

Fergal was late getting back from lunch and when he arrived, he wore a flush and a layer of excitement. 

“Right, Astral. Ye and me have a meeting with Abby in about fifteen minutes.” He flapped about his desktop, resituating papers, and checking his top drawer, though he didn’t seem to find whatever he was hunting for.

This was the first Astral had heard of a meeting and she got caught up in his agitation. “We have? What’s it about?” From her side of the desk, she could smell drink on his breath and wondered how that would go down with Abby Black. The thought made her more anxious. If Fergal was a critter, he was an extremely stupid one, even by critter standards. “What do I need to do?”

“She wants to go over those contracts you were looking at yesterday. How comfortable are you with them?” he asked, peering myopically at his monitor.

“I’m fine with them,” she said, “except for these questions.” She flashed her notebook. Basically, these were standard contracts with standard defaults. She’d seen nothing out of the ordinary when she’d run through them earlier, except for the fact that she couldn’t pin down the deliverables for some of them, and that was odd. Hence, her list. 

“Good girl. You run along to the meeting, then. I’ll send the invite over.” He slammed a button on his keyboard.

“What?” The invitation shot into Astral’s mailbox as Fergal got to his feet and weaved his way towards his boisterous ex-teammates, who looked as bright and breezy as he did. He had just opted out of his afternoon meeting with the head of ops and Astral stared after him, both shocked at his behaviour and anxious that she would have to meet with Abby Black by herself.

“Of all the insufferable, useless—” She let it ride. She was a temp and he would never, ever be her permanent problem. That was the cross for some other sucker to bear. Critter or not, his tweedy, old-world charm had plummeted so low, she could wipe her feet on it. She grabbed for the heap of folders, determined to have one last read-through before she entered the bear pit.

And wait, but this was a perfect opportunity for her peace offering. She took the bag of bread out of her drawer and looped it around her arm. A few minutes later, she hesitated outside Ms Black’s office in a faceoff with the large, extremely solid mahogany door, which remained closed. Visitors had to knock hard, then square their shoulders before breaching her sanctuary.

Or they could just barge in by mistake as she had the day before. She cringed inwardly at the memory.

She reshuffled her armful of folders to free a hand. A paper clip fell off one of the more sizeable folders and disappeared down the front of her blouse. With an exasperated tut, she fished down the front of her bra with her free hand, the bread bag bumping against her hip. A quick rummage, and she located the lost clip and pushed it back into place on the folder. Then she rearranged her blouse and its contents back into some sort of order before she rapped smartly on the door.

“Come.” The command rang out from within, and she reached for the handle when an uneasy sensation scraped along the nape of her neck, telling her two things. One, she was not alone, and two, something was very wrong. The curl by her left ear began to corkscrew, indicating the direction of the threat. She looked down the corridor and saw Iraldine several feet away glaring at her with scalding fury. Astral watched with growing alarm as Iraldine stormed along the corridor towards her like a flaming Valkyrie. What the…! Simple girl. I am but a—Hecate’s bells! Iraldine looked like she was about to murder her.

“Come.” Ms Black barked again, her voice laced with slight impatience. Astral barely registered it, because almost all her attention was on Iraldine’s electric blue eyes, bright with anger and directed solely at her. What had she done to merit this acid bath glare?

The answer dawned on her with a sickening stomach lurch. Iraldine had seen her fussing over her cleavage and assumed she was titillating herself before entering Ms Black’s office. Her face burned. For Hecate’s sake, the last thing she wanted to do was titillate Abby Black.

Right?

Iraldine was crazy and this was all a stupid misunderstanding.

“There was a paperclip,” she sputtered in alarm. “In my bra.” I am but a simple girl. I am but—

The door swung open and Ms Black towered over her, brows knit. With one sweep, her dark gaze took in the hostile standoff, and her eyes narrowed to slits. Iraldine turned on her heel and stalked off in the opposite direction, back rigid, anger fizzing off her in all directions, leaving them both staring after her. Ms Black’s face was an inscrutable mask while Astral fretted at making such a potent enemy over nothing at all.

“Um. We have a meeting,” Astral murmured, conscious of her bright red face and frizzed-up hair.

Abby Black stood back and wordlessly let her enter. She indicated they sit at a small round table rather than her desk, and got straight down to business, thankfully. Wordlessly, she skimmed over the first contract Astral handed over, her face tight with concentration. The bag with the bread leaned against her foot and she decided this was not quite the right time to bring it up.

“Mr Rimes has nullified his contract?” Ms Black broke the silence, demanding clarification.

“Apparently so,” Astral said. “Seems he’s left the country. Fergal looked it over with me and he said we had fulfilled all of Mr Rimes’ requirements and he could not retract at this stage. Though—” She fussed through the papers. “Though, to be honest, I can’t find any record of the services we actually provided for Mr Rimes.”

Ms Black shrugged, unconcerned. “Where is Fergal?” she asked. “He should be here to talk me through these, not you.” 

“Ah, well,” Astral said, awkwardly, “something else came up and—”

“He’s drunk, isn’t he?”

“I have no idea,” she said, flustered. Did she look like a breathalyser? “I mean—”

“It’s all right. I know Fergal of old.” Ms Black tossed the contract back on Astral’s pile. “Write to Mr Rimes and tell him this issue is not open to his own interpretation. Black and Blacker work to principles, not presumptions, and there will be no retraction of his obligation towards this company, no matter where in the world he lives.”

Astral scratched out her instructions in her notebook, Ms Black barely giving her time to do so before she intoned, “Next.”

This contract was another “no U-turns” process. And the next. And the next. Astral relaxed into her role, though she still was unsure what conditions the clients were trying to worm out of, and what services had been supplied in the first place. Ms Black worked at a furious pace. Her ideas and directions became an onslaught of information Astral rushed to take in, but she enjoyed applying herself, because a little reasonable pressure only added to the contentment of a good day’s work. This was more like her usual nine-to-five and she far preferred it to looking over her shoulder for a critter. In an odd way, this was the best part of her week so far, probably because it was the most normal.

“Last one.” Astral handed the remaining folder over with a release of inner tension. She felt her shoulders drop an inch. Their fingers brushed, and she held her breath at the unexpected tingle the touch delivered, creating a new type of tension. Palpitations ran rampant in her chest and a burst of gooseflesh shot along her arm from where they had touched to the nape of her neck. Her hair pulled at her scalp, but in a good way. Abby Black must just be pure static electricity.

“This is an interesting one,” Ms Black said. “I’d like your opinion.” She offered the contract to Astral. “Miss Shine is a single mother who is finishing college.”

“What’s she studying?” Astral asked a little distractedly, taking her time to peruse the paper until the tingles had passed. She recalled the file from yesterday. It stood out because the contents were incredibly dense and very meticulous. Fergal had been reluctant to add it to Ms Black’s pile, and Astral suspected he wanted to cut Miss Shine some slack. Astral had also liked what she read, and on some intuitive level found herself rooting for the young woman. She sounded like an underdog in the dog pound of life, and Astral knew how that felt, so like Fergal, she kind of wanted Miss Shine to succeed.

“She’s studying dental hygiene,” Ms Black answered, surprise in her eyes at Astral’s question. “She is in her final year, so it’s time for her to settle up.”

“I remember this contract because the conditions were very exact.” Astral skimmed the pages, nodding to herself as the details fell into place.

“Purposive interpretation. Miss Shine is nobody’s fool.” Ms Black gave grudging praise and nodded along in agreement.

“She has two young children she is raising alone,” Astral pointed out, with a nod of empathy.

“Yes, she has.” Ms Black was frowning. “I suppose we should consider that.” She nodded, too.

Astral pointed to a particular section. “Here. Section 13.1.1a mentions accrued interest.”

“There is accrued interest, yes.”

Astral nodded, and found Ms Black was staring at her very intently. In fact, she was barely blinking, her stare was so focussed. 

“So…so, as she is in arrears, why can’t the interest levied be waivered against her underpayments?” She tried to redirect the intensity of Ms Black’s gaze to the particular clause. She nodded to encourage an answer and break the strange stare they’d both become locked into.

“She’s beginning to fall badly behind,” Ms Black said. “I suppose we could cut her a little slack, maybe.” She nodded in synchronisation with Astral. “I like the idea of offsetting accrued interest against deficit, at least in this example, but not for everybody.”

Astral’s eyes widened. Abby Black had listened to her idea and liked it. This was a strange turn of events.

Ms Black’s eyes widened as well, and her irises expanded into great pools of nothingness that Astral teetered on the edge of, her balance all cock-a-hoop, in danger of falling head-first into the enigmatic stare. Then her mind snapped her back in the nick of time. What was going on here? She blinked. Ms Black blinked.

What on earth— Oh, crap. She had deflected Damián’s stupid mirror charm onto Ms Black. She was mirroring everything Astral did, or worse still, thought. All the stupid nodding back and forth should have given her a clue. The powder residue must have passed when their fingers touched. Clearly, she hadn’t gotten it all off in the washroom. 

How could this happen? Damián wasn’t even a qualified witch and his spells were junk. Had the footloose Projector magic given it some extra oomph? She tried desperately to notice any magical signature but nothing caught her attention. 

“So, do we call in the default or hold back the compound interest?” Ms Black asked, seemingly a little distracted. “What is your opinion?”

The real Abby Black would not hesitate to call in the loan based on the previous contracts they had gone through. But this was an Abby Black befuddled by a crappy charm passed on by secondhand sorcery. She was stunned that it had worked so well.

“We need to serve her notice first anyway.” She automatically defended Miss Shine, calmly, even though on the inside, she was close to hysterical. She blinked, then reminded herself not to do that because blinking meant something.

Sure enough, Ms Black blinked back at her.

She nodded and caught herself. Stop nodding. Stop blinking. Stop everything. Don’t move.

They sat in silence, still as statues, before Astral realized doing nothing was not going to help, either. Abby Black was mirroring her like a possessed puppet. How could she get out of this? Talk business. That’s what she was here for. She’d act normal and talk business and slide out of the door…please don’t let Ms Black follow.

“Section 9.3.1a has a requirement for an arrears notice to be served thirty days in advance.” She pointed at the small print and nodded before she could stop herself. But it had become a compulsive tic now.

Ms Black blinked, Ms Black nodded, and Ms Black stood. “Okay. She gets an arrears notice. We’ll give her more time.”

Astral felt a surge of relief for Miss Shine. She let out a deep sigh. Even if she had inadvertently passed an innocuous persuasive charm, the outcome was something good. Ms Black had been encouraged to act out of the norm, in that she was trying to be even-handed. For all her blood-in-the-boardroom reputation, Abby Black, deep down, secretly wanted to give the single mother more time, and Astral was pleased she had inadvertently seen a kinder side to her glowering boss. It was hard to believe Damián’s charm actually worked. He was the one who should be doused in it.

Which brought her to another problem. Projector magic was pinging off the walls in Black and Blacker and Astral couldn’t control it. Her mission was not panning out as expected and there needed to be another coven confab about it before the finance firm fell into disarray.

Their meeting clearly over, Astral rose from her chair and began to pile her folders together. Ms Black came around the table and stood beside her. They were inches apart. Astral looked up, surprised at Ms Black’s proximity, and found herself gazing into irises so dark they seemed to trap light. She was so close she could practically count each thick, sooty eyelash—if she had a couple of years to spare. It might even be time well spent. No, it would definitely be time well spent.

Unless…her bubble burst and her breath hitched. She’d been wrong. She’d been too lax, too careless. Ms Black was the critter after all and Damián’s stupid charm had alerted her to Astral’s true identity. Abby Black was about to suck out all her witching power. And she’d be so disappointed. 

Except Ms Black seemed a little thick-headed and confused. There was an instance of hesitation. The feeling of threat drained away as Astral’s concern grew. Was Ms Black going to faint? She swayed on her feet. This wasn’t devilish, crittery behaviour. Abby Black was tanglefoot on magic. 

Astral reached out to steady her, except Abby reached for her first. One hand clamped on Astral’s shoulder, the other cupped her chin with long cool fingers, and she pulled Astral closer and kissed her.

And Hecate’s toes, Astral wanted her to.

Despite her ice-block personality, Abby Black’s kiss was searing and Astral’s blood roared in her ears. Her hair permed. Her toes curled, scrunching inside her sensible work shoes until they pinched against leather. Her knees sagged, and every muscle took on the consistency of a ragdoll’s. Not that she cared. She was breathless and dizzy, in a world of intense sensual pleasure. None of the three kisses she’d experienced before had been like this. Tingles ran up and down her spine, across the backs of her legs, fluttering across her belly. Oh, my blazing cauldrons. It was a wonderful, magical, perfect kiss. So perfect that it couldn’t really be happening. This cannot be real. Her brain threw out its last coherent thought before it fell over, twitching.

Abby leaned against her. The heat of her body burned. Astral stumbled backwards and whacked her hip against the table. The pile of folders slipped and scattered over their feet. Astral snapped out of the kiss. She broke away and stooped, fumbling for the folders, not daring to look up. What must Ms Black be thinking? Poor, bedazzled fool tricked into a kiss. Which meant she herself had wanted the kiss because they were both under a mirroring spell gone terribly wrong. Oh, Hecate. What mess was this?

When Astral righted herself, panicking about what to do next, she found Ms Black sitting behind her desk hard at work, her face a polished mask of indifference. For her, nothing untoward had happened. There had been no kiss. The only business occurring here had been real business. The business of the day. The charm had fizzled out like a cheap firework. She should be pleased. Instead she was… well, she didn’t know how she felt, but she didn’t like the jumble of incoherent emotions.

“Um, Ms Black,” she said, deciding to fall back on something she understood.

Abby looked up, and something might have flickered in her gaze but Astral couldn’t be sure.

“I told you yesterday that I enjoy baking, and you said that you have been known to indulge in a bit of bread now and again, so I brought you some.” She picked up the bag and removed the tightly wrapped loaf and set it on the table. “If you find it’s not to your liking, you can leave it in the kitchen for others to enjoy. I won’t take it personally. People have different tastes, after all.” And she had no idea how she was so brave about this and so able to sound so normal and conversational.

She gathered up the folders, aware of the sudden cramp in her chest, and politely excused herself and left.

 

 

 

 







Chapter 6

 

Astral hurried back to her desk and avoided eye contact with everyone, still reeling from what had happened. A quick glance at the wall clock surprised her. How long had she been in Abby’s office? It was after four o’clock. The late hour suited her very well, because she wanted to get home as fast as possible.

Fergal was nowhere to be seen, and the office had fallen into a quiet, late afternoon torpor. Astral pulled her phone out of her bag and called Dulcie.

“Hi, Astral.” Her friend’s voice was as calm and reassuring as always.

“Could Damián’s charm make someone kiss me?” she asked in a low voice, not that anyone was close enough to listen. “As in, confuse them enough to like me that way?”

“What? Kiss you? What in Hecate is going on?”

“Yes. Kiss me. Could the charm make someone do that?”

“And who exactly have you been kissing?” There was an excited squeaking in the background Astral could only assume was Damián eavesdropping.

“My boss,” Astral said, nearly breathless.

“Your boss?” Dulcie’s tone hardened. “What did he do?” 

“She. My boss is a she and—” There was a tremendous crash at the other end of the line, followed by a shriek from Damián.

“Dulcie? Dulcie?” Astral’s voice rose in alarm. “What’s happening?”

She imagined the shattering of the shop window. Something coming through it, like a tank or a petrol bomb, or maybe an invading zombie army. She listened as the phone was fumbled, dropped, possibly kicked, and then Dulcie’s distant but strident voice came through loud and clear. “For Hecate’s sake, Damián, stop squealing like a scalded newt and go get the broom.” Pause. “A woman?” she squawked into Astral’s ear, her voice loud and discordant.

“You dropped it,” Damián bleated in the background. “You get the broom. I don’t want to miss a word.”

“And you work here—at least for the next five minutes,” Dulcie snapped back. “Clean this mess up.”

“Dulcie, what’s happening?” Astral asked.

“I dropped a fifty-quid glass vase. Luckily, the hundred quid’s worth of Black Baccara roses weren’t in it.” She sounded rattled. “A woman?” she said again.

“Yes. My boss. Abby Black is one of the Black and Blacker Blacks.”

“I knew it,” Damián crowed in the background. “I totally knew it.” Astral could hear the scratch of glass against linoleum, which was probably Damián sweeping the mess up. “You owe me five quid, Dulcie Domum.”

“Damned if I do. This is your stupid mirror charm sexually confusing everyone. Thank Hec you never loosed it in the shop, because we’d be all over the national news.”

“Don’t pin this on me,” he replied. “Astral owns her own sexuality, which seems to be as confused as everything else around her.”

“Tell him I’m turning him into a mucous membrane as soon as my wand grows back,” Astral said curtly.

“What’s that?” Damián called out.

“She’s offering you a lifetime promotion,” Dulcie told him. “And you missed a bit. I don’t want my customers stepping on glass.”

“Our friend has just come out and you’re hung up on health and Safety? It’s Astral who needs the talk. She needs to know about trichomoniasis and bacterial vaginosis—”

“Don’t say things like that in my shop. You’ll traumatise Merryman.”

Come out? Understanding dawned. “Dulcie, I’m not coming out—”

“Look, he’s flying away.” Dulcie wasn’t listening. “I hope you’re happy. Go after him.”

Astral tried again. “Okay, so I kissed my boss who happens to be a woman. The charm powder got on my hand and—”

“I wasn’t the one who left the window open,” Damián whined in the background.

“Dulcie? Oh, never mind.” She’d run out of time. Fergal was heading down the office towards her, hands in pockets jingling his loose change. “I’ve got to go. Come over to my place for dinner later.” Exasperated, she ended the call.

“How’d it go?” Fergal said, as he nodded towards Abby’s office.

“Okay, I think,” she said coolly. Nothing would have happened if he’d done his job in the first place. And now here she was, completely at sea, horrified that her boss— her boss—had kissed her. And all because of a half-baked sorcerer’s silly little charm. There were rules, after all. Rules about bosses and staff. Power dynamics and harassment and the like, whether she had wanted a kiss or not.

Wait. Had she? Her head swam. She must have, because of the type of spell it was. Abby could only mirror her own desires. And how had she even come to desire that? Did Damián’s spell somehow cause completely inappropriate thoughts?

This was beyond messy. She wasn’t sure there was a word for the kind of situation this was.

“There’s me girl. Sure, I knew Abby would like you.”

“Well, I’m not—”

He wasn’t listening. He shut down his computer and pulled his car keys and several envelopes from the top drawer. “Home time fer me. I’ll see ye tomorrow morn’. I may be a little late in.”

He casually stuffed the bulky envelopes into his jacket pockets, shoving the last one into the inner breast pocket. They completely distorted the dapper lines of his suit, but he seemed unfazed and strolled off towards the elevators. Astral watched him go.

Once the elevator doors slid shut, she stood and casually rounded the desk and opened the drawer. The canvas bag lay empty and no doubt the contents were stuffed into the envelopes that were in turn stuffed into Fergal’s pockets. He’d walked out with what she guessed to be around twenty grand and she’d bet her favourite broomstick it was not his money. He was right back on top of her critter list.

It had been a crazy afternoon. She decided not to launch into a new piece of work but head to the kitchen and reclaim her Tupperware. The bread she had given to Ms Black was nowhere in sight and that shouldn’t have made her feel anything, but it did. A tangle of different emotions, many of them good, which was most confusing of all.

In all the years she’d worked as a temp, she had rarely counted down the minutes until she could leave. This place was weird, and she was already worried about what tomorrow might bring. Between critters, misdirected magic, and the situation with Ms Black, she felt far from comfortable, or even safe.

 

*

 

Abby studied the bundle wrapped in wax paper from her desk. This was indeed an unexpected turn of events. Whatever mirroring spell Ms Projector had used was only mildly effective and had no effect on her other than to make her feel as if she’d had a glass of good strong scotch. 

However, she had gotten the sense that Ms Projector hadn’t cast the spell, and that she was somehow trying to ward it off.

Who, then, had sent her into her office bespelled? Especially given the circumstances surrounding her presence at Black and Blacker? That was a risk, using Ms Projector like a Trojan horse.

She got up and went to the table where they had been sitting to go over contracts. Was there something about this bread? She hadn’t detected anything, but it was well wrapped, so she removed the wax paper and the rich, heady smell of home-baked bread met her head-on.

She regarded it and its perfectly baked surface when a knock interrupted.

“Come.”

Ms Ping entered, carrying paperwork. “Here’re the documents you wanted.” Her gaze went to the bread. “Oh, fab. Did Astral bring that in? She put a loaf in the kitchen and it’s completely delicious. She should open a bakery or something.” Ms Ping handed the papers to her. “Can I have a piece? It’s all gone from the kitchen.”

Abby pursed her lips but nodded.

Ms Ping carefully picked up one of the slices and took a bite. “Oh, it’s so good,” she said, chewing. “Totally savoury.” She swallowed. “Do you need anything else?”

“No, Ms Ping, that’s more than enough, thank you.”

Ms Ping took another bite. “So good,” she repeated as she left.

Abby continued studying the bread, as if it would suddenly come alive and run about the room. Instead, it remained nestled in its wax paper on the table. And if it were somehow magically imbued, why would Ms Projector encourage her to put it in the kitchen if it were not to her liking, and so endanger others in the office? She frowned. Ms Projector had already brought baked goods to the office and, so far, nothing untoward had happened.

Unless one counted the extremely inappropriate but also incredibly exciting kiss. She pondered what to do about that. As an employer, she had breached a boundary with staff, regardless of whatever spell had been at work. It wasn’t powerful enough to have made her want to do that. 

Because the truth, as uncomfortable as it was, was that she had wanted to kiss Ms Projector, and the spell revealed that Ms Projector had wanted the same thing.

She could just leave it be and allow her to think the spell was effective. Plus, there were other things at play here that would determine many things about Ms Projector and her time at Black and Blacker and how certain things played out. But pragmatic and focused as Abby was, the bubbly, vivacious, endearing, sweetly insecure, but utterly competent Ms Projector had brought a bit of life to the office.

And to her.

A most unsettling thought.

She picked up a slice of bread and sniffed. Hints of tarragon, chives, and coriander. Curious—and possibly against her better judgement—she took a small bite and was greeted with a perfect balance of flavours that included overtures of nuttiness and anise that played very well with a zip of chive. It would be excellent paired with a red wine or even scotch. The bread was indeed magical, she decided, because of the virtue of Ms Projector’s skill with baking.

The door opened and Iraldine leaned in. “My team would like a meeting—” her demeanour shifted immediately at the sight of the bread. “What is that?” she asked, venom in her tone.

“Bread. Very good bread, at that. Would you like a slice?” She kept her own tone placid.

“Did that little bootlick bring it in?” She oozed malice and Abby automatically compared Iraldine’s temperament to Ms Projector’s and found she much preferred the latter. 

“If you’re referring to Ms Projector, then yes. And it really is good. Have a piece.”

Iraldine’s perfect eyes flashed with anger and contempt and she withdrew without another word.

Another unexpected turn of events. Abby went back to her desk, debating what, if anything, she should do with regard to all these new developments.

She had already made a mistake where Iraldine was concerned, though she hadn’t quite rectified it yet. And really, she needed to get her head on straight. It would not do for a woman of her stature in a firm of this nature to continue to seek out companionship. Ridiculous. She wasn’t that sort of person, she reminded herself as she took another bite of bread.

Unexpected turn of events, indeed.

 

*

 

“What are the odds?” Astral served up a second helping of salmon en croûte.

“I can’t believe his stupid charm worked.” Dulcie accepted her plate and heaped on more broccoli.

“But how did he manage it?”

“He doesn’t know. He bought the ingredients on Witchbay and followed an online recipe. Basically, I think he ended up with some sort of bodged mirroring spell.”

“Magical mirroring.” Astral struggled to recall her distant school lessons. It wasn’t an easy spell. What was Damián thinking?

“Yeah. You blinked, she blinked, you nodded, she nodded, etcetera, etcetera, do you see where I’m headed? You kissed, she kissed—”

“I did not initiate the kiss.” At least, she was pretty sure about that. Although, she certainly hadn’t pushed her away. Oh, Hecate. Had she inadvertently initiated it?

“Well, it came from somewhere. One of you was thinking about it and, let’s face it, you were the caster.” Dulcie’s eyebrows climbed a mile a minute.

Astral went red. “Ms Black is not the kind of boss you fantasize over. You’d know that if you met her.” She redirected by blaming Damián and his failed DIY project again. “Handing out mirroring spells with no warning labels. What was he thinking?”

“Damián thinking…there’s the fatal flaw.” She pursed her lips. “Are you sure it wasn’t a plain, old-fashioned ‘I fancy you rotten’ human kind of incident? It’s not like you picked up any magical signature.”

“Since when have I fancied women?” Astral asked. Though, if she were honest about it, she certainly hadn’t been entirely averse to it, either.

Dulcie shrugged. “Dunno. Don’t care. Whatever floats your boat, Astral. I’m your friend. I only want you to be happy, and in a boat, floating.”

“I am happy.”

“No, you’re not. You’ve been depressed since Grandma Lettice jumped in the cauldron. In fact, you’ve had a rotten couple of years.” She was referring to Myriad disappearing. “Personally, I think you need something special in your life, or someone special, and maybe this is you beginning to explore whatever or whoever that may be.”

“You’re saying, I’m missing lesbianism in my life?”

Dulcie shrugged awkwardly, as if she’d fallen into a deeper conversation than she’d intended. “Or bisexuality, or pansexuality, or whatever. It doesn’t always have to be about the magic. Personally, I can’t see Damián’s charm having such a seismic effect.” She shrugged again. “Maybe you simply liked this woman, and with all the Projector magic boomeranging around, well…”

“Honestly, Dulcie, if you met Ms Black you’d understand. She is not the seducible type. She has too much self-control.” 

Dulcie gave her a keen stare and Astral felt her cheeks roast. 

“You know what I mean.” Flustered, she poured more wine. A soft thump on her ankles told her Borage had taken up residence under the table. He glared up at her with sullen dissatisfaction.

“You had your dinner earlier,” Astral scolded him, glad of a distraction. “In fact, you had more salmon than you should have. Now go and eat the diet biscuits Keeva gave you or we’ll both be in trouble.”

Disgusted, he stalked from the kitchen, keeping his face deliberately averted from the loathed bowl of diet food. Both witches watched his retreat wordlessly.

“I suppose boomeranging magic might explain the cakes in your desk,” Dulcie mused, “and even Damián’s little surprise packet actually working, but why is this happening at Black and Blacker? Why not here on the farm where the wand is?” They looked at the dresser drawer where the broken wand currently licked its wounds. “Shouldn’t the magic be zoning in on the wand rather than you?”

“I don’t know. Perhaps I could take the wand to work?” The idea troubled her, though. What if the critter stole it? “I wish Keeva were here. She always has an opinion and some of them are good.”

“It’s late-night surgery tonight.”

Astral rolled her eyes. “Who goes to that? What witch leaves her armchair once the fire’s lit? And if there’s ever an emergency, Keeva does a house call, anyway. Tell her we’re about to break out the port and cheese. Get her here any way you can.” 

“Okay.” Dulcie dug out her phone. It picked up on the first ring. “Keeva, when will you be free? Can you come over to Astral’s?”

“Tell her about the port and cheese,” Astral whispered. 

Dulcie was barely listening to her because all her attention was on the phone. “Uh, salmon en croûte. Yes, there’s some left over.” She sighed and turned to Astral. “She’s asking you to fill a Tupperware. She can’t make it tonight, but she’ll pop over tomorrow and—”

“I know, I know.” Keeva was famous for her scrounging. Dogwitches loved food but were not renowned for their cooking skills. Astral placed a large slice in a container and put it in the fridge. “Tell her to come over,” she called over her shoulder. “Tell her there’s port and cheese.”

Dulcie huffed noisily at being bossed in both ears. “She says she can’t—”

“Port and cheese.”

“Look, Keeva, it’s like this, Astral’s a lesbian.” Dulcie listened intently for a second, then hung up. “She’s on her way.”

Astral stared at her.

“Oh. Sorry.” She pushed her glasses up her nose. “I forgot to mention the port and cheese.”

“For someone with such a cherubic face, you can be a little bastard.”

Dulcie smiled indulgently. “Let’s warm the port. Keeva’s driving over here like a maniac.”

 

*

 

“Damián’s spell seduced your boss?” Keeva guffawed and poured more port.

“As strange as it seems…yes,” Astral responded drily. 

“You’ve got to stop him,” Keeva said with a pointed look at Dulcie. “He’ll burn the town down with some potion or other.” 

“He’s doing extra lessons so he can try for his exams.” Dulcie took a piece of cheese off the plate.

“Who’s teaching him? He needs to get his ass back to the academy and learn proper magic.” Keeva set the port bottle back on the table.

“He’s found an online course he swears by.” Dulcie shrugged.

Keeva turned to Astral. “Maybe he did you a favour. Is she hot, this boss of yours?”

Astral squirmed. “As in breathes fire? Maybe.” Ms Black was so not hot. She was tall and gaunt and scary and…a good kisser. A surprisingly great kisser. Toe-tingly so. Astral’s toes scrunched in her shoes with a naughtiness she would never admit to.

“Remember in fourth year when we had to kiss a frog?” Keeva wandered off down memory lane. Astral hated that road.

“It was a horrible exam.” Astral smeared Roquefort onto a cracker and pouted. “I’d have passed it if the stupid frog had stayed still and wasn’t so ugly. And I was allergic. I nearly died.”

Keeva snorted. “Miss Majesty had to rescue the poor frog-prince.”

“It was a hard test,” Astral objected. “My frog was particularly frisky.” Though having a lovely teacher like Miss Majesty save the day still gave her a little tickle. The whole class crushed on Miss Majesty. “It’s okay for you two. You’re a Dogwitch, so you breezed it, and Dulcie…well, Dulcie was always top at everything.”

“I got Prince Rainer,” Dulcie said smugly, then sadly added, “he was old.”

“I got Prince Caspian. Not really a keeper.” Keeva snapped a cracker in two and dunked it in the melted Camembert. “So, what’s it like at Black and Blacker?”

“Oh, where to start?” She sighed. “Fergal, my immediate supervisor, is a drunk and I suspect he’s stealing from the firm. Iraldine, who could be a model, thinks I’m after her girlfriend—who is Ms Black.”

“What?” Dulcie nearly dropped her glass. “You neglected to mention that. Ms Black is having an affair with another woman in the office?”

“This is even juicier.” Keeva smirked.

“And Ms Black went and kissed you, thus confirming this Iraldine’s suspicions,” Dulcie practically crowed.

“She doesn’t know about the kiss,” Astral said, face flaming with heat. “I certainly didn’t see it coming, even with Damián’s stupid charm.” She was beginning to question even that. “And we were in Ms Black’s office with the door closed, so nobody else knows. Ms Black probably doesn’t even know, since she was bespelled.”

“Oh, is that how it was? The door was closed?” Dulcie pressed, also smirking.

“That’s how Ms Black likes to work. She keeps her door closed all the time.”

“Of course she does,” Keeva said, smirk widening to a grin. “For all her rendezvous.”

Astral huffed. “Stop it, both of you, or I won’t tell you anything more.”

Both of them shut up.

“Anyway, Ping—that’s the receptionist—is so fatigued, she’s in a world of her own half the time, and Ms Black can be terrifying. I know you don’t think so, but she is. I initially thought she might be the critter.” She stopped. “I guess she could still be the critter, but she’s been there a long time, and that doesn’t make sense.” She leaned back with a heavy sigh. “Everyone is weird there.” They were a strange bunch, she thought. Iraldine storming down the corridor ready to kill, and Fergal swanning out the door with his pockets full of cash. And then Abby Black kissing her—no, that was magic and best not to think about it ever again. She uncurled her toes.

“This Fergal guy is stealing? Now that is critterish behaviour.” Keeva perked up and Astral was glad she had stopped teasing her about Ms Black.

“Should I tell the coven?” She hoped they’d say yes, so this whole crazy episode would be over.

“Maybe keep an eye on him until you’re sure,” Dulcie advised. “Get some proper evidence, perhaps?”

“Yeah. Magdalene and the Upper Council are sure to ask questions.” Keeva deflated slightly.

“I’m not sure it’s Fergal, though.” Astral toyed with her glass. “He’s all over the place, but despite that, everyone seems to like him, and he’s been with the firm forever. I’m not looking for a human thief. The critter has to be someone new and, so far, I can’t find anyone who fits.”

Keeva and Dulcie swapped a look, and Astral noticed it. 

“What?”

“Well, we’re thinking there is no critter,” Keeva said, “and all Magdalene wanted was an excuse to break your wand.”

“I’m no threat to her, with or without a working wand.” 

“You might not be, but there’s a lot of magic in that wand and Magdalene must have known what she was releasing.” Dulcie ate a cracker.

“You said before she wouldn’t have known.” Astral didn’t like the sound of this.

“What if she did know? Maybe she’s figured out how to capture the magic.”

“But that’s my family magic,” Astral said. “Not a swarm of bees.”

“Regardless, it’s behaving like a swarm, whizzing here and there looking for a new queen.” Keeva sipped her port. “Which should be you, by the way, unless Magdalene somehow gets there first.”

“But why?” It had never occurred to her that Magdalene could be so duplicitous. Mean and maddening, yes. But this? This was something else entirely. “Magdalene wants to find the critter that’s stealing all our money,” she said, but she wasn’t even convincing herself.

“Are we even sure we’ve lost money?” Keeva said. “I mean, we’ve only Magdalene’s and Old Mother Worriwort’s word for it, and Old Mother Worriwort is as steamed as a clam half the time. The rest are just a pack of burnt-out crones.”

“That pack of burnt-out crones happens to be our coven.” Astral shot her a look.

Keeva met her gaze, unperturbed. “It’s not the coven your grandmother left behind.”

“It’s true, Astral.” Dulcie leaned over and squeezed her shoulder. “The Plague Tree Coven is practically unrecognisable from a year ago. Very few of us like the direction Magdalene’s taking us.”

“And if you vocalize it, you’re out on your ass,” Keeva said. “All the decent witches in official positions have been replaced by her suck-ups.”

“Except for Dulcie.” Astral put cheese on a cracker. 

“Yeah. There’s that, thank Hecate,” Keeva said. “But I’m not sure if that’s a good thing.” She swapped glances with Dulcie so swiftly that Astral almost missed it.

“What? What are you hiding from me?”

Dulcie sighed. “Keeva has it in her head that I’m a fall guy somehow.”

“You’re the Maiden because you’re the smartest,” Astral said, a small knot of tension tightening in her stomach, but already Dulcie was shaking her head.

“Then why isn’t Erigone the Maiden?” Dulcie said. “She’s whip sharp and Magdalene’s daughter.”

“Yeah, she’s clever, but you’re the smartest,” Astral repeated. “You can run rings around Erigone, and, anyway, she doesn’t want anything to do with the coven. She’s made that clear.”

“Nepotism aside, Erigone is smart enough, and she damn well could be Maiden if she so much as clicked her fingers.” Keeva refilled everyone’s glasses. “There has to be an agreement between her and her mother. It’s as simple as that. Magdalene doesn’t want her daughter anywhere near the coven as much as Erigone doesn’t want to be bothered with it.”

“So, you think Magdalene doesn’t really care about the coven at all?” Astral stared at her. “It’s just part of a power play?” 

“Perhaps. I mean, look at Eve Wormrider,” Keeva said. “Your grandma wouldn’t trust her to pick herbs, and suddenly she’s Magdalene’s right hand. There’s a recipe for disaster. Magdalene isn’t stupid, after all. She’s surrounded herself with daft and disposable lackeys for a reason.”

Dulcie picked up her glass. “I think we’re all getting a little paranoid. Magdalene isn’t going to destroy The Plague Tree Coven because it’s the seat of all her power and she’s an Ironwitch. She loves power.”

“Well, something odd is going on.” Keeva pointedly waved a stick of celery. They sat in silence for a few moments and Astral ate more cheese. Witches loved cheese more than cake or even whiskey…sometimes.

“Why do you think Magdalene is doing this?” Astral finally asked, because right now, she had no idea what any motivation for any of this could be.

Dulcie came around the table and wrapped her arms around her. “We don’t know all the answers, but we’re getting closer, thanks to you, and we’re looking out for you. You’re not alone.”

“Yeah.” Keeva stabbed the last of the Wensleydale and gestured at her with it. “While we’re here, nobody puts baby in the cauldron.”

Astral tried to smile, but it didn’t make her feel any better. Something was afoot, and she definitely did not like the way any of this was playing out.

 

 

 

 




Chapter 7

 

The apartment’s panoramic window overlooked London Bridge. Abby Black sipped her fifty-year-old Balvenie scotch and contemplated the soft wash of light over the ancient stone and the inky ripple of the Thames. She liked London Bridge. It was stately, sombre, and secure, indifferent to the knee-deep sludge that washed around its landings. She had an affinity with it.

Reflected in the glass behind her, Iraldine draped across the white leather Arne Norell couch, idly twirling a strand of blonde hair around her finger, and Abby knew she was bored, which was never a good sign. Trouble brewed, unless she was distracted or had money thrown at her, and right now, Abby was disinclined to do either. Extremely disinclined.

Iraldine finally said, “I don’t like her.”

“Who?” She turned away from the London panorama, schooling her face into a rictus of ennui, but the type of ennui that could turn surly if provoked. She hoped Iraldine took note.

“The new temp. She’s vulgar.”

“Ms Projector? In what way is she vulgar? Has she been rude to you?” She knew Iraldine’s feelings. Iraldine had made them more than clear for most of the commute home. In a way, she rather enjoyed Iraldine’s pique.

Iraldine sighed as if the question was facetious and took another sip of her scotch. Abby begrudged her it. The Balvenie was expensive enough not to be wasted on an uneducated palate. Iraldine was a cocktail girl and Abby wished she’d just admit it, ask for a Cosmopolitan, and stop wasting her good scotch. She found these attempts at sophistication—or worse, attempts to impress her—tedious. Ms Projector never tried to impress. She simply was herself, and Abby liked that.

“Who is she meant to replace, anyway? I can’t remember who was on Fergal’s team before her. And it’s not like I can ask him because he’s always addled.”

“She’s replacing nobody who’s important.” Abby turned back to the river, finding it far more pleasurable than her present company.

“Is she important?” Iraldine came to join her at the window. She snaked her arm around Abby’s waist and dropped her head on her shoulder. She was the right height for this to occur and Abby thought again about Ms Projector, and how short she was.

She also remembered the stretch as she stooped to kiss her. Not unpleasant at all. Far from it. She pushed the memory away and watched as Iraldine checked herself in the glass and seemed pleased with what she saw.

Abby flicked an impassive glance at their joint reflection and considered the contrast. Iraldine was as beautiful as ever. A frosty Nordic goddess carved out of living ice. Next to her, Abby was smouldering hellfire. She was dressed in black, as usual. Her dark hair hung straight to her shoulders, and in the city lights bleeding through the glass, her face was a ghostly mask of angles, hollows, and hard edges. She looked like an abandoned Picasso, but the comparison didn’t perturb her.

“Well? Is she?” Iraldine asked again. 

“Hmm?” She had forgotten the question.

“The Projector girl.” Iraldine’s tone broadcast impatience. “Is she somehow important?”

Abby sipped her Balvenie, appreciating the velvet heat and the citrus burst on the back of her tongue that slowly levelled off to a gentle hint of cinnamon, and finally the promised oak. It took nearly a minute for the full hit. She thought carefully during that time before answering, her mind idly drifting back to the kiss with its own slow burn. It had held a velvet heat all of its own and she’d liked it, much more than she had expected to. Her distorted Picasso reflection smiled drolly back. It had been a very fine kiss with soft, long forgotten afternotes of Anatolian spices and Thracian honey—and magic.

Yes. It had been a fine kiss and that had initially caught her completely unawares, which was a hard thing to do. She wondered why Ms Projector had initiated it and would there be another one soon? If so, she’d play along with it—no quibble at all. She had to be careful, though. It would not do for Ms Projector to realise where the magic was really coming from.

“She is important. Much more than you’d guess.” She took a sip from her crystal cut tumbler and added, “He is pleased.”

Iraldine huffed in irritation. “Good for him.” She grimaced. “Baked goods,” she said acidly. “The little tart brought you baked goods.”

“I didn’t ask her to.”

“That’s the point. She did it without prompting. Clearly, she wants something from you.” She glared at their shared reflection in the glass.

“I can’t control whether an employee wishes to bring baked goods to work.”

“She brought a special baked good to you,” Iraldine pressed. “Inappropriate. I don’t care how important you think she is. Best to ensure she understands what’s what.”

“It’s unimportant whether she does or not. What’s important is what happens as a result of her temporary position at the firm. Remain focussed on that.”

She shot her another glare in the glass. “The team and I are going to a club.”

Abby kept the flicker of relief from her expression. She much preferred to be alone right now. “An excellent idea. Team-building,” she said, tone dry.

Iraldine rolled her eyes. “I’ll see you at the office.” She leaned in to kiss her but Abby turned her head and the kiss landed on her cheek. Iraldine stepped back, cruel amusement in her eyes. “So, you’re in one of those moods again.”

She didn’t respond.

Iraldine shrugged. “You’ll be back,” she said with bored certainty.

Abby sipped her scotch and watched in the glass as Iraldine moved away and grabbed her wrap. She left without another word. Abby relaxed and continued to stare out the window, sorting through thoughts on the rather odd turn of events that encircled her and the firm, and how a certain witch from a nondescript village had ended up in the centre of them.

 

*

 

“Morning, Ping. Anyone in yet?” Astral’s greeting sounded jauntier than she felt.

“Hello, you,” Ping answered, equally cheerful. “No one that I’ve seen.”

“Ah. I thought Ms Black was an early bird.” Astral kept fishing. If Abby Black came in early, she most definitely didn’t want to run into her. She didn’t have the reserves to deal with how she was feeling around Ms Black. Plus, she was unsure what would happen if they ran into each other. Her face heated in what she was sure was an unbecoming colour at the thought of yesterday’s kiss. It had run through her mind all night, over and over, denying her sleep and giving her hormonal night sweats. She didn’t need a visceral meltdown in the office.

“No, she’s got meetings in London today.”

That was a relief. “Oh. So, does she commute here every day?” Was it obvious that she was asking too many questions? Or that she was super curious about Abby Black? Which was a sure sign she was crushing. Inwardly, she cringed. She ought to be more sensible. It was only a kiss, and one caused by magic at that, which wasn’t really fair to Ms Black.

Ping nodded. “Oh, yes, so far. She’s got a fabulous place near London Bridge. We were all invited there for a party one Christmas. Oh, my god, the view is to die for.” She smiled, clearly happy to start the day with a good gossip. “There were three bathrooms, all marble, and the canapés came from Fortnum and Mason’s, and there was so much Champagne, I had a hangover for a week.” Her eyes shone. “I took a peek in the master bedroom and her bed was a mile wide with black silk sheets.” She giggled and blushed. “Black. Seems appropriate, don’t you think?”

Astral smiled back. It seemed someone else had a sort-of crush on Ms Black, too. “Is she English?” She rushed to change the subject, and experienced a bit of jealousy because Ping knew all about Abby Black’s apartment, especially her mile-wide bed with black silk sheets. “I mean, there’s a trace of an accent…” Her question wasn’t really that much of a diversion, she noted. She was still all about Abby Black.

“Her mother’s English, but her dad is from somewhere in the Middle East. She told me where once…Sumer, I think she said. I forget. It’s a big place, though.” Ping paused. “Hey, would you do me a favour and take the mail for your floor?” She waved a bundle of letters and packages. “Just drop them onto the tray on the console table. People can pick through for themselves as they come in.”

“Of course.” She took the bundle and with a friendly wave headed for the elevators. It was still early, and the building had an easy-going feel, as if it was slowly stretching into its work day.

An empty elevator was waiting for her, which she took as a good omen, and she pressed button thirteen. The elevator whizzed her upward, and a classical guitar rendering of Bill Wither’s “lovely Day” accompanied her, another good omen. The car slowed and stopped at the ninth floor, where the doors opened.

Abby Black stood waiting. Behind her stretched a long, dimly lit corridor lined with office doors. Each door was firmly shut. This floor was not an open plan like the thirteenth floor.

“Oh,” Astral exclaimed and she stepped backwards and pronged her left kidney on the handrail.

Abby entered the elevator and, for a tall, thin woman, took up far too much space. She seemed to swallow all the light with her brooding presence, like a funeral bird at a baby shower.

“Good morning, Ms Projector,” Abby said, without a flicker of recognition of past intimacies.

Astral sighed inwardly, glad but also a little disappointed that everything was back to normal. A little part of her went into mourning.

“Good morning, Ms Black.” She kept her voice under control. As the doors slid shut, she caught a final glance of the ninth floor. Low lighting and a general stillness gave her the impression no one was working behind the rows of closed doors. What was Abby Black doing here when she was supposed to be in London? The elevator doors snapped shut, and the car began to rise.

“Ping said you were in London today,” she blurted, then realized what a stupid, intrusive statement it was. She blushed. 

Abby looked surprised. “My meeting is later today.” Silence fell like a thick woollen blanket and it threatened to suffocate Astral.

“How were your first few days, Ms Projector?” Abby asked, tone polite.

“Interesting.” She gripped the mail as if it were the last life preserver on a sinking ship.

“I hope that’s a good thing. Remember, we will be looking for permanent staff once things are more settled. Transition is always a major upheaval and we expect a few new openings, if you find you enjoy the work.”

“Oh? Thank you. I’ll consider it.” Absolutely not, no way, and could she just leave today and never come back? She kept her expression neutral.

“I hope so. And thank you for the bread. It was quite delicious.”

The elevator arrived at the thirteenth floor before Astral could respond, and Abby stood back to let Astral exit first.

“I’m glad you liked it,” Astral finally managed.

She liked it. Ms Black had liked the bread. Or, at least, she had said she did. That acknowledgment caused all kinds of little tingles up and down her spine.

With a curt nod, Abby turned towards her office, leaving Astral to fumble with the mail trays. Clutching her Tupperware to her midsection, she went to the kitchen to leave out today’s selection of ginger glees and fudge fandangos. She thought about Abby’s words with regard to transition and upheaval. Was that how the critter did it? An office move would provide the perfect opportunity for malign business.

She started when Abby walked into the kitchen and went to the coffee machine, where she poured a cup of coffee. Black, Astral noted. As black as her kinky bed sheets. She blinked. Where had that little morsel of inappropriateness come from? She liked to think she was not overly imaginative—in that way—and she certainly didn’t want to start now. And certainly not towards Ms Black.

Sure, Fireside witches tended to be homemakers who worked best in a loving relationship, but single Firesiders were no less effective. The assumption was that they had not found their “other shoe” yet. And if the “other shoe” never appeared—well, Astral felt she was quite capable of hopping through life on one leg happily enough. She wasn’t actively looking for another shoe, and even if she was, Abby Black was definitely not it.

“Would you like a ginger glee?” She fumbled with the lid of the Tupperware and offered up the contents.

“Thank you, no. I’m afraid I haven’t a sweet tooth,” Abby said with a small tilt to the side of her mouth, which Astral interpreted as a friendly gesture.

“Oh, of course.” She fumbled the lid back on again and managed to block the doorway so Abby had to sidestep awkwardly around her to leave, holding her coffee cup high, and a flash of humour in her eyes.

Annoyance at yet another example of her own awkwardness accompanied Astral to her desk where she sat, a mass of hard edges and embarrassment, until she threw herself into her work, taking a bit of comfort in Abby’s comment about her bread.

Fergal had wasted no time in heaping her desk with everything he either didn’t want to do or didn’t know how to do. Astral studied the pile. She had a straightforward method of working, which involved starting at the top and working her way down, completing all her tasks thoroughly and in an efficient manner. It was a simple, orderly process because Fireside witches liked simplicity and order.

Plus, without Fergal around she could concentrate better. Her nerves were jangled after seeing him walk off with twenty grand in his pockets. She had no idea what that was about or what to do about it. On review, he didn’t seem to be traditional critter material because he was neither nasty nor cunning. Fergal was lazy, and a terrible supervisor, but not a problem she’d likely pass on to Magdalene.

The elevators dinged and more staff began to drift in. Iraldine appeared with one of her team, a tall, willowy creature, much like her and equally aloof.

“Good morning,” Astral said out of courtesy. Neither paid her any attention, which suited her just fine. She didn’t need pleasantries from the “in crowd.” Iraldine paused to flick through the mail and selected several envelopes.

“This isn’t for this floor.” The package thumped onto Astral’s desk. She regarded it quizzically, making a point not to touch it. Touching it somehow made the problem hers and Iraldine’s message was clear. Astral was a lackey and her work less important than misdirected mail, and she had to fix this.

The package was addressed for floor five. Ping had simply made a mistake. It wasn’t a big deal except for Iraldine wanting to flex muscle. Astral sighed, refusing to be drawn in, and Iraldine strode away satisfied she made a mark.

The simplest thing would be to take the package back to Ping, who could redistribute it as she saw fit. Astral went to the elevator, hit the button for reception and simultaneously realised two things. The illuminated number panel overhead and the polished chrome call buttons by the door did not match up. On the call panel, there was no number nine. Instead, there was a small key slot. Number nine was an off-limits floor, but one that Abby Black had access to. The doors opened at reception and Astral stepped out, determined to ask Ping about the mystery floor.

“Hi. This was in the stack you gave me.” She handed the package over.

“Oh, sorry about that.” Ping frowned.

“Nothing to worry about.” The foyer was still quiet. This was as good a time to ask as any. “I was wondering—I was in the elevator and I noticed the ninth floor is locked off. Why’s that?” she asked, as innocently as possible.

Ping shrugged. “It’s the storage floor.”

“Oh, like the servers and stuff?” How disappointing. 

“Nah. Mostly archives and crap. It’s a bigwig floor. Only Abby has the key for it. The servers are on the fifth. Oh, speak of the devil—Michael,” she called out to a guy coming in from the street, “can you take this for me?” She tapped the package Astral had just returned.

“Sure.” He hefted the package from her hands and greeted Astral politely. “Good morning,” he said before he headed for the elevators.

“Michael works on the fifth,” Ping explained, and took a hefty bite out of a chocolate bar. “Hey, I’m having a great day so far. I’ve not had to leave my desk once.” She chewed out the words.

“Well, I need to get back to mine before Fergal arrives.” 

She laughed. “He’ll crawl in around ten thirty. In five years, the only day I’ve known him to be on time was the day you started. Abby would’ve ripped him a new one if he hadn’t been around to greet you onto his team. He knows not to rile her. We all do.”

Astral laughed and bagged an empty elevator to begin her journey back to the thirteenth floor, thinking about Ping’s comment regarding Fergal’s tenure at Black and Blacker. Five years made him less likely to be a critter, which meant he was probably just a thief, though the thought didn’t cheer her any and she was still unsure what to do about him, since as a Cuckoo employee, she could hardly be a whistle-blower.

Her attention strayed to the call buttons. Weird for a “bigwig” storage floor to be locked off, especially if it held only “archives and crap.” She traced her fingernail across the small key slot that replaced the number nine button, thinking that Abby’s bigwig key went into it. There was a spark, and a tingle ran along her finger. The elevator began to slow. Astral whipped her hand away. Her heart thumped. Magic. Oh, no. Projector magic, ricocheting around the county looking for the broken wand and if it couldn’t find that, the nearest Projector would do.

The elevator door slid open at floor nine. It was exactly as before, dimly lit and very quiet. A corridor ran straight down from the elevators and at the far end of the corridor hung a Postmodernist print, an Umberto Boccioni reproduction. On either side of it, the corridor junctioned left and right, respectively. Both of those probably looped back towards the elevator.

She stepped forward before she really thought about it. The elevator doors shut behind her and the car shot upwards. She started, then relaxed. What would a five-minute break to investigate be to her day? No one upstairs would miss her, and Fergal wasn’t in for ages. Plus, she was supposed to be spying anyway, so why not have a look? Just a quick snoop. She’d be back at her desk in five minutes, tops.

Her gaze drifted back to the elevator, and something wasn’t quite right. It dawned on her that there was no call button on this side, either, only another key slot. How would she call the elevator back? She was trapped and she’d get caught. Panic scrabbled rat-like through her chest, but she forced herself to calm down. There had to be a stairwell because fire regulations demanded it. She would find the fire door and hoof it up to the thirteenth, reminding herself that her coven was depending on her, no matter what she thought about its current politics.

There were still some decent witches in The Plague Tree family. She puffed out her cheeks, sucked in a fresh breath, and moved forward, convinced no one was present on the ninth floor because it was too hushed and too serene.

Her hand hesitated over a doorknob. The door had an upper frosted-glass panel and beyond that lay only darkness. She turned the handle. Locked. Where was the residual Projector magic when she needed it? Why couldn’t she make this lock cooperate like the one in the elevator? Airy-nary magical comings and goings were most unhelpful.

The next two doors were also locked and the rooms beyond lay in darkness. Astral wasn’t that bothered because this was obviously a vacant floor. Maybe it would fill up over time as more staff moved south. She decided to abandon her search and find the exit to her own floor, since this seemed like a waste of time.

She passed the last door on her right and didn’t even try the handle, assuming it was locked, like the rest of them. She’d explored the mystery floor and was satisfied it was totally unmysterious.

Moving softly past the last door, she was halted by a snuffling noise coming from the other side. Her heart hiccupped, then raced. It sounded as if an animal was sniffing the gap at the bottom of the door, trying to locate her scent. It reminded her of Lupin when he snuffled her pockets for treats. Except this was different. This sounded predatory. Threatening, even. Like wild boars, or hyenas, or…or maybe even critters? She was frozen outside the door, mind racing along with her heart.

She knew, deep down that this was not a critter. Critters were not animals, and this was definitely an animal. It didn’t stop her scalp from itching in alarm. She could feel her hair struggling against the braid she’d plaited that morning. She stood stock-still, listening intently. The snuffling stopped, though she could still hear quiet huffs of animal breath. They both stood perfectly still on either side of the door, listening and waiting for the slightest twitch, like some weird game.

Why was there an animal in a locked-up office on an empty floor? Was it a guard dog? If so, what was it guarding? And how could it guard anything if it was locked up? However, she was very glad it was. Imagine stepping off an elevator into the jaws of a guard dog. And a big, fierce one, too, judging by the huffing and puffing coming from under the door.

Abby Black must know it was here. Was that why she was on this floor so early in the morning, giving it kibble, tickling its ears before heading off to work? Somehow, she doubted it. 

Along the corridor, the elevator hummed. Then it dinged. Astral didn’t need to look over her shoulder to confirm its imminent arrival. She took the longest stride possible and shot around the corner, ignoring the indignant huff from under the office door as she flew past. If it was a guard dog, it didn’t bark or growl, not even once. Rather, it sounded offended she had slipped away.

The elevator doors slid open. Astral took a quick peek around the corner. Ping came onto the floor. Astral ducked back, worried at being seen on the bigwig floor. She could hardly step out and dream up a story about a lift malfunction leaving her stranded on the wrong floor. Especially as she’d so recently enquired after that same floor. And yet, Ping had claimed nothing went on here, that no one but bigwigs had access, but here she was.

Astral stayed pinned against the wall. She’d simply wait, and when the coast was clear, she’d head for the nearest stairwell. The Boccioni on the opposite wall offered her an inverted glass reflection of the corridor. Ping exited the elevator and pulled a leather lanyard from around her neck. It held a key and she used it to open the first door on the left. Ping had said only Abby Black had a key. Why had she lied? 

Ping hummed happily. She carried a hefty canvas sack, not unlike the one she’d seen under Fergal’s desk. What was that about? This was genuine detective work—exactly what she was here to do. Ping entered the office and the door swung shut behind her. There followed a clattering and rattling, then a muffled curse. Finally, she emerged with an empty sack, puffing with frustration. She hauled at the handle with both hands, giving a swift kick into the room to clear the way for the door to swing shut, and to Astral’s horror, she proceeded down the corridor directly towards her. A quick glance around told her what she already knew. There was nowhere to hide and the distance to the next corner was too great to duck out of sight in time. If Ping rounded this corner, Astral would be caught red-handed.

Fortunately, Ping didn’t round the corner. She stopped before the last door, the one with all the snuffling going on behind it. She tested the handle and seemed satisfied it was locked. Once certain of that, she gently tapped the door with a knuckle.

“Shucky?” she whispered tentatively. The door rattled violently with the force of a large weight flung against it. Ping stepped back. “Now go back to sleep,” Ping continued in a quiet, nervous tone. “There’s a good boy.”

She turned away and headed back to the elevator. Astral watched her in the glass. The key on the lanyard fit into the key slot beside the elevator. The doors slid open, Ping stepped in, and the elevator descended.

Astral let out a long, low sigh that was answered by a long, low growl from “Shucky”—whatever he was. The growl was menacing enough to liquefy her stomach and its contents. It was time to get off this floor. She’d have plenty of fodder to tell Dulcie and Keeva later.

 

*

 

I smell witch.

The incoming message made Abby hesitate—enough for the ink in her Visconti fountain pen to blot the dot of the “i” in “terminated.” She sat back and set the pen aside, disgruntled at the mess she’d made of the expensive vellum. 

“And?” She swung her chair around to look out the window, ignoring the view and concentrating on her familiar’s scratchy telepathy. She wanted to focus on this communication only.

Tasty. At door.

“Is she there now?” Abby asked, ignoring the tasty comment. It could mean anything with him.

Gone. He had a sad tone. Shucky like.

“Shucky also likes licking soap. Shucky’s taste is dubious at best.” She swung back to her desk.

Witch smell of cookies.

She suppressed a smile. “I’m going to London later. Try and be good until I get back.”

Always good.

Abby snorted and reached for her pen.

 

*

 

Astral followed the corridor to the expected stairwell behind a fire door and began a swift upward ascent. She was red-faced and out of breath by the time she reached the thirteenth floor, and silently she lamented how out of shape she was.

The lament was a frequent one and she knew she’d do little about it. Keeva was always scolding her and Dulcie, another lazy-boned witch, to exercise more. At least Dulcie had her allotment to get her out and about in the fresh air. The nearest Astral got to the great outdoors was feeding her chickens.

The fire door inched open quietly and she slunk onto the thirteenth floor, trying to look casual until a furtive glance brought her into direct eye contact with Abby Black. She stood several yards away in conversation with one of the Dividends team. Had she seen her step out of the stairwell door? Astral’s hair burst from its braid and began to wire around her ears in curls of guilt, incriminating her to anyone with eyes to see.

Abby Black frowned, a fearsome thing from Astral’s point of view. Abby excused herself and began heading down the corridor towards her. Astral turned and legged it in the opposite direction as fast as she could manage in an awkward, guilt-laden gait.

“Ms Projector.”

Astral stiffened but kept on moving. Perhaps not the wisest decision, but her acute stress responders had long ago decided that flight always outranked fight, and her feet were currently in one hundred percent agreement. Her hair was frizzing so tightly it hurt.

“Ms Projector,” Abby called again, a tinge of impatience evident in her tone.

Astral managed one more step before Abby said, in a tone used to being obeyed, “Stop right there, Ms Projector.”

“Me? You were calling me?” Astral looked at her in mock surprise, hand on chest, eyes wide, hair almost a full afro. Abby approached and took in Astral’s hair with a perplexed narrowing of her eyes.

“Yes, I was,” she said curtly, still eyeing the hair that haloed Astral’s head. “Have you seen Mister Mor?” Judging that Fergal was now Mister Mor, Astral guessed he had somehow pissed off the boss. “He was meant to meet with me twenty minutes ago and now I’m running late.”

Astral had no idea if Fergal was in or not. She hadn’t been at her own desk for at least half an hour and didn’t want to guess where he was. “Um. Not really.”

“Not really?”

“I mean, I haven’t seen him. I was down at reception and then I went to the restroom, so I haven’t actually seen him arrive, which doesn’t mean he’s not here. Also, I went to the kitchen to leave out some baked goods,” she finished lamely. Of course, Abby already knew that because she’d been there at the time. She silently kicked herself. She’d basically admitted she’d come onto the floor at the same time as her boss but had dithered about so much that she had no idea if her work colleague was at his desk, which was directly opposite hers. Not a good look for an office temp.

“I see. No need to cover for him, I’m used to his ways.” Abby’s lips thinned. A series of emotions flashed across her face, each one harder than the last. “Okay. Since you already seem to know about my movements today, you’re coming with me. I’ve a meeting in London and need to head for the station right now. Bring the notes you had yesterday, you can brief me on the way.”

“Um. What?”

“No time to waste.” Abby clicked her fingers. “Be at the front entrance in five minutes. I’ve a taxi waiting.”

“What?” Astral spluttered again, to the back of Abby’s impeccably tailored suit as she stalked away.

If she left the building, would the Cuckoo spell remain intact? She reached for the non-existent phone in her pocket, then remembered it was in her handbag hanging off the back of her chair. She trotted off to find it. Dulcie would know if she was still protected for the taxi ride to the station. There were select rules of radii within which a spell worked. Needless to say, she had flunked that class.

Once Abby was on the train heading north, Astral could sag into a heap on the station platform, but for the short taxi journey there, her disguise might go pop at any minute—and Abby would be looking at a total stranger, wondering who the hell was in the cab with her.

Astral hurried to her desk, patting down her hair. She gathered the requested folders and notes, and her handbag, and pulled her coat from the coatrack. On her way to the elevator, she dialled Dulcie’s shop and got the engaged tone. “Answer,” she muttered, to no avail. She hung up before voicemail came on, and tried Keeva next, but got the same result. She dumped the phone back in her handbag, panic rising as she raced towards an unknown fate. No time to text, either.

She passed by the Reconciliations team area. Iraldine shot Astral a venomous look that would have killed a small mammal at five hundred paces.

And you can stuff it for a start. She had no time for all this jealousy nonsense. There was serious witching business to be done and she had to worry about the Cuckoo spell. She gave her the sweetest fake smile she could muster and shot past, glad to leave Iraldine’s surliness behind.

Downstairs, Abby and a taxi waited for her. As she slid into the backseat it occurred to her that no one, bar the delightful Iraldine, had seen her leave the building. So much for alibis. Still rattled after her ninth-floor adventures, her anxiety sky-rocketed and her brain went on double-time. What if her cover was blown and she was going right into a critter trap? What if she disappeared and was never heard from again? Who would look after the house? Who would look after Borage? Who would even want Borage?

 

 

 

 




Chapter 8

 

The train station was twenty minutes away, thirty with heavy traffic, so there wasn’t that much time for a last-minute prep talk. Astral sifted through the folders to stop her hands from shaking and tried to look calm, professional, and in some sort of control.

“So, which one do you want to go over first?” she asked. 

Abby looked up from her phone and frowned at the interruption. “We can do that on the train,” she said brusquely, and went back to her screen. 

“Train?”

“Yes. To London.” Now Astral got the full focus of her dark stare, and she looked at her as if she’d just said the silliest thing.

“We’re actually going to London? That is, I’m actually going to London?” Astral cleared her throat, aware she sounded even sillier. “I thought I was only going as far as the station.”

“There’s no time. I have an important meeting and Fergal is a no-show, and though I don’t expect you to accompany me into the actual meeting, I’ll need you to run through these documents with me on the journey up. We’ll have approximately forty-seven minutes. Should be sufficient.”

“What will I do in London?” Besides blowing her magical cover to smithereens?

Abby shrugged. “Take a long lunch. Go shopping. Whatever you like. I’ll make sure it’s on company time, so don’t worry on that account.” Her head dipped back to her phone. 

Astral’s palm prints sweated onto the folders. Once they got to the station, she’d try Dulcie again. Someone had to know where she was going. If the spell broke, at least she could melt into the crowd and disappear, leaving Abby with a perplexed face and an armful of folders.

The traffic was light, so they arrived with plenty of time to bustle up to the automatic barrier, where Abby swiped through the ticket codes on her phone. They were let through onto the platform for London Bridge station. The train was waiting, and Abby headed for a first-class carriage with long strides that soon left Astral behind. She took advantage of it to fumble for her phone with her free hand.

“Please, please answer, Dulcie,” she muttered, as the phone rang on the other end.

The ring tone cut off, and a breezy voice said, “Good morning, Whoops a Daisy Flowers, how can I—”

“Damián?” His wasn’t the voice she wanted to hear. “Can you get Dulcie for me? Quickly.”

“Oh, hello, Sister George. Had any labrys tattoos recently?” 

“I’ll tattoo ‘stupid’ across your forehead in Dayglo if you don’t get Dulcie on here now. This is an emergency.” 

Dulcie’s voice broke in. “Sorry about that. He’s been promoted to answering the phone.”

“Dulcie, it’s me.”

“I know. We grew up together, remember?”

Astral tutted in exasperation. Why was everyone so irresponsibly cheerful, didn’t they know she was in mortal peril—again? She was also catching up with Abby, so time was running out. “I’m on my way to London,” she whispered urgently.

“What? Why?”

“I’m going up to London with Abby Black. You know… my boss.”

“Astral, are you having an affair?” Dulcie demanded. Damián gave a delighted squeak in the background. 

“What? No. look, am I safe?” Astral asked hurriedly.

“Dunno, I’ve never met the woman—”

“Will you shut up and listen?” Abby was almost at the carriage and she could only trail behind out of earshot for so long. “Will the Cuckoo spell hold out?”

Pause. “Gosh, I’ve no idea,” she said, tone sober now. “London’s quite far. Have you a contingency plan if it doesn’t?”

“Jump off the train,” Damián shouted.

“Ignore him. Just grab another seat and act like you don’t know her. I mean, she won’t know you, so you should be okay.” 

“That’s what I hoped. Thanks. Gotta go.” Astral closed down the call to Damián’s cry of, “everybody loves a jumper.” She slid the phone back in her bag.

“This is our carriage.” Abby hit the button and the doors hissed open. First class was empty. Abby guided them to four facing seats with a table between. She took a window seat and indicated for Astral to sit opposite. “This can be our desk. I’ll grab us both coffee once the cart comes around.” She shrugged off her jacket to reveal a crisp white shirt with pale blue pinstripes. Abby hung her coat on the hook by her head and sat down.

Astral took off her own coat and hung it up, self-conscious of the way her off-the-peg blouse clung to her. She quickly slid into her seat and dumped the folders on the table. The station notice board indicated six minutes until their train left the platform and she was anxious that they were the only people in this compartment. Surely, some other commuters would come along.

“Which case files do you need to go over out of the ones we looked at yesterday?” she asked, looking everywhere but at Abby, aware that their last meeting had ended in a sizzling kiss. Even if Abby had forgotten, Astral hadn’t. She wished she was sophisticated enough for an unsolicited kiss to run off her like water off a duck. Instead, she felt flustered and ill-at-ease.

Abby clicked open her briefcase and brought out more manila folders and set them beside Astral’s. “I’m really only interested in the anomalies, like that dental hygienist we talked about yesterday. What was her name?”

“Miss Shine.” Astral pulled the file and they went over the details again while Abby made notes. A whistle blew, and the train began to move.

They quickly ran through the previous day’s list when Abby hefted several files from her own batch and thrust them at Astral. “These are the worst defaulters. I’d like your opinion. Have a quick skim.”

Astral glanced at the top file. It differed from the other folders she had seen. This had a red V.I.P. stamp across it. The name surprised her. “Is that the opera singer?”

Abby craned her head to read the label upside down. “Yes. We have several high-profile clients on the roster.” She tapped the red V.I.P stamp. “This marks our A-list clients.” She regarded her, gaze inscrutable.

The next file Astral put her hand on bore the names of a glamorous Hollywood power couple. “Wow. They’ve just adopted Sudanese twins. I read about it in Snoop.” She immediately regretted mentioning the trashy gossip magazine. 

“You understand all this is confidential?” Abby said, eyebrow raised. “I assume you signed the appropriate nondisclosure papers.”

“Of course.” Astral had done no such thing. This wasn’t a real job and her work agency could only be fooled so far. But Astral had temped in this business a long time and knew discretion was a highly prized commodity. She would not be blabbing that so-and-so and her hunky husband had fallen into arrears. At least, she assumed that’s why these A-listers were in Black and Blacker’s naughty corner.

“I’m going to find the refreshment cart before I expire.” Abby stood. “What would you like?” she asked. Was that a trace of warmth in her tone?

Probably not. “Coffee, please. Two creams and four sugars.” Abby looked appalled but she said nothing and left the carriage.

Astral continued to flip through each folder, quickly skimming the contents and jotting down her thoughts on her notepad. It was all straightforward contractual stuff. Some people had a little built-in leeway and others were in deep doo-doo.

Once she finished with the files, she idly thumbed through the other folders in Abby’s pile, interested to see what superstars were not quite in the doo-doo yet, but hovering over it like flies. Her fingers stilled, and with a quick glance to make sure Abby was nowhere in sight, she carefully slid out one folder in particular. It had the red V.I.P. stamp across the manila cover. She read the name twice just to be sure, her mind abuzz.

Magdalene Curdle.

Hecate’s hearth, Magdalene Curdle had a file. Magdalene was an A-list client with Black and Blacker. That didn’t sound right. Maybe there was another Magdalene Curdle in the world. Unlikely, but possible.

Astral opened it and read the client details. Her gaze skimmed the address—Lofty Heights Manor, Golem. That was Magdalene’s address. The file was indeed hers.

She closed the folder and looked around again. What to do? There was no time to read it because Abby could come back at any moment. With a snap decision, she stuffed the file into her voluminous handbag so she could examine the contents later. Somehow, she’d sneak it onto Fergal’s desk in the morning and make it look misfiled, which shouldn’t be hard because his desk was a midden at the best of times.

Abby returned, carefully negotiating the roll of the train as she carried two Styrofoam coffee cups. She sat down and set a cup before Astral, who gave her the widest, brightest, ‘I’m not a felon’ smile possible.

“Thank you,” she said.

“Certainly. Did you look?” Abby asked.

For a split second, Astral thought she was asking if she’d looked at the purloined file. I am but a simple girl! I am— 

Then she realised what Abby was actually asking. She relaxed and gestured at her notepad. “Yes. I’ll read you back my notes.” She settled in, thinking that the two of them actually made a good team, when dealing with things like this. 

By the time they began the long, slow entrance into London Bridge station, Abby was visibly content with their preparation.

“Thank you, Ms Projector. You’ve been extremely helpful.” 

“Certainly.” A strange but not unwelcome warmth washed over her as Abby put the folders back into her briefcase, including those that Astral had brought, and sat back, staring out the window. Astral did, too, watching the drab inner city roll past. They sat quietly for a few minutes until a quick glance across the table brought on a vague frown from Abby, a frown that made Astral jittery.

She surreptitiously patted her hair. It was frizzy again, indicating her guilt over the stolen—borrowed—folder. She was also nervous. The Cuckoo spell seemed to be holding up, but it surely had to be stretched to its limits. Any minute now, Abby could turn to her and demand, “Who are you?”

The frown on Abby’s face deepened. Her dark eyes took on a sharp and inquisitive glint. The spell had clearly fizzled out and it was time to take Dulcie’s advice.

Astral quickly gathered her handbag and jacket and stood. Casually, she made her way to the toilet compartment and waited there until the train rolled to a standstill. This was the tricky part. If Abby still remembered her, they’d grab a cab and she’d have to go even farther into London, where the spell would definitely expire. Not a happy thought.

Black and Blacker’s head office was in The City at Gallows Walk, she knew, because she had looked it up. A prestigious address for a big, gloomy, Georgian building. The Black and Blacker website had a picture of their formidable headquarters. It had been a former debtors’ prison and its energy was still oppressive even after all this time. Astral had no wish to go anywhere near it.

Carefully, she exited the toilet compartment. Abby was standing by the exit waiting for the doors to open. She wore her jacket, briefcase at her side. Astral came to stand nearby, but not too close. If Abby still recognised her, then they were simply waiting to disembark together, and if she didn’t and the Cuckoo spell had well and truly evaporated, all Astral had to do was leave the train a few steps behind, behaving as nothing other than a fellow passenger.

The doors slid open and Abby stepped onto the platform. Astral followed, still uncertain. There was a moment of hesitation as Abby looked towards the station exit sign frowning. She tapped her pockets as if to reassure herself she’d not forgotten anything. Astral loitered behind her, still unsure. Was the spell broken? The answer came at once when Abby strode off without a backward glance, leaving Astral standing on the platform.

A jolt of separation came with a sudden chill of abandonment, a tearing, a fright, like a small child losing sight of its mother in the crowd. Not pleasant at all, but now she knew what it felt like when a Cuckoo spell wore off. It hurt. 

Part of her wanted to run after Abby and cling to her wake. She ached for the soothing balm of her presence despite her hard, crystalline persona. This was a normal part of the spell’s end. There was always a price to pay for magic, usually emotional. Still, she’d no idea the Cuckoo spell’s dispersal would cut so deep.

Forlornly, she watched Abby’s retreating back. For a few long minutes, she kept track of the tall woman with the dark hair as she wove through the crowds, and then she was at the ticket gate, and through it, and off into the big wide world…without her.

Had Abby felt any of these weird pangs of separation, too? Had she frowned at the lipstick-smeared coffee cup on the table beside her own? And later, at her meeting, would she wonder at the strange handwriting in her notepad? Would she pause to consider the new ideas and tidy resolutions scribbled there? Would she wonder at any of it? Astral knew what it was like for someone to disappear. Would Abby feel even the slightest discomfort, now that something, someone, was gone?

A hasty commuter jostled her shoulder and broke Astral out of her reverie. Gathering her wits, she made her way through the bustling crowds until she found the platform for the first train heading back home.

There was no way she was returning to the office. Her mission had been skewed since day one. All she wanted was to get home, put on the kettle, kick off her shoes, and read first-hand what Magdalene Curdle was up to.

 

*

 

Astral parked by the barn and went across the farmyard, a brood of ducklings clinging to her heels all the way until she caved and fed them her packed lunch.

“This is technically a mugging, you know.” They waddled around her feet and she had to gingerly step over them to reach the garden gate that barred them from the bounty of her vegetable patch. The gate refused to open, and she had to rattle it roughly to loosen the latch. It squeaked and grated, continuing its complaints as she pushed it open, actively refusing to cooperate.

“What’s the matter with you, you silly thing?” She gave it an extra rattle. “It’s me. Let me in.” It suddenly swung open on well-oiled hinges as if her voice was the password.

Disgruntled, Astral continued to her front door, where it became more apparent something was wrong. The white pebbles on the path kept shifting under her feet, trying to upend her, the border bedding plants looked scared and shrivelled, and the flowerpots had been flung about, leaving soil splattered all over the porch. Astral slowed her steps. The flowerpots were gifts from Dulcie, so they were clever little things, and they had left her clues—like strange footprints in the spilled dirt.

The house had a story, too. All the curtains were drawn tight, though she had not left them that way that morning. Most telling was the welcome mat curled up like a kicked dog. There had been an intruder.

“Mummy’s home. Everything will be all right.” Astral gently unrolled the mat and dug out her phone to call Dulcie, who answered after the first ring.

“Astral? Is that you?”

“Yes. Someone’s been at the house.” She straightened the flowerpots with the phone tucked under her chin. “As in, snooping around.”

“What?”

“An intruder. At my house.”

“You’re home? I thought you were in London.”

“I was, but didn’t have to leave the train station because the spell broke. I came right back home and found the whole place traumatised. Except for the ducks. They don’t give a damn.”

“The ducks aren’t magical,” Dulcie said. “But that’s not important. Are you all right?”

“For the most part. Just a little out of sorts.”

“Oh, love. That’s not good. I’ll lock up early and come straight over. Is it safe to wait for me there? Are you sure whoever it was has gone?”

“Yes, I’m sure they’ve gone. The place is in shutdown.” She gingerly lifted a broken pot. The squished geranium looked strangely triumphant. “I think one of your Irish blues brained whoever it was.”

Dulcie tutted. “Irish blues are always up for a fight. Look, I’ll be there in under half an hour. Please be careful. There could be booby traps and jinxes. Listen to the flowers. They’ll tell you if it’s safe.” She hung up before Astral could admit she hadn’t a good ear for petal-prattle. Dulcie was a Hedgewitch, and a terrible gossip, and everything from The Green conversed with her. The uprighted Irish blues geraniums quivered with excitement. To the inexperienced eye, it was the breeze making them shiver, but Astral knew a fighting spirit when she saw one.

“Calm down, you lot. Whoever it was, you’ve sent them packing and I thank you for it. There’ll be extra compost tea for you.”

With a smart rat-a-tat, she knocked on her own front door. The drawing room curtains twitched, as if the house was taking a quick peek to see who was there. Suddenly, all the curtains swished back and happiness twinkled from within, mixed up with winter sunlight that bounced off the windowpanes.

“It’s me. I’m home,” Astral announced and the front door flung open without her having to touch the handle. The hallway lay in shadows after the brightness from outside. She hesitated, but not because she felt unsafe. The scents of beeswax polish, home baking, and the flowers in the vase on the hall table greeted her, all smells of home. They burst around her in a huge welcoming hug that she wanted to wallow in. The house was relieved that she was back because something or someone had upset it badly, and Astral brought the reassurance it needed. Home comfort went both ways for Fireside witches.

Truth was, Astral was lonely in her family home, though she would never admit it. A Fireside witch should never feel adrift at her own hearth, but this was a large house and it seemed too big for one person. The granite farmhouse had been the Projector home for a hundred generations, probably starting out as a hole in a hillside, then maybe a simple shepherd’s hut, and finally a stone dwelling that had been added to haphazardly over the centuries as fortunes ebbed and flowed.

Only witching folk could see the magic pressing against the leaded windowpanes so hard that the small lozenges of glass hazed and cracked trying to hold it all in. Centuries of magical containment had bellied the stone walls and now the house was crooked and exhausted, sitting low among the soft green fields, its swayback roof undulating alongside the surrounding hills.

Now it was Astral’s turn to look after the old house. They were woven together like wattle and daub and one of the most troubling thoughts she had was that she was unsure who would take over after her day. The Projector lineage had shrunk drastically over time and she had no idea what to do. It was awful to be the last in a long and prestigious line, and a whole other reason for feeling more than a little lonely.

Astral’s legacy would be to leave a vacancy, which seemed wrong, as if she were out of step with time, honour, and heritage. This should have been Myriad’s house, but she was long gone. Her legacy for Astral turned out to be a mother-shaped hole in absolutely everything.

“Borage?” Astral called. The house was happy, so her familiar became her next concern and, as usual, he was nowhere to be seen. Normally, he appeared demanding food the moment she set foot through the door. Had anything happened to him? She moved through the house, searching. His spot by the stove was empty, and he wasn’t on her bed napping on the sun-warmed covers. He wasn’t sulking in the laundry basket, either.

“Borage?” Her anxiety grew. Could he have gone outside? He hated outside. He was practically agoraphobic, only venturing out whenever there were new chicks to harass. Although, a recent run-in with an irate mother hen had nipped that little caper in the bud.

“Borage?”

Here. His voice scratched at her mind, aggrieved and unsettled.

“Where are you?” She followed his call to the front parlour. It was empty.

Up here. His tone became angry.

Astral looked up and found him on top of the Welsh dresser. “What on earth?” There was barely four inches between the top of the dresser and the ceiling. He must have pancaked his huge belly to squeeze into such a tight spot. She pulled up a chair to reach for him. “How did you get up there?”

Happy thoughts made me float. What do you think?

“Well, if you’re going to be like that, then your happy thoughts can get you down again.” She withdrew her reach.

Bitzer was here. His ears twitched with impatience. Get me down. He was well and truly wedged in.

“Bitzer? Is he still here?” She looked around nervously. Bitzer was a nasty little bastard who was not averse to nipping ankles.

The bolster pounded him until he ran.

Astral noticed the bolster lying under the couch. “Come here, my little hero.” It was tattered and torn, with stuffing sticking out from the corner. Gently, Astral set it on the couch and gave it a pat. “I’ll get the sewing box and mend that tear. You’re a credit to this house,” she cooed. It puffed up for a second then slumped, exhausted.

“Was Eve Wormrider with him?” Astral turned her attention back to Borage. This was alarming. She remembered the shoe prints in the soil on the porch. Why had Eve Wormrider and her awful familiar been sneaking around her house?

He didn’t answer, not inclined to cooperate until she hefted him into her arms and placed him on the floor. Once his paws hit the polished oak, he flew out the door and headed straight for the kitchen. Astral followed and found him sulking before the fridge. His sallow green gaze bored through the door as if it would open with sheer willpower. His will to power worked—Astral popped it open and reached for the milk jug.

“Borage, was Eve Wormrider here?” she asked again. She poured out a soothing saucer of milk and microwaved it for fourteens seconds, just as he liked it. He was pretty upset, she saw, as his fur was all puffed up and his tail one big bottlebrush. He was also frothing with personal affront, though she was unsure if this was because of his run-in with Bitzer or the indignity of having her heave his corpulent body off the top of the dresser.

“What did Bitzer want with you?” Astral tried one last time using a different approach. One about him, but it didn’t work. Borage was shutting down. He buried his nose in the saucer, and that was that with the questioning until the bowl was empty and he’d had a restorative nap.

Astral knew to wait it out. She texted Dulcie and Keeva that all was well and invited them to dinner that evening. Next, she fetched the sewing box and stitched the bolster back into shape then kissed it for its bravery. And, finally, she brewed the nice pot of tea she’d been looking forward to all afternoon, and settled back with the folder that she imagined was burning a hole through the faux leather of her handbag.

Something weird was going on. Today proved it. A witch, especially a sneaky one like Eve Wormrider, had been snooping around her house, and could only do so because she knew exactly where Astral would be—at Black and Blacker. The firm not only housed a critter, but it also had Magdalene Curdle as one of their V.I.P. clients. Astral had finally found her clue, and not the one that the coven expected. The real trick was to dig into it and figure out how it all fit together.

 

 

 

 




Chapter 9

 

“Keeva can’t make it. She’s got emergency surgery,” Dulcie said as she breezed into the kitchen on a cloud of cold air. “Wilma Berrygood’s ferret fell out of his hammock and broke his hind leg.” She quickly shrugged off her coat and held her hands out to the wood burner. “She says it’s a fiddly op, as Pedro is so old. So, no chicken fricassee for her tonight, but you’re to keep some in a Tupperware and she’ll collect it tomorrow. And, finally, how are you?” She gave Astral a quick hug.

“Feeling a bit better. It’s been a strange day.”

“And I want to hear all about it. You’ll have to catch Keeva up later.”

Astral nodded. “Poor Pedro. Wilma told me he’s going blind.” Astral set cutlery and condiments onto the table. “And deaf.”

“It’s hard when it’s nearing the time for them to jump back in the cauldron. Wilma dotes on that daft old ferret.”

“Was Pedro ever young?”

Dulcie shrugged. “He was geriatric when he was gifted to her. Most of us get puppies and kittens, or fledglings. But Wilma is a Dogwitch, so I suppose they can have familiars of any age and meld with them instantly.”

“My mum hatched her familiar out of an egg,” Astral said, still a little awed even after all these years. Myriad, although primarily a Fireside witch had excelled at all other magic. Witching boundaries had meant nothing to her and she magicked where she pleased. Riff-Raff had been a big brute of a rooster with wonderful red-gold plumage. He’d disappeared along with her mother, which gave Astral a maudlin sort of hope—that they were together somewhere. A witch should always have her familiar with her.

“Your mum was special.” Dulcie gave her a broad smile. “Her magic broke all the rules.”

“Perhaps a little too much.” Astral forced her sadness away. “Borage indicated that it was Eve Wormrider snooping around the house this afternoon with Bitzer.”

Dulcie tutted. “So inappropriate. I hope the Irish blues saw her off good and proper.”

“Oh, they did that, all right. They were delighted with themselves.” She began to serve dinner, and heaped plates with creamy chicken fricassee and homemade tagliatelle, along with a side dish of steamed broccoli.

Dulcie accepted her plate with genuine pleasure. “Eve would never act without orders from Magdalene. She’s too much of a runt.” She sniffed her food, and smiled again. “I wonder what she was after. I have no idea what their game is.”

“Well, I might,” Astral said grimly. “But let’s eat first.” 

Like all good witches, not a word of business came between fork and mouth as they ate and drank a respectable chardonnay. Dessert followed, an apple-and-walnut steamed pudding with cream. Afterwards, they sat sipping Madeira, toasting their stocking toes before the wood burner while rain beat against the kitchen window.

Merryman snoozed, his claws clamped on the edge of a lampshade, tail feathers held high, soaking up the warmth from the lightbulb into his scrawny backside. Borage was curled in a sulky ball before the blazing stove, hogging as much of the heat as he could. He still was uncommunicative about his afternoon adventures. Astral hoped he’d come around. She really needed more details about what had happened. 

“I’ve decided tomorrow is my last day at Black and Blacker,” she announced. “I’m only going back to return a file I borrowed.” She finger-quoted the last word. “That is, if I can manage to do it without a full-scale security alarm. The Cuckoo spell is a bust and the critter story is all nonsense.”

Dulcie looked over at her, puzzled. “Nonsense? What do you mean?”

“A critter isn’t the problem. It’s Magdalene. She’s got a personal account with Black and Blacker.”

Dulcie sat up. “She’s never mentioned that.”

“It’s all in the file.” Astral handed it over to Dulcie, who read through it, brow furrowed in concentration.

“I don’t understand the half of this,” she said. “It’s all gobbledy-gook to me.”

“I do,” she said as she took the folder back. “Well, most of it. This is her contract for ‘services rendered,’ except I’m not sure exactly what the services were.” Which was a common anomaly with other Black and Blacker contracts she’d worked on. They were dense, complicated, unforgiving things that surrendered details grudgingly. “It’s obviously a financial package of some sort, since Black and Blacker is a finance house.”

“They loaned her money?”

Astral sighed heavily. This was the part that turned her stomach. “More like she’s invested with them, or through them…with coven funds.”

“What?” Dulcie nearly spat out her Madeira. “She what?”

“From what I can tell, she’s been filtering coven funds to stock her own portfolio. There probably never was a critter. Just her trying to hide her activities.”

“But…but, she can’t do that. That’s my pension. And your pension. It’s the entire coven’s pension scheme. I’m… I’m flabbergasted.” She sat back, slack-mouthed. “Do you think the others are in on it?” she asked quietly.

“I only found a contract for Magdalene, but who knows.” She shrugged, sad. She had little faith in the likes of Eve Wormrider or Magdalene’s other hangers-on. “Grandma Lettice must be moving like Jagger in her grave right now. To think, in less than a year, Magdalene has stolen, and it seems lost, most of The Plague Tree’s money.” 

“Lost?” Dulcie looked green around the gills. “But…but that must be hundreds and hundreds of thousands.” From her expression, she was still struggling with the concept. “You’re sure she’s lost all the money? All our money?”

“Yes.” The realization still sat like leaden weights on her shoulders.

“She can’t be that bad an investor. Wasn’t anybody managing her?”

Astral shrugged again. “I’m guessing the real reason for all this critter talk was to distract the coven from her embezzling. She took some bad hits and probably couldn’t hide the cash haemorrhage anymore,” she said. “This has been going on from the moment she took over.” Her wand had been broken for no other reason than Magdalene’s games of distraction, and Astral’s bitterness left a bad taste in her mouth.

“How ironic that the only way we found this out was because you were working there,” Dulcie said. “You’re not as daft as she thought. Have you found out anything else besides Magdalene?” She gave the folder in Astral’s lap a cursory nod.

“There’s a snarling beast. It may be a guard dog.” Astral topped up their glasses. “It’s locked up in an office on the ninth floor. No one works on that floor.”

Dulcie sipped her wine. “Isn’t that a little strange, to keep a dog locked up on a floor no one uses?”

“Very. Ping calls it Shucky. It might belong to Abby because I saw her on that floor, too.”

“Abby?”

“My boss.” Her heart gave a thump. A dull, heavy thunk, as if it had a big brass knocker. “I mean, my ex-boss after today.” Her mind prodded tenderly at the bruise of not seeing Abby again and watching her as she literally looked through Astral, then walked off down the train platform. 

“The Cuckoo spell gave up in London.” Dulcie seemed a little bemused. “That’s not a bad radius for a coven spell.” 

Astral blinked. “Yes. It was pretty strong. I was impressed.”

“So, there’s also a good chance it might reboot tomorrow morning.”

She tapped the folder. “If it wasn’t for returning this, I’d not set foot in the place ever again. We have our critter and it’s Magdalene.”

“Well, if the spell does reboot, be careful, especially around the person it failed on. It might not work twice on them.”

“I’ll be careful.” She had no intention of bumping into Abby. She’d be in and out before the work day had opened its sleepy eyes.

“Can you make a copy before you hand it back?” Dulcie asked. “We’ll need it to show the coven, or at least to those we trust.”

“I’ve already made several copies. It’s exhibit A. Magdalene Curdle’s time with The Plague Tree Coven is over, as far as I’m concerned.”

“So mote it be.” Dulcie raised her glass and they made a toast.

 

*

 

Against her better judgment, but accepting that it had to be done—Astral returned to Black and Blacker early the next morning. Come what may, this was her last day. 

“Good morning. Welcome to Black and Blacker Finance. How may I help you?” The greeting met her halfway across the foyer. Ping’s smile shone forth as cheerful as ever, but as Astral drew closer she could see the Herculean effort going on behind Ping’s eyes. The Cuckoo spell was slowly rebooting as Ping grappled with who this oddly familiar stranger was.

“Good morning, Ping.” Astral decided to bluff her way until the reboot completed. “How’d it go last night?”

Ping’s face creased further, so Astral gave her a prompt. “It’s me, Astral. I started on Monday, remember?” she said. “Boy, they really are working you hard.”

“Of course, I remember. Our new temp.” The Cuckoo spell slipped into place and Ping visibly brightened as the false memory popped into her head. “A little birdie told me you might consider joining us permanently. I really hope so. Please consider it. Pretty please?” Her smile was sincere and Astral felt a little tug of guilt at her own duplicity. Then she refocussed the guilt onto Magdalene. She was the reason Astral was wallowing in this magical morass of secrets and lies, one of which was Ping lying to her about the ninth floor.

“What exactly is it you do on night duty?” She wanted to take her time to make sure the spell had stuck. This was not a day for magical glitches.

“Oh, nothing fun,” Ping said, brushing her question aside. “I heard you had an adventure yesterday. You went to the Big Smoke with the Big Boss.” She gave a crafty smile, which Astral parried with a weaker one, though she wondered if Ping had found out before she and Abby had left, or after. The latter would be problematic, because it would mean that Abby did remember her and had maybe come back wondering where her assistant had got to? Perhaps the Cuckoo spell might not have worn off completely. 

And there had certainly been a lot of adventures yesterday, including stealing the folder, abandoning Abby in London, and the intruders at her house. They all jumbled through her mind like a knotted fishing line—with too many hooks.

“Oh, it was all a bit of there and back again,” she answered. “Nothing short of a U-turn. Boring, really.”

For all of Ping’s proffered friendship, seeing her on the ninth floor talking to the Shucky thingamajig made Astral a little leery of the happy-go-lucky receptionist. Then again, after yesterday, the whole building and everyone in it had taken on a sinister aura. Black and Blacker was working hand in hand with Magdalene Curdle, helping her, unwittingly or not, to empty The Plague Tree Coven’s pension pot.

The clatter of new arrivals moved her on. Today, her job was going to be easy because all she had to do was dump Magdalene’s folder on Fergal’s desk, then head home for a cuppa and a slice of fruit cake. In and out, ninja style. She didn’t want to meet anybody, especially not Abby. A reboot might work on Ping, but as Dulcie had warned, Abby had been the person the spell had failed on. There was no guarantee it would reboot with her. Once the elevator opened on the thirteenth floor, she had no idea what would happen. Abby could turn up at any moment and say, “Who the hell are you?” Then she imagined Abby saying, “Someone call security, please.” And being searched with Magdalene’s folder in her bag, and…I am but a simple girl.

The elevator doors slid open on the thirteenth floor, and onto a morning much like any other early morning. Rows of empty desks, partially lowered window blinds, a lonesome phone ringing somewhere far, far away. It all seemed perfectly normal—except for Fergal Mor pulling his desk apart. 

Drawers hung open. Pens, paper, folders, all manner of stationery lay strewn across the floor. His desktop looked like a bomb had hit it, bounced, and hit it again with Fergal caught in the cross-blast. For a dapper guy, he was in complete disarray. He muttered incoherently, his normal spritely self shrunk into a dishevelled mess of twittering anxiety. Tufts of bright red hair stuck out at all angles and his shirt collar stood on end while his impeccably knotted tie lay across his chest all askew. His waistcoat hung open, and his tweed jacket was crumpled on the floor to be trodden on as he darted here and there with no logical sequence or sense to his actions. Sweat patched the underarms of his wilted shirt. At her arrival, he stopped his demented scrabbling and mopped his forehead with a large handkerchief. “Oh, Astral, yer heaven sent, the answer to me prayers, me little angel.” His Irish brogue was thicker than ever, indicating his stress level.

“Fergal?” Astral was shocked. For an instant she considered stepping back into the elevator, dumping the file on the floor for someone else to find, and walking straight out of the building.

“Jaysus, Astral. She’s going t’kill me, I tell ye. I’m a dead man. Dead as a coffin nail.”

“What’s going on?” She compulsively stepped forward, volunteering herself to help like any good Fireside witch. 

“Have you seen a file like this?” His shaking hand held up a manila folder with a red V.I.P. stamp. The hope in his voice was pitiful. Her stomach shrank. It was a replica of the one she had taken, only this one had the name of the ex-Nigerian Minister of Finance on it. 

“For him?” She stalled.

“No, no. not for—ach, it’s a different name, but it looks just like this. Have you seen it?”

Astral’s mouth filled with sawdust. “Um. No.”

“Ach!” With an anguished cry he flung the folder away, adding to the litter around his feet. “She’s going to skin me alive. Freckles and all.”

“Who?” Though she already knew.

“Abby.” He mopped his brow again and the hanky came away stained. “I was late for a meeting with her yesterday. I shot straight up to London chasin’ her, but when I got there she was a folder short and somehow it’s all my fault.” 

His petulance hardened her heart slightly, he was such a lazy, useless little git with his Gentleman Jim act. Then guilt melted all her hard edges away. It was her fault he was under Abby’s cosh. She had to figure how to slip the file onto his desk unseen and make things right for Fergal and his freckles.

“I’ll help you look.” She slung her bag onto her chair.

Hefting a bag of sugar-glazed scones, she said, “You look like you need a coffee.” Even on her last day she had to bring goodies in. She was a Fireside witch, after all. These things were in her genes—and this office had a nice energy that she appreciated, when she wasn’t fixated on an imaginary critter hunt. She’d worked in enough crap places to know, and welcomed the difference. Black and Blacker looked after its people, even if it was inadvertently helping Magdalene Curdle misspend her coven’s pension fund.

“I’d love a coffee. God, but yer a saint.” He nodded up the corridor, past the kitchen and the washrooms, to Abby’s office. “She’s in there now,” he said darkly.

This discomfited Astral. Hesitantly, she headed along the corridor towards Abby’s mahogany office door, the one that thankfully never complied with the “open door policy.” Just short of it by several feet, she ducked into the kitchen. 

Boiling the kettle and arranging the cups, cream, and several sachets of sugar—Fergal had as sweet a tooth as she did—gave her time to consider what to do next. Perhaps if she poured enough coffee down his throat, she could do something shifty when he went to the loo? It was as good a plan as any. Nowhere in her scheme of things had she factored for Fergal actually being at work early.

With a plate of scones, and balancing two coffee mugs in her other hand, she went back to her desk. Fergal abandoned the archive box he was thumbing through and grabbed his mug like it was a lifesaver. He proceeded to scoff down two scones, moan about his impending doom, and swallow his coffee in one scalding swig before excusing himself and trotting off to the washroom.

Astral didn’t waste a second. Any minute now the elevators would start to disgorge fellow office workers en masse. She slipped the folder from her bag and rammed it into the back of the box Fergal was digging through. He would find it soon enough and no doubt blame some other sap for misfiling it.

“Good morning, Ms Projector,” said an all-too familiar voice behind her. “Where’s Fergal?” From her tone, she was clearly displeased but she wasn’t sure if it was with Fergal or her.

Astral moved away from the archive box on her knees. How embarrassing—though she’d missed being caught red-handed by mere seconds.

Astral could feel the prickles all the way down her spine, along her arms, and goosefleshing along her thighs. Slowly, she used the desk to lever herself upright and turned to face Abby, braced for the unknown. Abby had called her by name, so she could assume the Cuckoo spell was working. The new problem was Astral had no idea if her sudden disappearance yesterday had registered. Spells used tricky logic. For the umpteenth time, she wished she’d paid more attention at school.

“He’s gone to the bathroom,” she said, carefully avoiding eye contact, her gaze steady on the top button of Abby’s crisp white shirt. Then she realised the top button had popped and she was in effect staring at an inch of boss-lady cleavage. Astral swerved her gaze to lock on the vase of flowers on the console table by the elevators.

“I see. Has he found that file yet?” Abby snapped, seemingly unaware of Astral’s discomfort, or more likely used to it from her employees.

Astral waved a hand vaguely at the carnage around them. “I don’t think so. I’m helping him look.”

She looked like she was going to respond when Fergal chose that moment to return, and Abby’s focus lasered on him while Astral took advantage and escaped to the washroom. When she came back, Abby had gone, and Fergal was on his knees ploughing through the archive boxes looking more distressed than ever.

Astral pulled out an archive box of her own and proceeded to thumb through it, certain Fergal would come across the missing file soon enough. She was rewarded less than a minute later.

“Saints be to heaven!” He sprang to his feet waving the folder above his head. “I found it!”

“What was it doing in there?” Astral asked pointing out the year scrawled across the box lid.

“Whatsherface, the one before you, must have misfiled it.” Fergal scuttled towards Abby’s office.

Astral gave a contented puff. Magdalene Curdle’s file was back where it belonged, and all was as it should be. She had lucked out. Abby may not have recognised her as anything other than a nameless temporary employee, but that meant the Cuckoo spell gave her the luxury of a more relaxed exit. She’d duck out when there were enough staff on the floor for her to withdraw unnoticed.

Relieved, she began to stack away the archive boxes, giving Fergal’s disembowelled desk the wither-eye. He could fix his own mess.

More staff arrived on the floor. The working day had begun, and Astral was secretly gleeful hers was coming to an end and she’d be getting the Hecate out of there. No more adventures for her—ever. Fergal could keep his ill-gotten gains, since he wasn’t smart enough to get away with it for long. And Ping could sneak off to the ninth floor to keep Abby’s cougar, alligator, or whatever exotic pet she had, as happy as any vicious animal could be without tearing into living flesh. Astral was done with this crazy caper and all the crazies who came along with it. She had completed her mission and discovered the critter, which turned out to be her own High Priestess. Once the coven saw the contract, Magdalene was history.

Astral began clearing her desk. The first thing she put her hand on was a manila folder. It had a red V.I.P. label that read “Magdalene Curdle.” Astral stared at it blankly. Hadn’t Fergal just taken this along to Abby’s office? She nipped over to his side and dumped the offending folder there, it practically burned her fingers to touch it. Another V.I.P. manila folder lay on his desktop. Magdalene Curdle.

Astral scooped it up and flicked through the contents comparing it to the one in her hand. They were identical. Surely, he hadn’t the time to make a copy? Her mouth went dry. She stepped back and her heel punched through a folder lying on the carpet behind her. She picked it up. Magdalene Curdle.

I am but a simp— Oh, crap on a broomstick. This was magic. Errant, pain-in-the-ass magic, and it had popped up at the worst possible time.

Astral grabbed her mobile phone and moved away for privacy. “Dulcie?” she said the minute the call was picked up. 

“Are you all right?” Dulcie zoned in on her vibe immediately.

“Magdalene’s folder is duplicating all over the office.” 

A fourth folder appeared on the windowsill beside her even as a holler came from across the office. “Anyone lost this?” Someone waved a manila file. “The name on it is Curdle. Anyone?”

“Did you hear that? There’s another one. What can be doing this?” she whispered. “Should I run?”

“Um.” The gallop of Dulcie’s thinking was practically audible. “How many copies did you make?”

“Seven, so far.” What a strange question. “One for each member of the Upper Council.”

“And how many have turned up there, do you know?” Dulcie asked.

“One, two…five! So far, five.”

“Okay. I think I know what this is,” Dulcie said, and her tone eased a little. Astral found her stomach muscles easing with it. “The Projector magic is ridding your house of anything Magdalene related. It’s returning all the copies to the point of origin, namely Black and Blacker.”

“We’re losing all our evidence,” Astral squeaked. 

“Looks like it. I’m coming over. Once I’m onsite I’ll know a little better what to do. Meanwhile, can you collect all the copies and hold onto them somehow? We need to take away as many as we can.”

“Okay. Please hurry.” She hung up and set to finding the rest of the files.

 

*

 

By nine thirty, the coffee crowd had plundered her scones and Astral’s bag bulged with all seven copies of Magdalene’s file, and there was still no sign of Dulcie.

“These are fantastic. Astral, will ye marry me and bake for me every day?” One of the lads from Fergal’s old team popped the last bite of scone in his mouth, a trail of crumbs tracking down the front of his shirt.

“Thanks for the offer, Dougie, but my heart belongs to another.” Astral smiled at the little white lie, though inexplicably, an image of Abby popped into her head. She went back to her desk, where a small crowd had gathered. Her pace slowed. Had her larceny been found out? Had the folders snuck out of her bag to incriminate her? What if the desk drawers were full of cakes again? She felt physically sick. Simple girl be damned. I have to get out of here.

“There she is,” Ping called, and the crowd pulled back to reveal Dulcie at its centre with a self-satisfied smile and the biggest bouquet Astral had ever seen.

“Special delivery,” Ping said in a happy singsong voice. “Someone has an admirer.”

The boys of Fergal’s old team picked up her cue and launched a chorus of wolf whistles that drew even more attention. Astral’s evident embarrassment only added to the merriment.

“Where shall I put these?” Dulcie asked, matching Ping’s chirpy tone as she plonked the flowers on Astral’s desk. “It’s all I could think of to get in the building, play along,” she whispered for Astral’s ears only.

“Gee, thanks. These are beautiful,” Astral said, taking Dulcie’s cue.

“Did you get all the folders?” Dulcie hissed and made a show of primping her blossoms. “These really need a vase,” she said loudly.

“I’ll get one.” Ping disappeared towards the kitchen.

“Who’s the lucky feller, then?” Fergal smiled slyly and gave her a lewd wink. “You’ve broken poor wee Dougie’s heart.” Amid much laughter, Dougie slid from his chair clutching his chest.

“They smell divine.” Ping was back with a huge water pitcher for a temporary vase. She stuck her nose into the bouquet. “Is there a card?”

Much to Astral’s mortification, more people began to drift over, glad of a mid-morning distraction. How the Hecate were she and Dulcie supposed to sneak out of this throng? Dulcie’s placid smile gave the impression everything was under control, so Astral did as she was told and acted the blushing recipient of a lover’s gift. Soon, several people had their noses stuck in the blooms complimenting their scent, and Astral wished she might get flowers like this for real, from a real lover—

“Okay, let’s go.” Dulcie’s hiss pulled her attention back from daydreams. “I’ve brought a charm for the files that gives you temporary ownership. It’s in the flower food packet, just tear it open and let it loose and I’ll do the enchantment under my breath.”

Astral nodded. This was the tricky part. Her heart rat-a-tatted like a snare drum in a jazz club.

“This sachet is full of plant food,” Dulcie announced and handed it to Astral. Ping handed her scissors. Astral slowly cut the sachet open and squeezed out the powder. From the corner of her eye, she saw Dulcie’s lips begin to move.

“What’s going on here, Ms Ping?” A stony voice with a frosty undertone demanded. Abby stood at the rear of the crowd. The laughter and chatter stopped at once. People melted back to their desks in double time. Even Fergal grabbed some papers and scuttled off to Dividends, desperately trying to look busy. Ping, Dulcie, and Astral stood shielded behind the huge flower arrangement. Abby eyed it with evident displeasure.

“Astral got flowers,” Ping said, quite unnecessarily. “Aren’t they lovely?” she babbled nervously. Abby was in a bad mood and all her staff knew it. Beside her, Astral could feel Dulcie withdraw slightly, attempting to fade into the beige-walled background. Astral bit her lip, hoping Dulcie wasn’t going to do masking magic.

“She’s got an admirer.” Ping hadn’t the sense to shut up, and Abby’s lips thinned. She pressed a thick dossier into Ping’s arms, which the receptionist hugged to her chest like plate mail.

“Has she, now.” Abby’s gaze locked with Astral’s.

I am but a simple girl. I am—

Abby’s irises glinted beneath her dark lashes. A spike of— was that jealousy?—dug at Astral and her stomach cramped. Jealousy? From Abby? What was happening? She held Abby’s gaze for longer than what might have been appropriate and a few things dawned on her. Abby Black was a clever woman and, Astral now realised, a sly one, too. With a crystal clear flash of intuition, Astral knew that despite Cuckoo spells, Mindcoddles, mirroring charms—magic be damned—Abby did remember. She remembered London, the train ride, the kiss. Abby remembered everything.

And the realisation chilled her to the bone.

 

*

 

“Your boss is terrifying.” Dulcie heaved a breath as the elevator doors slid shut on floor thirteen. Her blonde curls looked fluffier than normal, indicating trauma. Astral busied herself in the elevator’s mirrored walls, tidying her own frizz.

Ping had disappeared with the dossier, leaving Astral to grab her bag and escort Dulcie out of the building. Very opportune. 

“If I believed in critters, she’d be my first choice,” Dulcie added.

“I thought that, too, at first, but she’s just genuinely scary.” Among other, more pleasant things. Astral was still confused about the jealousy she had detected from her and the fact that this whole time, Abby Black seemed to have known quite a bit more than she had let on.

“Well, kudos to you for getting close enough to kiss her. I’d rather tummy tickle a great white shark.”

“That wasn’t me, that was magic.” She changed the subject, not yet wanting to share that she suspected their spells hadn’t worked on Abby at all. That was a conundrum for another time. Now they still had to walk out of this building with an armful of stolen Magdalene Curdle contracts. Best to focus on that little problem first.

“There’s the key slot I told you about.” Astral pointed out the keyhole for floor nine in the chrome panel.

Dulcie looked at it with interest. “So, what did you do?” 

“Just this.” She pressed her fingertip against it. There came a soft grinding noise, as if the elevator was changing gears, then it started to slow. Overhead number nine lit up on the floor panel. “It happened again,” Astral said, both awed and appalled.

“Extraordinary.” Dulcie flicked a glance around the mirrored compartment.

“Can you see a renegade Projector signature?” Astral asked.

Dulcie snorted a negative and the doors slid open onto floor nine.

It was exactly as Astral remembered, dimly lit and hushed, with the office doors shut, and an air of stillness that confirmed no one worked here. Shoulder to shoulder, they stepped cautiously out of the elevator. The doors quietly slid closed behind them.

“Which door has the animal behind it?” Dulcie asked in barely a whisper.

“The last one on the right, on the corner.”

“Okay, let’s see what makes all that snuffling.” Dulcie headed down the hall. Astral followed nervously, buoyed along by Dulcie’s bravado. They drew level with the first door on the left, and Astral stopped. She tapped Dulcie on the shoulder.

“Ping went in here,” she said. “She had a bag.” 

“A bag?”

“Yes. I thought it was funny. Not the bag. I mean, I thought it was funny because she had told me no one had a key to this floor except Abby, and then she shows up with a key and a bag. I mean, if it’s only a storage floor, then why lie about it?”

Dulcie examined the door. “It looks pretty ordinary to me. Want to take a look?” She tried the handle and it turned easily. “It’s open.” The door swung ajar on a room in total darkness.

“It was locked before. Ping had the key on a lanyard around her neck.” Astral peered over Dulcie’s shoulder. Hesitantly pushing her friend before her, they both entered.

“I’ll find the light switch.” Astral moved her hand along the wall by the door.

“Shush,” Dulcie hissed. “Do you hear that?”

“What?” Astral whispered back, her hand still. 

“Listen.” Dulcie’s hiss had taken on an uneasy urgency that Astral didn’t like. Then she heard it. A soft slithering and a rattle.

“Oh.” Every hair on the back of her neck rose to attention. “What was that?” she breathed in Dulcie’s ear. Was it a snake? She hated snakes. “Please, Hecate, don’t let it be a snake,” she whispered.

“A snake?” Dulcie squeaked, though it was a quiet squeak. She stiffened.

The slithering continued, softly, then a little louder. And then came multiple slitherings. Multiple snakes? The sounds were definitely coming towards them. Dulcie backed up and bumped into Astral, who was rooted to the spot with panic glue.

“Find the light switch.” Dulcie sounded equally panicky. “If I can see, maybe I can stop whatever it is.” She raised her hands, ready to dispense magic like a ninja.

Astral’s fingers clawed crazily around the wall until she palmed the light switch. “Found it.”

The room around them exploded into bright fluorescent light and they froze in abject horror. There were no snakes. The sickly slithering was something else entirely. Teeth. Tons and tons of teeth. Heaps of them. Mountains of them. Mountains of precariously piled human teeth. Tooth mountains tottered above them to the left and to the right, up to the ceiling, slithering, sliding, ever-evolving via small avalanches into troughs, and gullies, and up again into more peaks. Reforming, reshaping, edging closer. Enamel skittered, scattered, cascaded, and moved softly in a relentless undercurrent.

“Oh, Hecate,” Dulcie whispered. “It’s a charnel house.” 

“A what?”

“An ossuary.” 

“A what?”

“Run.” Dulcie elbowed Astral in the gut and pushed her backwards as a teetering tower collapsed and avalanched rapidly towards them. Astral shrieked and dragged Dulcie into the corridor by her collar, tripping on her own heels and tipping them both onto the floor. A tide of teeth flowed after them, swilling around their feet and legs, seething at them like a heinous living thing. Astral choked back a scream and kicked her feet free. They shuffled awkwardly backwards on their backsides until they slammed against the wall opposite.

“Howling newts,” Astral choked. Panic closed her throat. “What is this?”

“It’s okay. We’re okay. Breathe in, breathe out, repeat. And continue ad infinitum.” Dulcie grabbed her hand and they sank back against the wall, breathless and repulsed in equal measure, their eyes glued to the morass of teeth scattered over the floor before them.

Astral took several gulps of air, then, when her chest hurt a little less, she asked, “What’s going on here?”

“I’ve no idea,” Dulcie answered, sounding exhausted and scared. “I’ve never seen anything like it. Do critters collect teeth?”

“I don’t know. But if they do, then Ping’s a critter, and she put them there.” She shook her head. Sweet, little Ping, an evil ossuary-building monster. And suddenly the critter was back in the equation. “I can’t believe it, she’s so nice. Plus, a real live critter sort of muddies the water around Magdalene and her stealing.”

“Astral,” Dulcie said, super quietly.

“What?” Astral dropped her tone to match. A new dread started to crawl up her spine. Dulcie obviously had nothing good to tell her.

“The last door on the right. You said the last door on the right had an animal behind it, didn’t you?”

“Uh-huh. Why?”

“It’s open.”

Astral followed Dulcie’s gaze to the door in question. The snuffly door was ajar. A wave of nausea swept over her.

“Oh,” she managed. “Oh, dear.” She swallowed loudly.

“Tell me again how you got off this floor?” Dulcie asked in a whisper.

“Along the corridor,” Astral whispered back, “then right towards the fire exit.”

“Past the open door?”

“Yes.”

“You go first.” 

“No. You go first.”

“No, you go— Astral.” Dulcie’s breath hitched. “There’s growling. I can definitely hear growling.”

A long, low rumble gravitated from the shadows below the Boccioni print. The air chilled. The walls, the glass door panels, the carpet tiles under their backsides, all vibrated with a carnivorous bass. The menace was palpable.

“I thought you said it snuffled.” Dulcie’s voice went reedy.

“Move.” Astral was on her hands and knees skittering through a carpet of teeth, crawling full speed for the elevator. “Dulcie, I don’t care how you do it, but open the elevator doors right now.” She lurched awkwardly to her feet and plucked at Dulcie’s sleeve to help drag her upright. “Do it, Dulcie. Do magic. Now!”

Coven rules be damned. If magic could get them onto the ninth floor of hell, then it could damned well get them off it.

Dulcie scrabbled to her feet and they ran towards the elevator as fast as the crunching, rolling ebb of teeth underneath their feet would allow. The growling behind came closer, encasing them in a cocoon of sticky terror. Something was chasing them. Dulcie raised her hands and muttered a few unintelligible words and the elevator doors began to grind open, screeching in slow, noisy protest. There was no elevator car behind them, only a deadly descent into the flesh-tearing mechanism of the elevator shaft. 

“Dulcie!” Astral threw out her arm and brought them both to a toe-teetering stop on the very edge of the precipice. Dulcie continued chanting into the void of the elevator shaft, her body quivering with effort, her words fast, fierce, furious. The floor under them thundered with the advance of the growling beast behind them. The nape of Astral’s neck seemed to burn with its breath. She didn’t dare look over her shoulder, and yet her whole body was turning of its own volition, determined to square up to whatever it was charging towards them. Projector magic was forcing her to face it.

She saw a dog, a black dog as big as a pony, shrouded in what she knew to be unnatural shadow. It stopped when it realised that she saw it. Its lips quivered, flashing rows of sharp, saliva-coated teeth. Red-rimmed eyes locked with hers—and Astral’s mind fried. She fell backwards in a swoon. In unfocussed, slow motion she saw Dulcie grab for her too late. She had passed the point of saving, she was falling, falling down, down… Astral’s mind filled with images of toppling headfirst down the elevator shaft, of lying among the cables a mangled, bloody—

“Oof!” She landed on the floor of the elevator. As the breath exploded out of her, reality came slamming in. Dulcie knelt over her, slapping her cheeks. Over her shoulder, Astral could see the doors beginning to shudder slowly closed.

“Astral,” Dulcie cried, slapping her face. “Wake up.” Astral grabbed her hand. “I’m okay. I passed out or something.”

“What happened?”

“I think it asked for a ginger glee,” she said fuzzily. The words in her mouth felt all wrong, as if she were drunk.

“What did?”

“That.” Astral pointed over Dulcie’s shoulder. Dulcie turned to look. The doors slid closed in agonising slow motion even as the beast began its final charge. Dulcie and Astral clutched each other and screamed. The beast leapt. The doors snapped shut and with an enormous crash, the monster hit metal, denting the doors. Untroubled, the elevator began a stately descent with a pan-pipe rendition of “Old Shep.”

“What in Hecate was that?” Dulcie used the handrail to drag herself upright. “All I saw was a big, black blur. Like a tornado coming straight for us.”

Astral rose stiffly. “Didn’t you see it? A humongous black dog.” Every inch of the beast was seared into her mind for all eternity. She could never erase it, not even with a lobotomy-sized scrubbing brush. The terror would haunt her forever. She examined her shaking hands. Then she caught sight of herself and Dulcie in the mirrored walls. 

“Oh, Dulcie, look at our hair. We look like someone tossed a grenade into a rat’s nest, then threw in more rats.” 

Dulcie clearly didn’t give a damn. “I couldn’t make out what it was. All I had was this horrible sensation.” She sagged against the wall. “A wave of fear swallowed me whole. I was totally aware of my own mortality, the inconsequence of my existence, how worthless I was. Everything was doom, death, decay.” She shoved her glasses back up the sweating bridge of her nose. “I feel really depressed now.” 

Astral frantically patted her hair. The lift was slowing. They were nearly free of this awful place. “I saw it clearly and it was a hellhound.”

“A hellhound?” Dulcie said, aghast. “In this dimension?”

“We’ve got our critter.” Part of her was proud, maybe two percent, while the other ninety-eight percent was jelly. The doors dinged open and they came face to face with Ping. Astral stiffened. Ping was no longer a friend—she knew what lurked on the ninth floor, she’d collected all those teeth, she had called the beast Shucky, she…was looking at their hair, expression shocked.

“What happened to your hair?” Her gaze swung around the elevator. “Was there a short circuit?”

Astral and Dulcie pushed past her and ran for the door.

 

 

 

 




Chapter 10

 

“…and they just ran out.” Ping motioned towards the revolving doors to clarify.

Abby was neither enlightened nor appeased by the clarification. What had Astral been up to now?

“And you stood by and let them leave,” she stated flatly. She’d been called down to the main foyer by her semi-hysterical receptionist and was currently very displeased as to why. “Even though you could see something was clearly amiss?”

Ping nodded mutely. Abby glared—mutely—and on apparently sensing that she needed to elaborate far beyond a nod, Ping reluctantly reached in her pocket and drew out a small, somewhat decayed premolar, and handed it over.

“I found this on the floor of the elevator. And you should have seen their hair.” She mimicked what Abby could only surmise to be a mushroom cloud from a nuclear explosion. Despite herself, Abby almost smiled. Astral’s mood barometer hair was part of her strangely appealing charm.

The elevator behind her dinged, the doors slid open, and Fergal puffed into the reception area. He took one look at the tooth resting in the hollow of Abby’s palm and blanched. 

“All you had to do was keep her busy,” Abby said. “Have you any clue what she’s been up to?”

His head jerked as if the question had slapped him in the face. “Ah. Um…you see—”

“Shut up, Fergal.” She was in no mood for his lies. She regarded the tooth dispassionately, tossed it back to Ping and said, “Get up to the ninth and make sure all is in order.” She turned to leave and added as an afterthought, “and get Magdalene Curdle in here now.”

 

*

 

“What the hell is going on, Dulcie?” Astral’s hands stung with adrenaline. She gripped the steering wheel tighter, hoping the tingling would stop. She wanted to be away from Black and Blacker as fast as possible.

“We need to regroup. We need to find out who Black and Blacker really are. And we need to take another look at Magdalene’s contract,” Dulcie said grimly. “We’re missing something, and we’d better find out what that is, as soon as possible.”

“I can’t believe there was a critter after all. Have we got Magdalene all wrong?” Astral swung into the village square and rolled up to Dulcie’s shop.

“No, we damned well haven’t. This thing is more complex than we guessed.” Dulcie glared out the window. “What on earth is he up to?”

Damián was out on the pavement moving flower buckets back inside the shop. They parked up beside him.

“There’s going to be a storm.” He cast an anxious look at the darkening skies. “And the forecast was so sunny this morning.” He sounded personally aggrieved. The sky had turned apocalyptic purple, like one huge bruise.

“We might as well shut up shop.” Dulcie hopped out. “No one’s going to buy flowers in a downpour.”

“Yay,” Damián crowed. Then, “I’m getting paid, right?” Dulcie ignored him.

Across the square, Astral noticed two women emerge from the Big Bus Café. The wind whipped at their coats as they said goodbye and went separate ways.

Erigone scooted off towards The Shrine, her swishy jewellery shop, a bijou establishment noted for its discreet service and high-end, handmade pieces, and especially for diamonds. Rich folks from London were always driving down on the weekend to browse Erigone’s collections and enjoy the scenic little village only a few miles from the coast. Her patrons were of wealth and consequence, and often made enquiries after village property only to be disappointed that none ever came on the market. It was tantamount for witching villages to keep themselves as isolated as possible while not alerting anyone that something shady was going on.

The other windswept woman was Eve Wormrider. She plodded off in the opposite direction with her head lowered and her collar wrapped tightly around her neck. The sudden weather change had caught her out as much as it had Damián. Astral watched with smug fascination as Eve removed her large sunglasses in order to see where she was going and in doing so, revealed a huge black eye. It was a corker, and Astral silently applauded the Irish blues for protecting the Projector home so thoroughly. They were splendid little geraniums.

As if sensing she was being watched, Eve Wormrider looked over and scowled. Astral, with a maturity beyond her years, stuck her tongue out. Eve hesitated and looked like she might cross the square to the car, an idea that horrified Astral to the extent she slid an inch lower in her seat. A sudden rap on the passenger window startled her. It was Dulcie. 

Astral lowered the window and Dulcie shouted over the rising wind, “I’ll pop over as soon as I wrap up here. Meanwhile, call Keeva. It’s her afternoon off.”

On the other side of the square, Eve Wormrider gave a squawk and flapped her arms around foolishly.

“What is she doing now?” Dulcie said.

It took a moment before they could make out the small brown bomber currently mobbing Eve Wormrider’s head. The little bird dove at her again and again, while she tried to swat him off.

“What the—Merryman! Merryman, come back here now,” Dulcie called. “What is he thinking?”

“Oh, my lore .” Damián stopped to watch. “He’s a menace.”

“You were supposed to be keeping an eye on him,” Dulcie snapped. She held out her hand and her familiar obediently flew across the square to land on her finger.

“He has a mind of his own and you know it,” Damián protested. “You’re a sneaky little flying rat.” He scolded Merryman.

“Now I’ll have to go and apologize to her,” Dulcie muttered, but Eve Wormrider was nowhere to be seen.

“She’s full of badness and he can sense it. Your geraniums potted her good and proper.” Astral had little sympathy for Eve Wormrider. She had crossed a line the day she crossed her porch uninvited. “Okay, I’ll head home and go over the contract with a fine-tooth comb. See you later.” She closed the car window against the first fat splashes of rain.

The drive home was a race against the weather. Her house and animals were nervous about storms and thanks to Eve Wormrider’s previous breaking and entering, they’d had enough upset already. Astral put her foot down hard on the accelerator. Already, she could hear the rumble of thunder on the horizon. It growled like a bad portent, or maybe a hellhound.

 

*

 

The farm was quiet when she pulled up before the barn. No ducks came to greet her but that was hardly surprising. The approaching storm had sent them into a huddle under the reeds at the farthest end of the pond. From inside the barn, she could hear the quiet cluck of hens in the hayloft. Her poultry was settling in for the long term. 

There was work for her to do to secure the place. The garden gate swung crazily in the heightening wind and needed extra-tight latching. Wind chimes had blown off their hooks onto the porch floor. As Astral tidied them away to hang up later, she noted how subdued her potted plants were. They had practically shrunken in on themselves. Even the Irish blues were sullen. Her home was in lockdown, which indicated the approaching storm was going to be a big one.

In the hallway, the grandfather clock chimed a haphazard welcome, and wayward lightning flashes blazed across the wallpaper. Astral smiled wanly. She was still shaken after her hellhound experience and had no energy for the house overreacting to a storm.

“There’s no time to soothe your frazzled nerves today, house. I’ve some serious research to do. You’ll just have to get over it.” Advice she intended to take herself. “A nice cup of tea is what we need.”

In the kitchen, her copy of Magdalene’s contract lay on the table. Borage sat hissing on top of it, his black tail as spiky as a saguaro, his panicked emerald gaze locked on the back door.

“Not you, too.” Astral dumped her handbag on the nearest chair and reached to fill the kettle. “It’s only a storm,” she told him. “Between you and this house, anyone would think the apocalypse was on its w—”

Scratching came from outside the kitchen door. Borage crouched into a tense ball and fixated on it spookily. The scratching came again. And again. A quiet, insistent sound, almost apologetic in its persistence. Astral moved slowly towards the door.

Don’t you dare! Borage’s horrified yowl bounced inside her head.

“What is it?” she whispered. His answer was a long, itching hiss that she assumed meant he didn’t know but was as scared as she was. Her kitchen door was half glass covered with a lace curtain. All Astral could make out were lengthening shadows throwing her backyard into alien relief. The afternoon had turned twilight under the darkening sky. Thunderclouds brooded over the distant hills. Fat, heavy raindrops slowly smacked into the dirt, breaking flower petals and bending leaves, threatening a deluge of Biblical proportions. She squinted into the pewter light.

“What’s out there, Borage?” With trembling fingers, she pushed back the curtain and found herself nose to nose with the biggest, blackest hellhound ever. Its wet nose pressed against the glass pane steaming up the thin barrier between them. Blood red eyes stared intently at her, level with hers, even though she was standing and it was seated on the back doorstep. It was a massive brute. It blinked, a flash of red—no white—in its beastly eyes. Its tail rose and fell in one loud, damp thump.

Astral wanted to scream. She may even have tried, but no sound came out and instead, she swallowed, nearly choking on the lump in her throat. Behind her, she was vaguely aware of a mad scrabbling as Borage fell off the table and ran from the room. A cold, resonant silence descended as her utter aloneness with this very present danger slowly settled in her mind. She was going to die.

She was going to die here and now, because she’d done a really stupid thing. She was a witch who’d gone looking for a critter…and found it. This red-eyed beast had come to devour her, to suck her dry, to destroy her. It reeked of the end of all things. The beast’s voice slowly inched into her head, not unlike a familiar’s would. It was as deep as a hell pit, but polite, respectful even, and it said, You has glees?

 

*

 

Magdalene Curdle sat erect, as cool as a cucumber and as inscrutable as the sphinx. But underneath, she squirmed like a worm on a hook. To Abby’s jaundiced eye, the struggle was all too familiar. She knew every trick of the habitual defaulter. The lies, the promises, the arrogant assumption that things would go exactly as she wanted them to, that she could spin the very air into something more than empty, empty words. Defaulters always thought they knew everything, but they never did. And the things they failed to understand were in full view all the time, in the small print. And for all her haughty demeanour, Magdalene had neglected to read hers.

“I did deliver. Right to your door,” Magdalene argued, her pallor white, lips thin and colourless.

“You sent me a princess?” Abby responded, tone cold. The air in her office dropped several degrees to match it. “I don’t think so.” She got straight to the point, blunter than usual because it had been a shitty morning and she didn’t like Magdalene Curdle anyway. The woman was power hungry, amoral, and slippery—the norm for any working day in this office. But every once in a while, Abby met a client who made her lip curl. Someone she delighted in spelling things out for.

“He is very disappointed,” she was happy to report. “And when he gets disappointed, unpleasant things happen.” A clap of thunder directly overhead underscored her point. Her phone rang, preempting a promising start to a scorching tirade. She snatched it from its cradle.

“Yes?” she barked. It was Ping. A distraught Ping, full of tears and self-pitying snot, judging by the moist bubble in her voice.

“Repeat that.” Abby could not believe the idiocy her receptionist was burbling into her ear. She wanted to slam the phone down but was aware of Magdalene Curdle quietly eavesdropping in the chair opposite. Abby stood and turned her back on the witch to focus on Ping and her wet rendering of extremely bad news.

“Ping,” she cut her short in exasperation, “come up here now.” Couldn’t anybody get anything right around here? Without a word, she exited her office to wait for Ping by the elevator. The Curdle witch could stew a while longer. 

The entire floor was deathly quiet. Her staff kept their heads down and worked feverishly on whatever was to hand. Even Iraldine had the sense—or perhaps survival instinct—to keep well away. The elevator doors opened, and a flushed Ping hurried onto the floor, her expression cramped on finding Abby waiting for her. 

“Well?” Abby said sharply.

“I’ve looked everywhere. They must have taken him,” Ping said, her eyes wide with worry.

Abby immediately dismissed this notion. “What an imbecilic idea,” she snapped. “How in hell’s blazes do you think they snuck a bloody massive hellhound out of a downtown office in the middle of the day? You saw them leave. Did they have a bulge under their coats? Maybe in a misshapen handbag?” She struggled to control her temper. “Perhaps they secreted him in their amazing hair?”

There was no way Astral Projector and her flowery little friend could have manhandled Black Shuck out the door. He’d have swallowed them whole. Rather, they had accidently released him and now he was running amok around the countryside devouring sheep and probably sheep farmers, and leaving a great big sodding mess for her to clean up. She reached out in her mind to try and locate him. Shucky? Where are you, boy?

Nothing.

“That’s what I meant about their hair.” Ping sniffled, as a single teardrop rolled down her plump cheek. “They’d had a big fright. Witches’ hair does that.”

Fright. Abby would give them a fright. She’d give them such a fright their hair would hit orbit. Shucky? Report now! 

Her anger flew across the encrypted dimensional stratosphere. Again, nothing.

Shucky?

What load of bollocks had he got his fat nose buried in now? Abby wanted to explode, she wanted to atomise the entire Black and Blacker building and every oaf in it.

A distant scrabbling in her prefrontal cortex alerted her to an incoming message, except it was jumbled, nonsensical, sloppy. She could make out only one or two words. It was definitely Shucky, and he was telling her something, but it was garbled. He sounded distracted and giddy. Something shiny had caught his attention and was much more fun than talking to her. She concentrated hard but his gibberish faded before she could pick out more than a few words.

“What is a coco-mocha-moo-moo?” she asked, her tone glacial.

Ping blinked stupidly. “Dunno.” She sounded petrified. 

“It’s a confectionary. Made from desiccated coconut, coffee essence, and milk chocolate, to be precise.” Magdalene Curdle stood in the doorway of Abby’s office, no longer pretending indifference. Rather, she looked gleeful. “And there’s only one witch I know who makes them good enough to entice a hellhound.”

Abby stiffened, fighting hard to keep her face a mask of human musculature and dermal tissue. She had seriously underestimated her little witch.

“She’s fooled you.” Magdalene failed to stifle the crow in her voice, which was not at all clever. Abby struggled not to toss her out the thirteenth-floor window. “I told you so,” Magdalene continued. “Even your stupid dog knows it.”

 

*

 

“Hecate in a handbag, he’s a big bugger.”

“As you know, I’ve always valued your professional opinion.” Astral handed Keeva a large gin and tonic loaded with ice and lime. Earl Grey be damned, this was no longer the time for tea, this was the time for a witch to break out the booze.

“So, this is the critter. I’m glad I left Lupin in the car. He’d have piddled the carpet meeting this guy.” Keeva slumped into a chair by the kitchen table and stared aghast at the hellhound snoozing by the wood burner and taking up the entire hearth. “Seriously, kudos for capturing him. He’s a thumper.”

“I didn’t. He followed me home.” A hellhound on the hearth rug was definitely not her idea. He’d already nearly eaten her out of house and home.

“Okay, but how on earth did he embezzle all our funds? He looks sort of dumb, even for a critter.”

“He’s not the critter—well, obviously he is one, but not the fund-stealing kind. That turned out to be our own glorious leader.”

“What?” Keeva nearly dropped her drink.

“Magdalene has been playing the market with coven funds using Black and Blacker as her broker. I have no idea why she sent me to look for a critter when she was the sneak thief all along, except maybe as some sort of smoke screen. And look how that backfired.” It felt very satisfying, parcelling Magdalene’s activities into a few sensible sentences.

“Hecate’s tits! And you have proof of this?”

Astral nodded to the stack of contracts on the table. “More than enough.”

“This is an awful thing, Astral. I’ve never heard the likes of it. Anyone else involved?” Keeva asked, a little ruefully. 

“I’ve found no one else…so far. It could be she’s acted alone, or maybe there’re other contracts still to come to light. The one we found is bad enough.”

Despite feeding baked goods to a hellhound, there’d been enough time to pick through the small print. It did not look good, but she was waiting for Dulcie to arrive before she unloaded her bombshell.

“And you found this guy, too.” Keeva couldn’t take her eyes off the hellhound.

“He was here when I got home, demanding cake.”

“That’s why your yard was so quiet. There wasn’t so much as a twitter when I arrived, and usually your entire menagerie runs out to mug me,” Keeva said. “Can’t say I blame them with this fella wandering around. What did you say his name is?”

“He introduced himself as Black Shuck, but apparently we can call him Shucky.”

On hearing his name, Shucky lifted his huge head and yawned, flashing Cretacean fangs. His bloody eyes blinked open and fixed on them.

“That’s a little unnerving.” Keeva sat straighter in her chair.

Glees?

“Wait. Did he just ask for glees?”

“You heard him, too?” Astral could have cried with relief. “Oh, thank goodness.”

“I’m a Dogwitch. It’s easy for me. He definitely asked for ginger glees and no, he can’t have any, and I hope you haven’t been feeding him cakes. It’s bad for his liver.” There was a scolding edge to her voice that made Astral very guilty when she thought of her empty cake tins.

“Of course not,” she said. “I wisely denied the enormous hellhound the only thing he wanted. For me, his liver is tantamount. Nothing else could possibly matter.” Astral fetched the biscuit tin and Shucky’s tail began to wag frantically.

“He recognises your biscuit barrel,” Keeva accused. 

“What do hellhounds normally eat? Souls, that’s what. They eat human souls. And I don’t have any of those in a tin.” Astral chucked Shucky the last coco-mocha-moo-moo. The glees had long gone. “He can have anything he damn well wants in this house. You take him home and put him on a diet.”

“A sack of kibble should do him just fine,” Keeva said, ignoring the “take him home” part.

Shucky swallowed the treat in one gulp, then rose to his full height and shook the sleep out of his bones.

“Maybe a couple of sacks,” Keeva revised.

He settled onto his haunches and regarded them happily, his tail whacking the hearth, sending a whoosh of flame up the wood burner chimney pipe.

“Shucky will only eat kibble from now on, okay, Shucky?” Keeva lectured him sternly.

His ears tweaked. Kibbles?

“Okay, kibble and human souls, but Shucky’s liver will love him,” she said. “No more cake.”

“Shucky, how did you know where I live?” Astral asked. 

His wet nose twitched.

“You smelled me?”

“Ya think? With a nose that size, you could live in Australia and he’d find you,” Keeva scoffed.

A thump of his tail showed Shucky followed their conversation.

“So, why did you follow me?” Astral asked him. “Are you lost?” She took a massive gulp of her G&T.

Glees.

“Okay, so you came for cake,” Keeva said. “Who is your master? Do we need to call him?”

Death.

“His master is dead?” Astral felt a surge of pity. Shucky was an orphan.

“He’s a hellhound, so his master is Death.” Keeva shrugged. “Makes sense. Are you here for anyone in particular?” she asked with interest.

Astral looked shocked. “Don’t ask that. I don’t want to know who’s going to die.”

Princess.

“What princess?” Astral immediately asked. She chugged more gin. Somewhere, a princess was dying. Shouldn’t he be in London? Or Windsor? Or maybe Monaco?

Glees.

“No more ginger glees.” Keeva leapt to her feet. “He needs a proper meal. I’ve a bag of dog food in the back of the car. It’ll keep him going for a few hours. I’ll bring more in the morning.”

“Morning?” Astral hadn’t thought about Shucky’s length of stay. How long did hellhounds hang around? Was this princess malingering?

“And I’ll grab my microchip reader.” Keeva headed for the door.

“Of course, why didn’t I think of that? The hellhound is microchipped. We’ll simply telephone Death and tell him to come collect his pup.” She knew she was being unhelpful, even sarcastic, but it went well with the gin.

Keeva shrugged. “All responsible owners microchip their pets, even spectral ones.” She ducked out, leaving Astral to contemplate her shaggy visitor from over the rim of her glass.

“Maybe there’ll be a reward,” she muttered. Then, “Shucky, there are no princesses here. You’re at the wrong house.”

Glees.

Astral sighed and began to assemble two more G&Ts. This time, triples. She didn’t know about Keeva, but she needed every last damned drop. Where was Dulcie when she needed her? Sometimes Keeva could be far too stoic, and right now, Astral needed someone with an eye for existential nonsense.

As if on command, Dulcie’s “Cooee!” rang out from the front hall. Merryman zoomed through and found a favoured beam to chirp from while his mistress breezed into the kitchen shaking off her raincoat. “It’s practically a hurricane out there.”

“Where were you?” Astral wailed. “It’s been bedlam around here.” She began to make a third G&T.

“I’m sorry for being late.” Dulcie thumbed over her shoulder. “And for my chaiwallah, here.” Damián was hard on her heels. “I couldn’t jettison him.”

“I can smell good gossip at five hundred—oh, my wizarding gonads!” he caught sight of the hellhound sitting primly on the hearth rug. “That thing’s as big as a Humvee.”

“What in Hecate—” Dulcie stalled mid-step.

“He followed me home.” Astral waved an introduction. “Dulcie, Damián, meet Black Shuck, or Shucky, as he likes to be called. He’s a hellhound and he’s looking for a dead, or seriously incapacitated, princess.” Introductions done, Astral collapsed in a chair and pointed at the drinks on the tray. “Help yourselves.”

“Black Shuck,” Dulcie said, reverent. “The ghost dog of Norfolk.”

“He’s looking pretty solid to me.” Damián eased towards the gin, keeping the table firmly between himself and Shucky.

“He’s a folklore legend,” Dulcie informed them. “He haunted the Norfolk countryside in the 1500s and ate the souls of the unwise…and apparently a lot of sheep.” She flicked a glance at Damián. “Either way, I don’t think that table’s big enough to save you, you’re bound to be on his menu one way or another.”

Shucky eat sheeps. Shucky sounded inordinately proud. It dawned on Astral that Dulcie and Damián couldn’t hear him the way she and Keeva could, which was interesting. 

“What’s he doing here? Is he haunting you, Astral?” Damián asked, and snatched a G&T before retreating behind Dulcie.

“No,” Astral said. “He’s just visiting. He’s going home as soon as Keeva reads his microchip.”

Damián nodded wisely while Dulcie pushed her glasses up her nose and frowned. “Microchip in a hellhound? I don’t mean to question your rationale, but how many of those have you and Keeva had?” She nodded at the drinks tray.

“Where is Keeva?” Damián looked around. “I bet he’s eaten her.”

“She went to get dog food from her car.” Astral handed Dulcie a tall glass that rattled with ice.

“By Hec,” Dulcie spluttered on her first sip. “I can see why your rationales have gone bent. This is lethal.”

“Stick around and you’ll be on your second in no time.” 

Damián sampled his drink and smacked his lips in satisfaction. “This is the most human I’ve felt all day. We need gin breaks instead of tea,” he informed Dulcie.

The kitchen door burst open as Keeva blew in with a howling gale hard on her heels. She carried a huge sack of dog food that she dumped unceremoniously on the floor before kicking the door shut behind her.

“This should keep him happy for a few hours at least,” she said, wiping her hands dry on her pants and gratefully accepting her reloaded glass. Her hair and shoulders were soaking wet. “It’s piddling down out there.”

Shucky sniffed the food sack hopefully. Kibbles?

“Yes, kibble, and it’s measured amounts for you, mister,” Keeva told him, eyeing his bulk.

“Wait a minute, you can hear him?” Dulcie asked. 

“Yes,” Keeva said. “Though only because I’m a Dogwitch. As for Astral…probably because this whole thing is freaky and somehow connected to her.”

“How on earth do I measure out food for a hellhound?” Astral flicked a worried glance at the stack of mixing bowls on her top shelf. Keeva responded by filling the plastic washing-up bowl directly from the sack. Shucky’s head immediately dipped into his new feeding trough while Keeva scanned him with her microchip reader.

“Nope. No microchip.” She glared at the machine. “I hate neglectful owners.”

Dulcie shook her head. “How weird that Astral can communicate. I hear nothing but an annoying buzz.”

“Me, too.” Damián had a finger stuck in his earhole. “It’s like water on the ear.”

“It’s like being back at work with you,” Dulcie corrected. “Why is there a hellhound at Black and Blacker?” she asked Astral.

“All I can think is that the ninth floor must be a portal,” Astral said. “Black and Blacker is not what it seems.”

“You don’t say.” Dulcie chugged hard on her gin.

Astral ignored her. “Once I’d fed Shucky everything edible in the house, I read through the contract again. The really fine print. And things aren’t looking good.”

Lightning flashed and the house lights flared, then blinked off, plunging them into near-darkness, broken by the glow of the coals in the hearth. Damián squeaked and swallowed his drink in one.

Astral sighed. “Great, the power’s gone off,” she said, “right at the big denouement.” She felt her way over to the dresser and rummaged around for candles and a box of matches. “Here.” She handed them out.

They distributed the candles around the room and soon were sitting in a hallowed glow around the kitchen table. 

“These are Circle candles,” Keeva noted. The scent of sacred oils spiced the air.

“Magdalene can sue me,” Astral said. “After we kick her cheating butt.”

“So, what did the small print say?” Dulcie asked.

“Magdalene was to deliver something, and in return, she…” This part was hard. “She got to take over as High Priestess of The Plague Tree Coven.”

“How can Black and Blacker decide who runs the coven?” Keeva said, tone angry. “It’s our coven. Does that mean Grandma Lettice was…?” She petered off but the implication hung in the air. Had the old lady come to harm?

“Going by the dates on the contract, I’d say this whole thing started while grandma was already ill,” Astral said carefully. “I don’t think there were any extraneous circumstances.” There came a flush of relief from around the table.

“I still don’t understand,” Dulcie said. “Keeva’s right, it’s the members who decide these things. This is our coven.” 

“Not exactly. Or rather, not for long.” Astral prepared herself for the really hard part. “If Magdalene defaults, Black and Blacker takes over The Plague Tree Coven.”

This was met with silence.

“Say again?” Damián asked.

“You’re not even in the coven,” Keeva said with a snort. 

“I know, but everyone has a dream,” he answered hotly. “Allow me to dream.”

“Stop dreaming and do your exams. You’ll be a shoo-in.” Dulcie patted his hand absently, though she looked a million miles away. “But how can they take over our coven? A coven is an organic thing. It’s the local witching community that comes together to make up a coven. Hardly fodder for a hostile takeover.”

“I’ll not be witching for the likes of them. I’ll leave the coven first,” Keeva stated, and thumped her empty glass on the table. “I’m gonna show Black and Blacker exactly where to stick it and they can take their temperature at the same time.”

“The Plague Tree Coven is more than a magic circle,” Astral pointed out. “It’s centuries old. We’ve stocks and shares, a pension fund. We’ve a property portfolio. As has every old coven in the land. Our spell vault is legendary. We’re magically very powerful. Well worth sucking dry, and well worth a corporate takeover…from another magical dimension.”

“Sucked dry.” Damián contemplated this. “Maybe I won’t join your coven.”

“And Black and Blacker has a portal to this dimension. It’s beginning to make sense,” Dulcie muttered. “So, Magdalene was to deliver the coven and in return she’d become High Priestess.”

“There’s no point to it. Magdalene would never share power with the likes of Black and Blacker. She wanted to own us, to run The Plague Tree as her own operation,” Keeva pointed out. “She’s always had beef with the Projectors. She had to deliver something else. Any idea what?” she asked Astral, who shrugged.

“No. Losing the coven is her default. I suspect that’s why she panicked and sent me in. It wasn’t about losing the money after all. She was losing the coven,” she said.

“What’s that rustling?” Damián whispered.

Everyone strained to listen. “It’s Shucky,” Astral said flatly. “He’s got his head stuck in the food sack now that the basin is empty.”

“Let him go for it,” Keeva said tiredly. “I’ve no idea how much he needs, but at least it’s not cakes.”

They sat deep in thought as Shucky chomped through his food. Astral rose heavily and moved into the shadows that draped the dresser and located four cognac glasses and a bottle of Delamain Vesper.

“This calls for a crow drink,” she said. Witches only drank cognac at funerals, when they called on the crows to pay homage. At Grandma Lettice’s funeral, the skies had been black with birdwings. “And a sandwich.” She moved to the fridge and started to pull out cold cuts.

“Thank goodness,” Damián muttered. “I’m starving.” 

“With the power off, we might as well clear out the fridge,” Astral said as she loaded the table with hams, salads, and local cheeses and chutneys. She grabbed a loaf of homemade bread and began slicing when Damián screamed, making them all jump.

“There, I saw a shadow.” He raised a trembling finger to the window. Lightning rent the skies and thunder boomed ominously overhead.

“Not another prowler.” The last thing Astral needed were the Irish blues flinging themselves around the yard in this wind.

“I wouldn’t like to be a prowler with a hellhound on the premises,” Keeva said. “I hope it’s Eve Wormrider snooping around again.” They regarded Shucky, buried up to his shoulders in the food sack and totally unconcerned about anything but kibble. “Then again…”

Dulcie rose to peer out the rain-fogged window. “There’s nothing out there.” She turned to Damián. “I wish you showed this amount of imagination with the bridal bouquets.”

“Let’s eat.” Astral pacified her guests. They relaxed and began to assemble sandwiches, warmed as witches always are by good food and drink, and even better company.

“And there’s no clue in the paperwork as to what Magdalene was meant to deliver?” Keeva asked around a huge bite.

“It didn’t directly specify.” Astral’s shoulders slumped. “That’s the problem. The contract was just as obtuse as most of Black and Blacker—”

The brass knocker slammed against the oak front door, startling her. It rattled out several more authoritative rat-a-tats that echoed in a strange symposium with the thunder. They all looked at each other warily.

“The house won’t let any danger approach,” Astral murmured, trying to placate herself more than her guests. “It goes into shutdown.”

“You mean the house with the uninvited hellhound in the kitchen?” Dulcie pointed out. “Your house is acting weird these days, Astral.”

“Ever since the wand broke,” Keeva added.

There came another loud knock and Astral rose to her feet. “I guess I’d better go answer that,” she said reluctantly, and was relieved when her friends rose, too.

While her friends hovered in an awkward gaggle on the kitchen threshold, Astral moved slowly along the darkened hallway to the big oak door. She held aloft a flickering candle that threw shards of light across the polished furniture. The wallpaper had gone eerily mute, hunkered down in muddy colours, while the draughts in the hallway stilled, so the air seemed saturated with ominous intentions. Astral’s heart thudded, picking up on the house’s anxiety.

She reached for the door latch and hesitated, but a swift glance over her shoulder showed the wraithlike faces of her friends several yards behind her. “Ready?” she whispered.

Dulcie nodded encouragingly and she and Keeva raised their wands to ward off any threat. Damián grabbed a heavy vase.

The knocker rattled viciously. Astral swung the door open with an attempt at gusto—lightning flashed, thunder roared, rain and wind hit her full in the face and hurtled up the hallway with the force of a hurricane, toppling table lamps, tearing at curtains, and rolling back the rugs. Stupefied, Astral blinked away the rain. Abby Black stood on her doormat, her hair whipping around her gaunt face. Her jet-black gaze pierced like a knife to the heart. She looked absolutely terrifying but also terribly sexy. Behind her, Astral heard the sharp intake of breath from her companions and the crash of a vase hitting the floor.

“I believe you have something of mine,” Abby bit out through clenched teeth.

Mumsey!

Shucky pushed past, bouncing Dulcie, Keeva, and Damián off the walls. Astral watched numb-faced as he rammed his hairy head onto Abby’s shoulder for a scratch. Finally, her brain lurched into gear, whirling at a hundred miles an hour. Shucky was a hellhound, and hellhounds ran with…

“Y-you’re Death,” she sputtered, her shocked gaze locked with Abby’s inscrutable one.

“Pleased to meet you,” Abby said. “Invite me in.”
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Chapter 11

 

“Death wears Prada.” Damián’s awed whisper broke the silence. “I knew it.”

“Armani, actually,” Abby answered stiffly. “Wet Armani,” she said, indicating the rain with a disdainful flick of her finger.

Astral swapped a shocked glance with her friends, then stepped back. “Please, come in.” She held with her earlier claim that nothing and no one could harm her or her friends in this house. “Welcome to the Projector home, joy be with our kith and kin. Blessed be.” She gave the official welcome for first-time visitors.

Abby didn’t move. “I’d like wine,” she said.

A confusing request but Astral was happy to find she was conveniently holding a glass of red wine. “Oh, here. Try this. It’s a Sangiovese from Tuscany with a very nice nose—”

“Astral,” Dulcie called to her in warning.

“And bread. Give me bread.” Abby pointed to the loaf in Astral’s other hand. Now this was surprising, hadn’t she just sliced this loaf on the kitchen table only a minute ago?

“Astral, no.” Keeva and Dulcie were both calling for her now.

She handed Abby the entire loaf. “I made it myself. It’s organic.” She turned sluggishly to where her friends were just as sluggishly advancing down the hall towards her.

“And as you know, I do enjoy bread.”

“Astral, stop. It’s a ritual,” Dulcie called. She sounded distorted, like she was talking underwater. “She’s from another dimension. Don’t offer her bread and wine…or salt. Absolutely no salt,” she warbled in a mermaidy way. “This isn’t a vampire movie, she needs more than a welcome mat.”

“Ah, yes, salt. Do you have any?” Abby asked, pleasantly. “Please,” she added with a tight smile.

Astral felt pulled in all directions, between the watery burbling of her friends who seemed farther away than ever at the end of the hall, and Abby’s attractive, mellow tone as she asked cordially for hospitality, which as a Fireside witch, she felt obliged to offer.

“Salt? Oh, I don’t think I’ve got any…”

“There. In your pocket.” Abby pointed to Astral’s skirt pocket.

Wow, she’d never noticed this skirt had a pocket before. And it was a favourite skirt. How convenient. And, oh, the pocket was full of salt.

“No, Astral,” Keeva shouted, but from so far away that it came out all soft and cuddlesome, like a unicorn’s bellow. Astral sighed, delighted at her thought, knowing Keeva would be delighted with it, too. She pinched some salt from her pocket and sprinkled it into the hollow of Abby’s outstretched palm. Her fingers snapped shut over it.

“Oh, fuck.” Keeva’s voice returned to normal and Astral felt the chill of the cold air rushing into the hallway, waking her dulled senses. She shivered. She’d just been bewitched, and on her own doorstep. How rude!

“With this bread, may there never be hunger in this house.” Dulcie rushed forwards shouting a hurried counter-protection spell and waving her wand frantically. “May this wine assuage all thirst and salt protect this lintel and all who pass herein. So mote it be.”

“I assure you, I have no disadvantageous intentions towards your assembly.” Abby tossed the salt over her left shoulder and strode over the threshold. The grandfather clock gave a discordant bong and the wallpaper blushed bright pink. In the candlelight, Astral saw Abby’s lips twitch into a slight inclination, which she had come to recognise as levity. Apparently, Abby Black found her home and her friends amusing.

“You bewitched me on my own front step. That’s sneaky,” Astral accused her. Even more disappointing, after a quick scrabble around her skirt she added, “And this skirt doesn’t have pockets anymore.”

“On the bright side,” Abby said, looking around with interest, “I didn’t ask for your souls.”

“Oh.” Astral remembered with a gut-lurching thud that she wasn’t dealing with the head of ops anymore. It was Death who had come a-calling.

“Or demand the beating heart of a virgin,” Abby said softly. She raised an eyebrow at Astral and swept past, leaving her uncertain if she had heard her correctly. She blushed like a virgin anyway.

Witches nice. Shucky said, following on the heels of his mistress.

“I’m aware of the coco-mocha-moo-moo situation,” Abby stated. The smile dropped, revealing a countenance of frigid displeasure, but Astral was beginning to think that Abby used that expression as a protective mask.

The front door slammed shut with a satisfied clunk. Astral eyed it warily. Around her, the house seemed charmed at the entrance of Death, who was basically sovereignty from another dimensional realm. It had been far more uptight over the storm. It couldn’t actually like Abby Black, could it? The hall clock tick-tocked pleasantly, all the lamps righted, and the draperies and rugs sorted themselves out nicely. Only the wallpaper acted giddily. It formed a million little twerking cupids. She gave it a chastising scowl. It was practically flirting with their guest.

“You got your dog, so you can go,” Keeva said, tone bullish. “And by the way, he needs to be microchipped, in case he wanders off again.”

“Black Shuck knows his way home.”

“Then what do you want here?” Keeva asked, the warning edge still in her voice.

Abby gave a brief predatory smile that flashed sharp and white. Her teeth had a warning edge of their own. “I have come for the princess.”

There was an instant of consternation as Astral, Keeva, and Dulcie turned protectively towards Damián. He squawked with indignation. “I’m not going.”

“Not him,” Abby huffed. “An actual princess. Daughter of Hades, the Lord of Hell.” Thunder boomed directly overhead, and lightning split the skies, casting them all in a flash of spectral light.

Despite the stormy grandeur outside, in the hallway of the Projector home, there was a moment of perturbed quiet, then Astral spoke up. “She’s not here.” Then added, “Whoever she is.”

Abby frowned. “Is there somewhere we can talk?” 

Dulcie exchanged a look with Keeva, then with Astral, who debated whether it was a good idea to have a conversation with Death. Her manners overrode her trepidation.

“Of course. Follow me.”

They all filed into the candlelit kitchen, and Abby looked around with interest.

“Am I disturbing a ritual?”

“The power’s gone off, so we’re having a candlelit supper. It’s a witch thing.” Astral hoped she didn’t sound as defensive as she felt, all exposed here in her own kitchen, the heart of her home, the seat of her witching power, with the table covered in cheese crumbs. “Please, help yourself.” She indicated the food.

“I think lovers throughout the world have stolen your witch thing idea,” Abby said, ignoring the table and its contents and instead wandering absently around the shadowy room, her fingertips trailing along the surfaces in a far too familiar way that Astral rather enjoyed, though she blushed at the word “lovers” on Abby’s lips.

A furtive glance told her no one had noticed her flaming cheeks. And then she locked eyes with Abby and saw that she had noticed and the amused tilt to her lips was back. She paused by the old family dresser, which made Astral uncomfortable about the broken wand sleeping in the drawer.

“Contrary to folklore, witches are very predisposed towards romance,” Dulcie said, in her most lecturing tone. “Who invented awakening kisses, and frog princes, and fairy-tale endings? It was us,” she concluded primly.

“I look forward to finding out more about witches’ predispositions towards romance,” Abby said cordially. She was examining the little family portrait on the wall.

Again, Astral glowed and Dulcie, not impervious to innuendo, frowned, confused. Her gaze darted between Abby and Astral with a look that Astral refused to engage. She had too much on her plate right now without Dulcie’s opinion on her crushing over the fourth horseman of the apocalypse.

“Can I pour you a cognac?” She tried to lure Abby away from the portrait.

Abby glanced over at the Delamain bottle. “Please,” she said, and at last took a seat.

“So, why did you think I was the princess?” Damián dove straight into the conversation and the gorgonzola.

“I didn’t. Your friends did. And you are most definitely not the princess I seek.”

Damián glumly played with his food, his interest immediately waning.

“Shucky said something about a princess.” Astral picked up the topic and ran with it. “There are none in Golem. Now, Monaco or Disneyland Paris have—”

“You can hear Shucky?” Abby asked, surprised. 

“Yes, and so can Keeva.”

“I’m a Dogwitch.” Keeva’s explanation was as brusque as it could be around a mouthful of crumbed ham.

“I can hear water in my ear.” Damián decided to join in again.

“But you’re a Fireside witch.” Abby turned to Astral. “How can you hear him?”

She shrugged. “Somehow, I do. He’s usually asking for cake.”

“Wait,” Dulcie said, clearly agitated. “How do you know that Astral’s a Fireside witch?”

“I have notes.”

“Notes?” Dulcie pressed. 

“Copious notes.”

“On Astral?” Anger seemed to flash from Keeva’s eyes. 

“On all of you,” Abby said, ominously. “The entire coven. I think you know why.” She motioned at the table. “Do witches normally eat this much?”

“Genetics,” Keeva answered. “We’re hardwired to be guilt-free and happy. Never trust a skinny witch.”

“I wish I had known that sooner,” Abby said drily.

Dulcie shared a look with Astral. “We’re aware of Magdalene’s dealings with Black and Backer,” she said in a hard tone. “You’re going to force a merger, then suck out our powers. It won’t work. Coven-wise, we consider the contract unconstitutional.”

Abby regarded her, implacable. “Of course you do. Betrayal is always a hardship, but in my world, it’s a given. I need defaulters. Otherwise, business would grind to a halt.”

“You set us up,” Astral said, both shocked and angry. 

“Magdalene set you up. Granted, it was through hubris rather than malice. She wanted power and promised she could deliver a princess in return. She didn’t, so she’s in default.”

“Where did all our money go?” Keeva demanded. 

Abby shrugged. “Power and greed are sisters. With her new powers, Magdalene assumed she could skim off the pension fund by investing your money as she saw fit.” She pursed her lips ruefully. “She eschewed my financial advice, let’s just say.” A smile twitched at the corners of her mouth, but her joke pleased only her.

In fact, she seemed uncannily relaxed, sitting with her legs crossed at Astral’s table with a goblet of amber cognac, raindrops still sparkling off her ebony hair and Armani shoulders. The slant of her eyes, and the sharp sweep of cheekbone made Astral’s heart skip like a child in a playground. She glanced around the table, confirming she was alone in her surmise. Her companions were too wound up on sharing supper with a being from the highest echelons of demonic sovereignty to appreciate the arch of an eyebrow or the majestic flare of an aquiline nose.

“Why exactly should her defaulting affect our coven?” Keeva asked. “What if we voted her out? And we bloody well will, now that we have evidence.”

Abby shrugged. “The contract still stands. Your portfolios will be liquidated and by the sanction of your High Priestess, The Plague Tree Coven becomes the property of Black and Blacker on the thirteenth day of the thirteenth moon.”

“There is no way that you can do that,” Dulcie cried. “Magdalene Curdle embezzled that money and you were her accomplice. Plus, we knew nothing about a stupid deal for a princess. This is all a con.”

“Careful. Black and Blacker is a subdivision of Hellbent Incorporated. Our working practises are impeccable, our contracts bulletproof, our ethics diabolical—but in a good way.” Abby rose to her feet. “There is still the matter of the outstanding princess. Deliver her and the contract stands. You could still seal this deal with the Devil. Always a good thing.” 

“But what princess?” Astral as good as wailed. “All we’ve got is him.” She waved a hand at Damián.

“Yes. Who exactly is this princess everyone’s bent out of shape over?” Keeva demanded.

“Princess Molotova, the youngest daughter of Hades, and not an especial favourite. However, favourite or not, she needs recovering. She was abducted many years ago and the nether regions have been searching for her ever since,” Abby said. The shadows thickened around her as she spoke, making her words heavy and sinister. “Until last year, when Magdalene Curdle approached us prepared to trade pertinent information in exchange for a position of authority in one of the most powerful covens in the land.” 

“She told you to come here and there’d be a princess waiting for you? And you believed her?” Astral snorted.

“She believed it, so much so that she put your coven’s existence on the line,” Abby answered affably, “and becoming High Priestess was the first step.”

“But we’re a collective,” Dulcie said. “We own us.” 

“Everyone thinks they’re a collective until the witches turn.” Abby gave her crocodile smile and a chill descended upon the room.

Astral moved to attend the wood burner. The fire had grown low. “But Magdalene didn’t know that if she failed to deliver, the coven would default to you,” she stated flatly. At least it was Magdalene’s stupidity and not total malice that had gotten them into this awful position. It was little solace, however.

Abby inclined her head. “This is true. Always read the small print. That is my devilish advice.”

Astral wanted to be angry, but Abby had a point. Magdalene hadn’t read the fine print, as annoying as it was in lengthy contracts. She was more put out that Abby didn’t seem to take into account the personalities involved in this, or that this would harm real people who hadn’t made any contracts with Black and Blacker.

“No one makes a deal with the Devil and wins,” Damián muttered into his glass.

“Oh, a surprising number do. Take our Miss Shine, for example.” She gave Astral an enigmatic look that made her glow again, brighter than the flames she had stoked. But it died down quickly because Abby was playing with her. Astral was certain of it. She remembered their kiss. She had not been bewitched by charms. A being of her status was beyond petty enchantments and miscellaneous Projector magic. Which meant she had allowed the kiss. Which meant…which meant…what exactly did it mean?

“—Shine?” Dulcie said.

“What?” Astral snapped to attention.

“Who’s Miss Shine?” Dulcie repeated.

“A client who won, I suppose.” Astral turned to Abby for clarification. Had Miss Shine won? But she was gone. Disappeared into the ether, and she had taken Shucky with her. 

“Well, of all the—” Astral spluttered. “All that rigmarole to get in and she goes without so much as a by-your-leave.” 

“What are we going to do?” Keeva asked.

“Alert the coven. We’ll call an extraordinary gathering at once. Can we use your barn, Astral? We’ll need every last member to attend,” Dulcie said.

“Yes, of course. Oh, gosh, that’s a lot of baking—”

“No time for baking. No cake. No hospitality. Nothing. Not one morsel. Let them see what happens when you lose your coven to the caprices of a thieving High Priestess,” Dulcie fumed. “And make as many copies of Magdalene’s contract as you can so we can hand them out. This is too big for the Upper Council alone. There’s hardly any time left until the thirteenth day of the thirteenth moon and I don’t trust them not to bury it.”

“We need to expose Magdalene to the coven and get her expelled as soon as possible,” Keeva said. “And wrangle control back from her posse.”

“And find the princess,” Damián added, excited. “I wonder who she is. Wouldn’t it be great if it was Erigone? She swans about like one.”

“What the Hecate are you on about?” Keeva gave him a warning look.

“Ms Death seemed fairly certain there was a princess lurking around here somewhere.” Damián waved his arms. 

“True. So did Shucky,” Astral said. “And her name’s Abby Black, not Ms Death,” she told Damián.

“Not to me. I’d prefer to remember exactly who she is and what she can do.” He hugged himself and shivered.

“I also think we need to consider something else, and it’s equally unpleasant,” Dulcie said. They all looked at her.

“What?” Keeva asked.

“What if the gathering doesn’t believe us? What if Magdalene and her cronies somehow prevail?”

“Never,” Astral said. “No honourable witch can deny what’s in that contract.” She was thinking of the Martha Briarwoods and Tallulah Spinners. There were still some good witches in their coven. Women who’d been friends of Lettice Projector, and who stood by the principles of a wholesome, decent coven that brought peace and fecundity to the natural world. Witches who would never want to so much as cross shadows with the likes of Black and Blacker and Hellbent Inc.

“I know what you’re thinking,” Dulcie continued, “but Magdalene must know that her dirty dealings have been exposed by now. She’s the one who told Death—sorry, Ms Black—that the princess was here. She must know we’d find out as soon as De—Ms Black turned up.”

“You had a prowler the other night,” Keeva pointed out. “Any idea who?”

“Eve Wormrider,” Astral said. The implication was clear. Eve had been sent to spy. Magdalene was keeping an eye on things, worried that Astral could unmask her. “Why did she send me to Black and Blacker if there was even the smallest chance I’d find out what she was up to?”

“Smoke screen,” Keeva said. “She blamed a critter for taking our money, and by sending you in defenceless, it kept her lie alive. And while you raced around chasing shadows and distracting the coven, she tried to find the princess but obviously failed.”

“All the more reason for us to do it. To find the princess,” Damián said. “It was my idea. Remember? Mine.”

“What do we do if she manages to turn the coven away from the truth, even if it is right under their noses?” Astral asked, though she couldn’t believe it would happen.

“We can’t underestimate her,” Keeva said. “She’s ruthless and we’ve got her back against the wall.”

“Okay. I want you to consider this,” Dulcie said, her voice sombre. “We may have to leave The Plague Tree before the thirteenth day of the thirteen moon or else, as witches bound to the coven by the law of light, we’ll be amalgamated with Black and Blacker.”

“Okay, I’m outta here. Right now.” Keeva pushed her chair back. “I’m not taking that chance. It’s the ninth already, Dulcie, and we’ve barely enough time to call a gathering, never mind wade through that contract and try and convince everyone it’s a bad, bad, bad thing. If Magdalene digs her toes in—and she will—we’ll run out of time and be swallowed up.”

“But the other witches won’t want to go to Black and Backer, either,” Damián said. “Who’d want to do that? Only a dark witch, and The Plague Tree is a light coven.”

“Only until Black and Blacker get their hands on it. You can be sure its allegiance will change, and our sister witches will be trapped on the dark path.” Astral wrung her hands. Her witching family was in peril.

“They won’t know any of that,” Dulcie said grimly. “They’ll only have our word against the High Priestess-elect. That’s why we need a bolt hole. A place of sanctuary where we can welcome our sisters if they are wise enough to escape their fate.”

“Do you mean…?” Keeva asked. 

“Yes.” Dulcie said.

Astral looked at one, then the other. “I don’t know what you mean.”

“Me, either,” Damián said and tugged on Dulcie’s sleeve. “Share.”

“Keeva and I mean,” Dulcie began, “that we need another coven. A subdivision. Much like Black and Blacker is a subdivision of Hellbent. We’ll need to sneak the legislation past the Upper Council at some point to make us legit. Then when things go Hecate in a handcart, we have somewhere safe that’s officially off limits from Black and Blacker. A smaller group that they can’t touch. Astral, will you draw up the paperwork if I can somehow sneak it past Magdalene and get the Upper Council to approve it?”

“Of course I can draw up a contract. I can do a better one than Black and Blacker, now that I know their slinky rules.” She frowned, troubled. “But it’s a big risk. We’re taking it right up to the last minute. If we fail, it will be too late, and we’ll be caught in the current along with the rest of the coven.”

“Why can’t we just dump them and walk away and start over?” Keeva asked. “That’s easier.”

“Because we’ll lose all our assets, such as they are. Surrender them all away, and after five hundred years, I’m damned if Magdalene Curdle is going to push the last Projector out,” Astral said adamantly.

“We need to set up the new coven right here and now,” Dulcie said, her tone uncompromising. “Time is of the essence. Astral can see to the paperwork later. And I’ll do my best to make sure it passes at the last gathering of The Plague Tree Coven, as we know it. So, if it all goes badly, we can proclaim our new independence and offer sanctuary to any witch who has the sense to jump the broom before it’s too late.”

“Can I join? Please, please?” Damián was practically jumping up and down. “I promise to do my exams.”

“Yes, you can,” Astral spoke before any of the others could nix the idea. “You’ve been in this thing since the beginning.”

“That was only four days ago,” Keeva pointed out. “It’s hardly a Camelot moment.”

“It’s Camelot to me,” he stated firmly.

“It’s dangerous,” Dulcie warned. “We’re trying to outfox Black and Blacker. Magdalene is a goner, no matter what happens. And we all know who Black and Blacker work for.” 

“There’s no other option,” Astral said with a heavy heart. “The Plague Tree Coven was started by my ancestors over five hundred years ago and it’s come to this. A takeover by Hades. These are the days of madness, and we must do all we can to protect the light of wisdom that has always rested in our coven’s heart.” She covered her own heart with her hand and the others followed suit.

“Our new coven will follow the old ways as they were meant to be followed,” Keeva said with great passion. “It’s the best we can do to keep our legacy alive and in the light.” 

They stood in a small candlelit circle around the kitchen table with its scattered remains of supper, hands on hearts full of sadness that this day had come, knowing they were the seed of a new coven and hopefully a new day.

Astral regarded Dulcie. “Could you say a few words… just to bind us?” Her voice was thick with emotion. What would Grandma Lettice think of things ending this way? Or Myriad, or Clementine, the founder of The Plague Tree Coven? Or Elspeth, who started the Bevelled Moon academy? There were too many names from the Projector’s glorious past to recount, but she felt ashamed before them all. This was her contingency plan, to run away and hide, while her family’s legacy was plundered by the dark side.

Dulcie had them hold hands and lower their heads while she intoned, “O, Mother Hecate, we honour You and celebrate Your presence upon the earth. May the Wheel of Life become our altar and the Path of Light our Way. We dedicate ourselves to You from the sanctum of our newly pledged coven and swear fealty to the Witching customs and rituals as given to the Sisterhood in ages past.” Dulcie’s voice rose to a crescendo. “We, the members of—” she broke off. “We haven’t picked a name yet,” she said, sounding surprised at the discovery. They stood looking at each other.

“Can we be Guardians of the Galaxy?” Damián asked, excitedly.

“No.” The answer came as one.

“Can’t we sort a name out later when we’ve more time?” Keeva asked. “You can chuck it in the paperwork afterwards, Astral. It’s late and I’m knackered, and Lupin’s been in the car all this time and he must be dying for a wee. Let’s all sleep on it.”

“Okay,” Dulcie said dubiously, and lowered her head again. They all followed her lead. “We, the members of the fill-in-the-blank-later coven vow to follow Your Path, the Way of Light, the Way of Truth, and protect the harmony of one Heart, one Soul, and one Magick.”

The last words spoken, all four held their left hands out to the candle flame in the middle of the tabletop and intoned in unison, “All this we, the members of the fill-in-the-blank-later coven do solemnly swear. So mote it be.”

 

*

 

Glees good.

Abby regarded Shucky, who sat on his haunches near her view of London Bridge. “So you’ve said.”

Witch good. Nice. Not princess.

“Clearly.” She rested her tumbler against her chin, thinking. Magdalene Curdle had promised to deliver a princess, but from her limited time around Astral, there was simply no way she was the daughter of Hades.

Her phone rang and she moved to the sofa and picked it up from the cushion. She frowned when she saw the number. “Yes?” she answered.

“Darling, have you decided to return my affections yet?” Iraldine practically purred in her ear.

Bleh, Shucky said and Abby glowered at him, but he ignored her and plopped down on the floor, sending tremors under her feet.

“No,” she said, with finality.

“Oh, come now. We make such a striking pair.”

It was always about appearances with Iraldine. And she was Death, for Hades’ sake. She didn’t need to worry about things like that. “I have recommended that you and your team return to the London office,” she said. “This will be for the best.” She braced for the reaction. It came as a disconnected call, which was also never a good sign because Iraldine was vindictive.

Bleh, Shucky repeated. Witch nice. 

“Yes, yes. I know. You’ve said that.” 

True. He huffed at her.

She went to the wet bar and poured herself another scotch. At least she now had a definitive boundary with Iraldine. Ms Projector, however, was another matter entirely. 

Normally, she viewed contracts as just that. Contracts. Things with clauses and stipulations. Magdalene Curdle had contracted with Black and Blacker, signed off on all the requisite pages, and agreed to the terms. She thus far had failed to deliver on said terms, and so her coven was forfeit.

That was the contract.

She stared moodily into her glass. Ms Projector was exactly the reason she eschewed personal involvement with contractors. And yet here she was, mulling the terms and thinking about how the actions of one affected so many others.

She took a sip, let it unfurl in her mouth, and glanced over at the snoozing hellhound near the window.

Some grim reaper she made. A hellhound addicted to pastries, a fascination with an adorable Fireside witch, and a pissed-off ex.

But a contract was a contract. That was her job.

And this might be the first time she had really questioned it.

 

 

 

 




Chapter 12

 

“ Keep your hood up and stay to the back,” Astral ordered. She tweaked Damián’s robe to disguise him a little better and pushed him towards the far corner. 

“Hail and merry be to you, too,” he groused, but did as he was told.

Dulcie had worked her other magic—the administrative kind—and had cobbled together an extraordinary gathering super quick. The Projector barn was now full of robed witches, the rafters humming with the anticipation of over fifty voices, and more witches were still arriving. The lane was full of cars, and familiars jumped and jostled all over the farmyard playing games of chase with each other, while the older animals looked for somewhere cosy to snooze away the time until the whole boring affair was over. Borage glowered at the proceedings from the safety of a top floor bedroom window.

The Plague Tree Coven was one of the country’s finest and strongest witching collectives. It had many members, and though not all were involved at Circle level, all were obliged to show up when called upon.

“I’m surprised you managed it so quickly,” Astral said to Dulcie. Together, they nervously watched the throng grow. “My hands are sweating.”

“Mine, too. It came together too easily. Suspiciously easily,” Dulcie said. “I suspect Magdalene is more than ready for this showdown.”

“Do you think Abby warned her?” Astral readied herself for disappointment with Dulcie’s answer and tried to accept that she and Abby were on different sides and always would be.

“No. I think Magdalene knew the game was up, hence Eve Wormrider snooping around your place. I’m not sure what tipped her off, but she knew something was amiss.” Dulcie’s answer marginally cheered her up. Abby might just sit on the fence and wait this one out. After all, she wanted her princess more than their coven. The Plague Tree Coven was her booby prize.

“I better go and take my place.” Dulcie melted into the crowd.

Near the front of the throng, Keeva had already taken her prearranged spot. If all went badly, she was there to back Dulcie up. Keeva was a strong witch in both bearing and power. Adversaries would think twice before vexing her. Astral moved off to her assigned place a few rows forward from where Damián skulked incognito. Their job was to clear a route for Dulcie and Keeva if a hasty retreat was required.

Already, Astral could see a few of Magdalene’s more staunch supporters taking up similar marshalling positions throughout the crowd, although she was certain most of them were ignorant of the corrupt activities of their mistress. 

“Hello, Astral.” Delia Dell greeted her from her own sentry post. “Shouldn’t you be up at the front with the Circle?” 

Delia was a wide-eyed country girl and a young Dogwitch. Her mother had been a good friend of Lettice’s and Astral was certain she had no clue that in under a week, she’d be a minion for the Lord of Hell. Astral fretted about the fate of all her sisters and hoped they would listen to the message Dulcie was about to impart.

“Just going.” Astral pushed her way to the front platform they had hastily built that morning from straw bales and old boards. Magdalene watched her approach, expression cold. Astral artfully swerved and headed straight for Old Mother Worriwort.

“Where are the refreshments?” the old dear asked before Astral could open her mouth to give the accustomed “Hail and merry be” greeting.

“In the farmhouse. I can’t bring cakes out here…too many rats,” she replied, barely able to look Old Mother Worriwort in the eye. The old girl’s failings cut deep. Astral truly hoped she wasn’t part of the subterfuge, but rather a dupe for Magdalene’s machinations. “It’s all about health and safety these days,” she muttered and thrust her invoices at the old lady. “Could you sign off on the order forms, please?”

“Surely, the rats won’t be interested in whiskey, dear?” Old Mother Worriwort donned her half-moon spectacles and squinted at the invoices.

“I’ll nip over in a minute and get you a wee dram,” Astral promised, aware of Magdalene’s stare burning a hole in her back. Hecate knew how Dulcie kept calm up here on the platform working with her.

“There’s a good girl.” Old Mother Worriwort scrawled myopically across the receipts for flour and sugar. Job done, Astral scuttled back to her former position near the exit. Delia looked over at her, a question in her eyes.

“I need to be near the door to go get the refreshments later,” Astral murmured, which seemed to satisfy her.

As with any gathering, Dulcie began the Circle ritual. No sooner had it been deployed when Magdalene stormed into the centre and raised her arms for attention.

“Sisters, there has been a failing on our part. I blame myself.” She shook her head sadly. “As of yesterday, there are no funds. Nothing. Not a penny left in The Plague Tree Coven’s accounts. The critter has bled us dry.”

Cries of consternation rang around the barn and Astral stared at her. There’d still been tens of thousands just a few days ago. Where had it gone?

“I’m afraid we were too late in detecting the transgression.” Her gaze slid across to Old Mother Worriwort, and anger flared down Astral’s spine. Magdalene better not be trying to blame the older woman. Old Mother Worriwort stood tottering on the stage, totally unaware that she was the target of censure within the room. She looked lost and pathetic and Astral’s heart went out to her. This once mighty witch had lost her path completely, all thanks to Magdalene Curdle. Since the day she had taken office, she had steadily undermined the old gal’s sobriety and, eventually, her ability to function normally as a witch.

“Secondly—and I hold myself accountable for this—we did not take enough critical measures to neutralize the critter. I was too lenient, too trusting. I saw what I wished to see, I suppose, and I apologise to the assembly.” Her icy stare fell full force on Astral. “I should have been more strident in my choice of champion.”

The implication was clear, Astral had failed them. She’d been shown trust, given a chance to prove herself, and had come up empty. Around her she could feel her sisters draw away as if she were a contaminant. Her initial shock quickly boiled over with more anger. So, this was how it was going to be. Lies and deception right up to the bitter end. She fished under her gown and started distributing copies of the contract she’d been photocopying since dawn.

Across the way, Keeva was doing the same even as Dulcie handed out her batch on stage to the members of the Circle, most of whom were in the Upper Council. Wrong-footed for a moment, Magdalene’s face cramped in fury when she recognised the distributed document. Dulcie stepped forward and addressed the coven.

“Sisters, in your hands is a copy of a contract between Magdalene Curdle and Black and Blacker Finances, the firm allegedly housing the so-called critter that is accused of stealing our funds.”

“That is my private business and you are breaking the law by—” Magdalene reached to snatch Dulcie’s copy away. Around the room several of her cohorts tried to do the same but their hands were slapped away.

“We can prove that these funds came from our own coven accounts and was not Magdalene Curdle’s money to invest,” Dulcie boomed out.

“Prove it, then.” Magdalene practically spat.

This was not the path Astral, Dulcie, and Keeva wanted to go down. It would take weeks or even months for the unpractised eye to unpick the dense information in the contract. There simply was not time before the default came into place.

“There never was a critter,” Astral shouted out from the back. “It was Magdalene all along embezzling our funds and now she’s lost all our money.” Though she suspected Magdalene had stashed away the last of it for herself. She was becoming madder with each passing minute.

Voices rang out and questions soared pell-mell at the platform, where they all went unanswered as Magdalene and Dulcie roared angrily at each other.

“She’s sold us out,” Keeva hollered. “She’ll hand us over to Black and Blacker in a blink.”

“And why would I do that?” Magdalene hollered back. “I’m your High Priestess. I am foresworn to guide you—”

“All the way to hell,” Keeva yelled back, red-faced with fury. 

“This is ridiculous. I declare this gathering closed.” Magdalene pushed her finger in Dulcie’s face. “You, young woman, will present a report on this farce to the Upper Council and—”

Dulcie slapped her hand away. “You’re really going to do it, aren’t you? You’re really going to stand back and let Black and Blacker take our coven and enslave us all. You are the evilest bitch I’ve ever met.” A council elder lunged and grabbed Dulcie by her gown.

“Magdalene has signed away the coven to the Lord of Hell,” Dulcie yelled, trying to fight off the hands dragging her from the stage. “You’ll all be lackeys for Hellbent Incorporated unless you leave this coven now!”

“We’ve created a new coven, a sanctuary. Join us before your fealty has been sold to the devil himself!” Keeva was tussling with two of Magdalene’s henchwomen. They were trying to escort her out but failing at removing her. “The Plague Tree Coven has been signed away by our precious High Priestess. She owes Black and Blacker and her default is us!”

“Is this true, Astral?” She felt a tight grip on her upper arm. It was Delia. Her grip was tight, but anxiety lurked in her eyes.

“I’m afraid it is. It’s all in the document I handed out. Take time to read it as soon as you can, then come talk to me.”

“What do you mean, a new coven?” Eve Wormrider shouted above the noise and increasing chaos. “Who are you to start a new coven in this county? This is our county.” The question got the attention of others and gradually the cacophony faded.

“We declare the establishment of a subsidiary coven to that of The Plague Tree Coven.” Dulcie glared at Eve, righting her robe now that her assailant had let her go. “Which will operate legitimately from within the franchise of its parent coven, but be exempt from all previous commitments, obligations, and guarantees of that coven. It shall be a place of sanctuary. Be aware that on the thirteenth day of the thirteenth moon—”

“Oh, for goodness’ sake.” Magdalene cut her off. “What nonsense. Speak English and tell us the name of this so-called coven.”

“Um,” Dulcie fumbled for words. Her gaze locked with Astral’s. They had forgotten to name the new coven. She could hardly say “fill in the blank.”

“Guardians of the Galaxy,” Damián shouted from the back of the barn.

“No,” Astral howled, trying to correct his words. “Guardians, we’re just The Guardians.”

“What in Hecate—what is he doing here?” Magdalene barked out in anger. “He’s not even a witch, never mind a member of this coven. This has gone far enough. This is nothing more than a coup.”

Pandemonium ensued as shouts and questions rang out from the crowd, and even Astral could see panic in Magdalene’s normally stone-cold eyes. There were too many people asking too many questions and Magdalene couldn’t ignore them forever. Meanwhile, those not shouting were urgently skimming through their copies of the Black and Blacker contract.

“Out,” Magdalene shouted. “Out with the lot of them.” She raised her wand and tossed a spell into the crowd but it only seemed to increase the bedlam.

Delia’s grip on Astral’s arm tightened and her eyes grew cold. “Come with me, Astral. Nice and easy.”

“You’re hurting me.” She tried to pull her arm away but Delia gripped her tighter as she pulled her towards the exit. Around them other witches began to push and poke, not just at Astral but at each other. Either Magdalene’s spell was making people nasty, or it was misdirected. Astral doubted that. It was probably meant to deliberately agitate.

“Oof!” Delia landed on her backside at Astral’s feet.

Behind her, Damián appeared triumphant. “I tripped her,” he crowed. “Seriously, we need to get out of here. These people are ugly. I don’t know why I ever wanted to join this coven.”

Screams, yells, and curses echoed off the barn rafters as witches pushed and pulled at each other. In response, either to the noise or, more likely, the misuse of magic on Projector premises and the manhandling of an actual Projector, the chickens roosting on the overhead beams flew to attack those present. Hair had grown to enormous proportions on every head, making easy targets for chicken claws to clutch at and tangle in. Wings flapped, beaks pecked, claws scratched at gowns, hair, any exposed flesh. The witches screamed and flailed, trying to dislodge the angry fowl.

Damián screamed. “There’s poop in my hair.”

Astral grabbed his hand and they ran for the exit. “There’s a water barrel outside. Keep running.”

A quick glance behind her showed Keeva dragging Dulcie after her in a similar dash for the door. Squawks, screams, and feathers exploded all around them in a chicken blitzkrieg. She swung her gaze around the barn, taking in the remnants of a once proud coven. On the platform, Magdalene fixed her with a seething look of pure hatred. Her silver coiffed hair was in ruins and chicken poo stained the front of her ceremonial gown.

She raised her wand and pointed it directly at Astral. Her lips began to form a hex, when from out of nowhere, a huge red rooster flew at her. She screamed and dropped her wand and fell to the floor in a crouch as the furious creature repeatedly dive-bombed her. Astral watched wide-eyed as the rooster swooped again and again, his large talons bared, beak clacking. Magdalene’s cronies formed a guard around her and escorted her towards the exit in a half-hunkered phalanx.

Outside, witches didn’t stop running. They hopped into their cars, followed by their freaked-out familiars, and raced away down the lane. Before five minutes had passed, the farmyard was deserted and silent, except for Damián furiously dunking his entire head in the water barrel. He collapsed in a dripping, panting heap by Astral’s feet until Keeva and Dulcie joined them.

“Why didn’t you go over to the farmhouse and take a hot shower?” Dulcie asked him.

“Ah.” His mouth drooped.

“Thank Hecate for your chickens. I’m so glad Magdalene pissed them off,” Keeva said.

“Yes. That was going nowhere fast. She’s far too slippery for us. We were naive to think she’d have a pinprick of honour left in her.” Dulcie kicked the dirt in disgust.

“Did you see him?” Astral asked. 

“See who?” Keeva asked.

“Who?” Dulcie echoed.

“The rooster,” she said, the incredulity of what she was saying beginning to sink in. “It was Riff-Raff.”

There was a second of silence, then Dulcie said, “Riff-Raff? Are you sure?”

“Yes.”

“Who is Riff-Raff?” Damián lurched to his feet.

“My mother’s familiar. He disappeared when she did.” 

“And now he’s back?” Dulcie glanced around, as if she could conjure him. “I wonder what that means.”

A loud triumphant crowing echoed from the barn and whatever chickens had strayed outside in chase of a witch soon scuttled back in.

“Seems your girls are happy to see him,” Keeva said. “Hopefully, he’s here to stay.”

“But why is he here?” She didn’t say what everyone was probably thinking—that he was here and her mother wasn’t. 

“I don’t know, love. But he protected you and us.” Dulcie gave her arm a comforting squeeze. “Let’s go inside and see if we can sort some of this out.”

Astral nodded and followed the others back to the house, heart heavy and mind whirling with far too many things.

There was just about time for a restorative malt around the kitchen table before the phones started ringing. Everyone’s phone went off at once, except Damián’s, because he wasn’t a Plague Tree witch. Instead, Dulcie instructed him to answer the landline, which also rang off the hook.

“What do I say?” he asked from the other room, wrapping his wet hair in a towel turban style.

“Tell them nobody’s home,” Astral responded.

Witch after witch called, some wanting to know the truth, while others demanded an apology. The latter were clearly acolytes of Magdalene. Others had extracted worrisome information from the contract they’d been given. Still others couldn’t make head or tail of it and thought it all a wild goose chase. Old Mother Worriwort had lost her teeth in the barn and would someone please go and look for them? Most callers said the evening was a fracas and wondered that it couldn’t have been approached in a more cohesive, constitutional way, with no chickens.

“I promise you the chickens were not part of the plan,” Astral explained for the umpteenth time. She looked over at Dulcie and rolled her eyes. “Magdalene’s spell-casting agitated them. They thought they were protecting me.”

“From your own coven?” The offended party hung up. 

Dulcie was struggling, too. “If you look at section 12.14.2c, it gives the actual timeline. We have less than three days to the thirteenth moon—no, C, as in coven, or catastrophic. Calamity, collusion, ca-cu—” She ran out of words.

“Constipation?” Damián offered.

“She hung up.” Dulcie set her phone down.

“This is awful.” Keeva turned her phone off. “My ears need a rest. It’s like no one heard a word we said.”

Damián was still on the line. “When I hollered Guardians of the Galaxy, I was thinking more about the soundtrack, to be honest,” he said. “I see that seventies vibe as our signature sound. The real name is Guardians of the 13th Moon.” He mouthed, I just made that up, isn’t it a fab name? to the others, and continued his conversation with whomever was on the phone. “What? No, I didn’t particularly want to be a guardian. Why? Because the job description is in the title. So? So, people expect things, like guarding, and quite frankly, I have barely a minute as it is… Me? I work at Whoops a Daisy, the flagship florist in Golem, offering a premier floral service from our team of hard-working, highly creative professionals. I’m the manager.” He winked cheekily at Dulcie.

“Who are you talking to?” she asked in alarm.

He held the phone to his chest. “The Witching Times. They’re calling from London. Apparently, we’re a big splash.” 

Leaving Dulcie to sputter in peace, he went back to the phone. “Sorry, must dash. It’s an absolute hullabaloo down here. Toodles.” He ended the call with relish and swung his chair to face them. “Can I be press officer once we start allotting Guardian roles? Isn’t our new name the greatest?” 

“Well, I suppose it’s accurate, but you should have asked us first,” Astral said. “It’s a collective, after all.”

“Oh.” Damián sighed, crestfallen, but quickly brightened. “But it’s still fab, right? The Guardians of the 13th Moon.” His hands framed the words as if it were a neon Hollywood movie sign.

“How do you put up with him?” Keeva asked Dulcie. “I’d have throttled him within the first five minutes of any working day.”

“Our mothers are cousins,” Dulcie stated glumly. “It’s bad form to strangle family.”

“The Witching Times is the least of our worries.” Astral rested her head in her hands. “I can’t believe this whole thing started only a week ago at the last gathering. Time has no meaning anymore. Every twenty-four hours spawns a new nightmare.” She thought again about Riff-Raff. She should probably go into the barn and find out if he stayed. And why wasn’t her mother here? If Riff-Raff could turn up, surely she could?

“No one has an inkling of the danger they’re in,” Keeva said. “Is anyone even listening to us? This is a thankless task.” She sounded tired. “I feel like the entertainment officer on the Titanic.”

“Martha Briarwood and Tallulah Spinner are on board and heading for the lifeboats, I’m happy to say,” Astral reported. She was glad about that, because she’d been especially anxious for her grandma’s old friends. They’d been among the first to call and accept the offer to join The Guardians unquestioningly. Their reassurances that her grandma would be proud boosted Astral to orbital heights, if only momentarily.

“She always said you were her special girl, and here you are proving it,” Martha had said, and Astral could feel her pride all the way down the telephone line.

“Delia Dell is also in,” Dulcie added.

“Brilliant. Wasn’t she one of Magdalene’s crew?” Keeva asked.

“Yes, but she’s been unhappy for a while. It took a chicken to bring her to her senses, she said. She didn’t like the way Magdalene’s spell made her feel.”

“Good for her.” Keeva took another drink of scotch. “A sensible young Dogwitch, if ever I saw one. I wish more of Magdalene’s pack would start thinking for themselves.”

Astral’s phone buzzed by her elbow. Wearily, she held it to her ear without even looking at the number. “Hello?” 

“You bitch. How dare you throw a rooster at my mother? There’ll be consequences. You’ve not heard the end of this, you cow.” The caller hung up, but she had sounded vaguely familiar.

Astral stared at the number but she didn’t recognise it. “Anyone know this number?” She held up her phone screen. 

“Erigone Bacchanalia,” Dulcie said with a twist of her lips. 

“Thought so.” Astral was beyond caring. She’d been verbally battered all evening. She really ought to follow Keeva’s lead and turn off her phone.

“Did she give you an earful?” Keeva asked in sympathy.

“She thinks I deliberately threw Riff-Raff at Magdalene. She’s threatening consequences.”

“There’ll be consequences soon enough,” Dulcie said, disinterested. “And not the type she expects. Poor little ex-rich girl.”

“Erigone wasn’t at the gathering,” Astral said thoughtfully. “At least, I didn’t see her. Did any of you?” General consensus concluded Erigone had indeed been absent. “So how did she know Riff-Raff attacked Magdalene?”

“Somebody probably told her,” Dulcie said. “If not Magdalene herself.”

“More importantly, can she flout coven directives like that and not turn up to a gathering?” Keeva asked. “We were all meant to attend.”

“Perhaps Magdalene didn’t want her daughter to see her publicly humiliated, so she exempted her,” Astral suggested. 

“The Curdle pride runs as deep as the Curdle cunning.” Bitterness laced Dulcie’s tone. “And Magdalene was more than prepared for us. The real humiliation was the coven trying to outrun chickens.”

“The Curdle pride runs as deep as its pockets,” Keeva corrected, glowering. “And both will be emptied soon enough.” 

“Perhaps Magdalene wants to protect Erigone,” Damián said.

Keeva looked surprised, then agreed. “You may have a point there. From the start, she’s kept Erigone well away from coven business.”

“Meaning, she always knew the coven could go tits up,” Dulcie added. “So much for sisterhood, never mind wicca-hood. We were all expendable in the end.”

They sat in silence, contemplating the fathomless depths of Magdalene’s betrayal. Astral stared forlornly at her glass. Unbidden, a memory of Abby sitting here with them flashed through her mind. She grimaced and took a sip of her malt, as if that would somehow burn the thought away. It didn’t work and she hated that even in a time like this, just a thought of Abby warmed her in ways that were surely inappropriate for the circumstances, especially since Abby was partially responsible for the dissolution of her coven. 

“Erigone’s mother financed her shop,” Damián said, breaking the quiet.

Dulcie frowned. “How do you know that? Are you a friend of hers or something?”

“More of a hanger-on.” He shrugged and toyed with the towel draped turban style around his wet hair. “But I overheard that’s what happened. It’s well known in her circle.” 

Astral looked at him. “I thought her shop made a mint.” 

“Doesn’t mean Mummy can’t help,” Dulcie said, sarcastic.

Keeva set her glass back on the table. “Except it wasn’t her money to give. Erigone has a lot to lose if her mother hits dirt. No wonder she’s frothing.”

Something occurred to Astral. “Bacchanalia. Why didn’t she hold to her mother’s name?”

“Rebellion?” Keeva said with a shrug. “Other witches buck the tradition of taking the name of their mothers.”

“But not many, and it’s not as if the Curdles are nobodies.”

“She’s named for her father. He’s an immortal. Magdalene’s snobby like that,” Dulcie said.

“I heard she met him in a wine bar,” Damián said, and Astral snorted and dissolved into giggles, Keeva and Dulcie right behind her.

“What?” he looked at each of them, confused. “What’s so funny?”

“Wine…bar,” Keeva wheezed and Astral nearly fell out of her chair as another round of laughter hit her.

“Oh, thank you for that, Damián,” she finally managed. “I desperately needed a belly laugh.” Her phone rang again. “I really need to switch this off,” she muttered, wiping her eyes. Another unrecognised number. Well, it couldn’t get much worse. She answered. “Hello?”

“Ms Projector.” Abby Black’s clipped tone brought her upright in her seat. “You did not come into work today. Are you ill?”

Astral dropped her phone on the table then scrabbled to retrieve it. “Ah, uh, no. I don’t work for you anymore.”

Dulcie raised her eyebrows but Astral stood and stalked out of the kitchen, even as the line was silent.

Abby spoke again. “We have a contract with your agency.” 

“I’m afraid you don’t. You had a Cuckoo spell from my ex-coven. My agency will have no record of such a position because it never existed.”

“Nevertheless, Mister Mor is adrift without you. I cannot work with his level of incompetence.”

Astral rolled her eyes at this attempt to manipulate her. 

Abby didn’t say anything else for a bit, and Astral envisioned her sitting at her desk, both foreboding and intriguing, as she mulled something over. “Would you consider a permanent position at Black and Blacker, then? I could make it worth your while. We have an excellent benefits package.”

She almost dropped her phone again. “Are you mad?” Astral bit out the words. “You destroyed my coven. I would never work for you in a million years, no matter how good your benefits package.”

“You might find I requisition you after the thirteenth day of the thirteenth moon.”

How rude. So what if she was Death? Anger tightened in her chest. “That won’t happen,” she said, more than a little smug about it.

“Indeed, it can,” Abby continued in the same measured tone. “You’ll officially become a hireling of Hellbent Incorporated and I can easily commandeer you. By joining now, you come on board under your own terms. It’s an offer worth considering.”

“Too late.” Astral delivered her whammy. “I’m no longer indentured to The Plague Tree Coven. I am now a founding member of The Guardians of the Gal—The Guardians,” she corrected herself. Even with her slight blunder, it felt good to say it, if not quite to Abby’s face, then into her ear directly. “The paperwork is in place and a new subsidiary coven has been formed as of this evening.”

She gleefully fanned her face with the bakery receipts signed by Old Mother Worriwort, among which resided the documentation drawn up for their new coven, now legitimately, if inadvertently, signed by the most senior of Crones, blind drunk as she’d been.

“We operate under an independent administration and are effectively absolved from any existing contractual obligations associated with the parent coven.” She sounded very triumphant, but she didn’t care. She’d had enough of all of this, including the shenanigans at Black and Blacker, with their diabolically long contracts that had entrapped so many.

“I see. So, the article in this evening’s Witching Times is accurate, for once.” She sounded like someone who had already corroborated the facts and was not pleased at the outcome.

“My advice is for you to concentrate on your princess, Ms Black, and leave coven business to us. We’re not to blame for Magdalene Curdle lying to you so she could get her hands on our money. Did it ever occur to you that she hasn’t a clue about the whereabouts of any princesses and you’ve been duped?”

“Oh, I think she has a clue all right—”

It was Astral’s turn to hang up on someone, and it felt good, though maybe a little bold.

“Look at me slapping that thang down,” she muttered as she switched off her phone and turned back to the kitchen. All three of her friends were standing in the doorway, staring at her.

“Did you just…hang up on Death?” Dulcie said, eyes wide. 

Keeva shook her head. “That might not end well.” 

“Drama,” Damián said softly.

Astral brushed past them into the kitchen. “She’s insufferable and she helped destroy our coven. Also, we’re in the news, thanks to Mister ‘too cool for witching school’ over there.” She gestured at Damián, who preened.

“I’ll look it up.” Dulcie buried her nose in her smartphone. 

Astral slumped into a chair at the table, still angry but also strangely sad. She probably wouldn’t see Abby again and the thought left her empty in ways she hadn’t expected.

“Should we talk to anyone else?” Keeva asked as she joined her.

“No. We can do no more.” And she was exhausted, like everybody else no doubt was. “We’ve given our sisters all the information we have, and we’ve created a place of sanctuary. It’s up to them to join the dots. Meantime, I’ll draw up membership forms so the few we have can sign up quickly. And we need to divvy out the roles within our coven. And, no, Damián, you cannot be press officer.”

“But…Witching Times,” he said in protest.

“We’re on the front cover.” Dulcie held up her phone for them to see. The headline said, “Hullabaloo in Golem” followed by “Plague Tree Coven in Powersnatch!” There was also a sidebar column attributed to Magdalene Curdle. “I’ve never seen such cruelty to chickens!” it read.

“Holy Hec. She’s gone and grabbed the media,” Keeva muttered.

“But I grabbed it first,” Damián said with a huff.

Astral made a disgusted noise. “The press are a shifty lot. And the Curdles are powerful.”

“Oh, look,” Dulcie said to Damián. “You’re quoted on page two.” She read aloud, “‘I’ve barely a minute to save people,’ said Daniel Muck, spokes-witch for the Guardians of the Galaxy, bringing premier new sounds to Golem.” She glared at him.

“Definitely no press office for you,” Keeva said flatly. “You can’t even promote your own name, never mind a revolution.”

“I was misquoted.” Damián flounced into one of the other chairs.

“It’s called politics. Welcome to the big league, Daniel.” Dulcie squeezed one of his shoulders. “Now go pour another round of whiskey.”

“Hear, hear,” Keeva said in approval. “So, should we think about coven offices?”

“I vote Dulcie for our High Priestess,” Astral said before Damián could offer any more of his ideas.

“Seconded,” Keeva said.

“Me, too,” Damián shouted from the drinks tray. “And Keeva for Old Mother Worriwort.”

“Oi!”

Dulcie and Astral broke into giggles.

“I don’t think we can replicate every position,” Dulcie said after her laughter subsided. “There are only four of us. As long as we can call on all the cardinal points and on all the elements, we should be okay to make a Circle.”

“And we’ll make it work.” Keeva looked from her to Astral as Damián brought more drinks.

“Cheers to that.” They toasted each other and settled in for an evening of laughter and chatting, deliberately trying to push their troubles away for at least one evening.

Astral laughed along with her friends, fighting the odd thought where she delved into images of Abby Black. She really needed to stop thinking about her. It was ridiculous, to think anyone as cold and calculating as that could feel anything for anyone. Scorching kiss notwithstanding, of course. 

“To tomorrow and all it might bring,” Dulcie called for another toast.

Astral raised her glass, glad for the supportive company in the midst of all this upheaval. They’d see what tomorrow brought soon enough.

 

*

 

Abby pursed her lips and stared at her phone, as if she were willing it to ring. Cheeky, this Ms Projector, hanging up on her like that. She supposed she couldn’t blame her, since it was undoubtedly jarring to lose one’s centuries-old coven in a contractual obligation that she had no idea had even been negotiated.

She found it all rather…sad?

Absurd. She was Death, and eminently pragmatic about all matters pertinent to the circle of life and all that. Everything came and went. Empires, kings, and civilisations, all fell before her. Even ancient covens outlived their use. It was a natural progression. Time and decay allowed for the new, for rebirth.

But she couldn’t shake it, the pall of sadness that seemed to hover over her. She leaned back in her chair and contemplated the ceiling, a very un-Death-like thing to do, but these past few days had been a little out of the ordinary, even for the business she was in.

Her task was to return a princess to Hades, and if that could not be accomplished, then The Plague Tree Coven was forfeit as per contract. Astral was supposed to have been that princess, but it became pretty clear within a short time that she simply wasn’t a daughter of the Lord of the Underworld, contrary to certain information.

Abby sighed, another decidedly un-Death-like thing to do. 

It simply would not do, this continued interest she harboured for a cherubic, frizzy-haired, Fireside witch. She had a business to run, and paperwork to file. The order of things depended, to an extent, on her.

A knock at her door interrupted her brooding. 

“Come,” she said, and it opened, tentative. Fergal leaned in. 

“Ye wanted to see me, Ms Black?” he said in a shaky voice. 

“I’m afraid Ms Projector won’t be returning to the office…at this time.” She included the qualifier against her better judgment.

“Oh.” He managed to inject the most mournful tone into that one word.

“And I will have to make some decisions about staffing, Mister Mor.”

He blanched. “Er, if that’s all, Ms Black?” 

“Yes.”

He retreated and closed the door softly behind him.

A Reconciliations and now a Compliance team down. Her office was a mess. All of this could be solved if Astral would just come back, but this new coven situation may actually prevail. Now that she was no longer beholden to The Plague Tree, Astral didn’t need to have any further dealings with Black and Blacker.

Or with her.

Witch nice, came Shucky’s rumble in her head.

“How is it she can hear you?”

She listen, he said, as if it were the most obvious thing in the world. Glees, he added, wistful.

Abby started to retort but in an extremely un-Death-like thing to do, she smiled instead at this most frustrating situation.

We get glees?

“Maybe later.”

Shucky made a discontented noise at her hedging, but she couldn’t bring herself to treat the situation with Astral as final. At least not yet. No matter what might happen. And that was the most un-Death-like thing about it.
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Chapter 13

 

The next day, Astral was awoken by Riff-Raff’s crowing and she sat up in bed, so glad to hear him. He’d stuck around. Did it mean Myriad was close by? Or was it that Riff-Raff simply felt beholden to protect the family property? Either way, it boosted her mood and confidence, and this morning she’d need it. She marked the rooster’s return with an extra bucket of kitchen greens for the chickens, though the welcome home party was ramraided by the ducks.

Next came a long breakfast of freshly made pancakes, eggs, and a gallon of coffee. She tried to make it leisurely, but all the events of the past few days settled on her like a cloak of sorrows. Borage usually joined her once the smell of cooking outweighed the comfort of wherever he had ensconced himself for the night. He had several burrow-holes throughout the house and rotated them in some obtuse feline fashion that Astral failed to grasp. She was secretly relieved he wasn’t a snuggler, because sharing her bed with Borage would not be a comfort.

He did finally appear around eight thirty, tail whipping and whiskers quivering with indignation, and this before he spied the diet biscuits in his dish. Astral ignored him.

She was too preoccupied with other things, including her shopping list, to care. “Keeva says you need to lose weight, so diet biscuits it is. Suck ’em up, Captain Crunch.”

Your grave will be my litter tray.

“And good morning to you, too,” Astral shot back. She was in no mood for him today.

Shopping list now completed, Astral poured another coffee. She was loitering and she knew it, and she also knew why. This would be her first foray into the village since the very public split in The Plague Tree. Golem was a witching village and while not everyone was a practitioner, most households were in some way connected to the coven and its work.

“Okay, Borage.” Astral collected her shopping basket and purse. “I’m off to town. Wish me luck.”

They’ll hang you from a lamppost like a Christmas bauble. He cast her a dark look from where he hunkered by his untouched breakfast, as if wishing alone could turn it into pâté de foie gras.

“I see your holiday spirit has arrived.” She left him with his diet biscuits and drove her Mini Cooper into town. It was easy to find a parking spot near the square. Golem was already lively with early bird Saturday shoppers, and she wanted to make this outing as normal as possible. Perhaps it would help clear her head.

First on her shopping list was Take Your Leaf, the local greengrocers, where she needed to get potatoes, beets, carrots, and kale. The shop was as crowded as usual, but the buzz of conversation fell away once she set foot in the door. She quickly placed her order and was brusquely served. The air brewed with disapproval. Astral grabbed her purchases and stalked out with her slightly frizzy head held high. Outside on the pavement, she drew a firm breath. This was her home and there was no way that Magdalene’s supporters were going to bully her. She ran her eye down her list. The butcher’s shop was next.

The same cold reception greeted her in The Cloven hoof. She was glad to exit five minutes later with her brown paper packages in her shopping basket, fretting about how demoralising it was that no one wanted to talk openly about the previous night. A blanket of hostility had been thrown over the event instead, letting no light in.

Next door was Butter Beware, the local bakery. All she needed to do here was hand in the receipts signed by Old Mother Worriwort. It would be the last time she’d do this for The Plague Tree Coven, and melancholy gripped her as she handed over the papers.

Gina Biscotti, the owner and a sister Fireside witch, who was not part of any coven but a solo practitioner, gave her the dagger-eye and practically snatched the paperwork out of her hand.

“Your grandmama be ashamed,” Gina snapped in her broad Milanese accent.

Astral bristled. “Read the contract and you’ll see where the shame lies.”

“Not my business to look at Magdalene’s private things.”

“Time’s running out, Gina. At least inform yourself before your friends and neighbours inadvertently make a life-changing mistake.” She left and closed the door behind her with a haughty tinkle. Why were people so complacent? Didn’t they understand the peril they were in?

“You!” The call came from behind. “Stop right there.”

Holy Hecate, I’m about to be accosted in the street! Borage was right. Astral turned. There was no mob on the pavement. Rather, a few yards away, an irate Erigone imperiously beckoned from the doorway of her jewellery shop.

Astral dithered but only for a split second. She’d never felt comfortable in Erigone’s presence, not since schooldays when Erigone grew breasts before everyone else and then further matured into a class A bitch. However, this was the market square and a very public place and Astral was damned if she’d be called to heel like some puppy. With as much bravado as she could muster, she strolled nonchalantly over with what she hoped was a cool smile on her face.

“And good morning to you, Erigone.”

Wordlessly, Erigone swept into The Shrine, apparently expecting Astral to follow. She did, if only to avoid more scrutiny outside.

The marble interior was muted and cool, its glass shop counters resting on rough-hewn rock carved from the local chalklands. The décor came across as minimalist yet classic, all crisp, clean lines. The Shrine was appropriately named because it looked like a Grecian temple and hinted at Erigone’s paternal lineage. Strategic lighting reflected off hundreds of multifaceted diamonds. Some large, some small, some mounted in jewellery, others sold loose. All nestled on black velvet beds under plate glass.

“Don’t play that with me.” Erigone went on the offensive. “I can tell by your hair turban you’re shaking in your cheap shoes.” She flicked Astral a hard look. Her electric blue gaze blazed a thousand volts of outrage. “You sneaky little bitch. If you think by discrediting my mother, you’ll ruin my business, you can think again.”

Astral found a hidden reservoir of courage and outrage. “Now, just a minute, I think you’ll find it’s Magdalene who has bankrupted—never mind discredited—us all.”

A movement by the registrar from a bust of what Astral presumed to be a Grecian goddess attracted her attention. Its features were made in the likeness of Erigone, and a thick, lustrous silver coil necklace draped around the bust’s décolletage caught the light with a subtle shimmer. It moved. She was sure of it. She stared, mistrusting her own eyes, but the necklace slowly squirmed against the cool marble, repositioning the drape of its silvery coils.

As if sensing her stare, a slim, diamond-pointed head reared from the bust and it hissed delicately but dangerously, straight at her. Astral shivered at Sleekit, Erigone’s silver snake familiar. Sleekit always made her skin crawl. She could make herself threadlike and gleaming, and squeeze into the tightest spaces. Alternatively, she could bloat to the size of a boa, a dull, leaden rope of pure muscle. In either form, she was capable of inflicting great damage. Her presence elevated Astral’s stress levels. She needed to get out of The Shrine and find Dulcie.

“You attacked her. It was all over the news.” Erigone pointed at a copy of last night’s The Witching Times sitting on the countertop.

“Your mother tried to hex me and the property reacted,” Astral answered stiffly. “It chose chickens to defend itself. She’s lucky a rafter didn’t land on her head.”

“Is that a threat?”

She snorted. “No. Why would I want to hurt Magdalene? We already know what she’s been up to.”

“You attempted a power snatch and now everyone sees the Projectors for the power-hungry harpies they are.”

Astral laughed mirthlessly. “You have no idea what she’s done, have you?” She shook her head. This was pointless unless Erigone read the contract. “The proof of her misuse of the coven pension fund was handed out last night, and that’s only the half of it. Your mother’s the one who’s so power-hungry, she sold us out.”

“Liar. You’ve never forgiven her for taking over the coven. You expected to be High Priestess when your grandmother died, except you’re such a useless witch that no one would vote for you. And why is that exactly?”

What an odd question, about her lack of powers. Astral was unsure how to respond, so she blustered. “That’s ridiculous. I’ve never wanted to be High Priestess, and for someone who’s not once shown any interest in the coven, you’re suddenly very opinionated.”

“Black and Blacker mishandled their contractual obligations and Mother’s going to sue them.” Erigone hit back. “The Curdle’s aren’t going to roll over on this.”

“Good luck to her,” she shot back, sarcastic. “In a few days, Hellbent Incorporated will be your mother’s new boss. Let’s see her sue then.” She turned to go.

“This pension crap is all a ploy,” Erigone said. “We know you’re cosying up to Abby Black to try and steal the coven away.”

The accusation hit her in a way she didn’t expect. What did Erigone or Magdalene know about her dealings with Abby Black?

“I went to Black and Blacker to look for a fund-stealing critter. Your mother sent me there herself. I found out instead that Magdalene was the critter.”

Erigone glared at her and from the counter, so did Sleekit. “That makes no sense. Why did she send you there at all?”

Astral glared back, trying to maintain some semblance of control. Erigone had picked up the only flaw in Magdalene’s logic. “Perhaps that’s a question you should ask her.” Indeed, the question had bothered her for a while. Why send her to Black and Blacker when Magdalene could have easily blamed Old Mother Worriwort or some other lackey for mishandling the finances? It wasn’t even the High Priestess’s job to monitor finances. That was under the Grand Dames’ remit.

“You Projectors think you run everything around here and if you can’t have it, you’ll destroy it.”

“I’m tired of arguing. Three days, Erigone. Then we’ll see what’s what.” She walked out into a soft winter sunlight that failed to warm her after the chilled confines of Erigone’s shop. She headed across the square to Whoops a Daisy, seeking respite. Dulcie would make them both a nice cup of tea and Astral would tell her all about Erigone and Gina Biscotti, and how rude and stupid everyone was. Doubtless, Dulcie would have stories of her own, so they could share their woebegones.

But Whoops a Daisy was shut. The “Closed” sign dangled behind the glass door. It was not like Dulcie to miss work. Was she ill? Had something awful happened? Surely, she would call her if there was a problem.

Despite her agitation, the need for restorative tea did not diminish. Rather, Astral needed a sit-down-and-ponder more than ever. She turned on her heel towards The Big Bus. She would call Dulcie from there and find out what was going on.

“A pot of Assam with a lemon wedge, please, and some hobnobs.” After she gave her order, she looked for a spot by the window. The Big Bus was chock-full of Saturday shoppers. Astral decided to move to the top floor, which was a little less busy. She found a quiet table but before she could settle, she saw a man slumped in the corner, an untouched coffee cup sitting before him and The Witching Times masking his face. Luckily, the headlines had moved on from Golem’s travesties, so Astral didn’t feel too uneasy staring at the front page. What drew her attention were the chunky gold rings on each pinkie finger of the hands gripping the paper.

“Fergal?” she said, shocked.

The newspaper dropped and she was staring into the wretched countenance of Fergal Mor.

“Astral?” He sounded delighted. A crooked smile creased his rubicund face. “Haven’t I been lookin’ fer ye all over, sweetheart. For such a piddlin’ wee place, sure yer hard to find.” His words were bright and breezy, but dark desperation marred his stare.

Astral grabbed her tray and slid into his booth to sit opposite him. “What on earth are you doing here?” Had Abby Black the temerity to send a messenger? And what a coward, not showing up herself.

“I’m on the lam from Black and Blacker,” he said, dropping his voice to a whisper. Close up, his words were laced with whiskey. A hip flask peeked out from his inner pocket. No wonder his coffee went untouched. “And the evil harpy runnin’ it. She’s got it in fer me, Astral. She’ll kill me before another week’s out.”

Last week, Astral would have put this outburst down to Fergal’s copious capacity for self-pity and drink. But now that she knew Abby Black was Death, she listened with new ears.

“What do you mean?” Did he know the poignancy of his own words?

“Abaddon,” Fergal cried, “She’s Abaddon. Angel of the Abyss. Death the Despoiler. Keeper of the Book of the Dead. She who perishes all that was, all that is, and all that will be.” 

“Okay, then.” Apparently, he did know.

His head sank onto the table. “She’s pissed at me, Astral. Life’s been nothing but a shitty shovel since you left.” He blubbered into his tweed sleeves.

“It was only two days ago.” This could still be a trap. Astral had not had a very trust-inspiring morning and could easily have blubbered right along with him.

“Feels like two years.” He let loose with a long, wet sigh.

“How did you know where to find me?”

His answer was to tap The Witching Times with a moist finger.

“Ah.” Not good. Who else could find her? Not that there hadn’t been an outlandish stream of visitors already. Hellhounds, an evil High Priestess, and Death herself. What did it matter that the Compliance team lead should show up wailing?

“Fergal,” she said gently, “I’m not going back. My time with Black and Blacker is over.”

“Urgh.” He clawed for her hands and hung on like a drowning man. “Don’t leave me, Astral,” he begged. “You’re the only one with a noggin of wit, and Abby knows it. She needs help with them contracts. People are always trying to slip out of their deals with the Devil.”

“I’m sorry, but I can’t help you, Fergal. Abby has already asked, and I said no.” She did, however, enjoy a little bit of satisfaction that Abby needed her. Needed her help, she quickly self-corrected.

“I’m a goner,” he wailed. He extracted a huge linen handkerchief from his pocket to wipe at his watery eyes. “Sanctuary.” His cry caught her off guard.

“How do you mean?”

He slapped the newspaper. “You’re a Fireside witch, and according to this, you’ve set up a sanctuary. Fireside witches can’t refuse those in need. Everyone knows that.”

“Well, actually we—”

“Please, Astral. I’ll be buried in me brogues before another day’s out if ye don’t help yer old pal. Sanctuary,” he cried again, attracting attention from other tables.

“Shush.” Old pals? She’d known him for less than a week. “I haven’t set up a sanctuary. I’m a founding member of a subsidiary to The Plague Tree Coven. The newspaper got it wrong.”

“I want to join.”

“Fergal, you can’t. You’re not a witch.”

“I’m a magical being. It doesn’t all have to be witches,” he stated firmly.

He was right. Rare as it was, otherworldly beings could join a coven, though usually for the short term, like if there was a magical quest or something along those lines that needed doing. That was not the situation here and Astral wondered how to break it to him. “Wait. What do you mean, you’re a magical being?”

“I’m a leprechaun.”

Astral blinked. It took her a moment to realise she hadn’t spoken out loud. “What?” How had she missed that?

“Leprechaun. Look.” He delved in his jacket pocket and poured a fistful of gold coins onto the table. He reached in again and brought out another handful, followed by another and another. His pockets were bottomless. The clatter of coins brought new attention from surrounding tables. “I’m rollin’ in it. Money here, there, everywhere. It’s me charm.” 

“Stop that.” Astral pushed the coins back at him. “I can’t believe you were the critter.” It explained a lot. A lust for wealth, the money bags under his desk, his love of ugly gold jewellery. 

“We’re all critters,” he said, “You’re a critter, too. You’re a witch, after all. Abby told us a wee witch was coming and we had to be nice and keep you busy.”

Astral stared at him, stunned. Abby had known she was coming? Magdalene had well and truly set her up, but why? This plot grew more tentacles by the minute.

“Save me, Astral. Ye gotta save me. Please.”

“How did you get here?” she asked, expecting rainbows, or hopping out of a crock of gold.

“Taxi.”

Well, he wasn’t going anywhere. She reached for her bag. Time to call Dulcie—the reason she came to the café in the first place.

“Damn.” She dug through the contents. No phone. She’d left it at home. Hecate only knew who had been trying to contact her. She thought about Whoops a Daisy closed on a Saturday morning. There’d been trouble, and she’d been out of reach. She gathered her shopping bags and stood, her tea forgotten.

“Come with me,” she told Fergal. It was paramount she find Dulcie. Maybe she should swing past her house. “Hurry.” She hauled him up by the arm. “Something’s not right.”

As she stumbled down the staircase, the thought occurred, if Abby had known all along she was a witch, then the Cuckoo spell had never worked on her. Or the mirror spell. 

This was all extremely confounding. Then again, was anything right these days? She hurried out of the Big Bus, Fergal at her heels.

 

*

 

Fergal sat quietly in the car as instructed while Astral ran to Dulcie’s door. Her knock went unanswered and a quick peek through the front and back windows confirmed no one was home.

“Are ye worried fer yer wee pal?” he asked when she pulled away from the kerb and headed east.

“Sort of,” Astral admitted. “It’s not like her to drop off the radar. Then again, she might be ringing me off the hook, for all I know,” she said fretfully, and gunned her car down the country roads towards the Projector farm.

“Bejesus, but it’s a pretty place ye have here,” Fergal said as she parked outside the barn.

“Inherited. Been in the family for yonks. Here.” She handed him a sack of groceries and grabbed her shopping basket. “Come around to the kitchen door. Oh, I almost forgot. Welcome to the Projector home, joy be with our kith and kin. Blessed be.”

“Thank ye. Yer a wee darlin’.”

Inside, she placed a full kettle on the stovetop and headed for the dresser, where her phone was charging.

“Oh, bugger.” Her screen was full of missed calls. Each one from Dulcie was echoed a minute later by a call from Damián. They’d been calling her in tandem. She speed-dialled Dulcie at once, indicating for Fergal to sit. “Make yourself at home.”

Home for Fergal meant immediately orientating towards the drinks cupboard, and whether led by his nose or some special leprechaun magic, she was unsure. She did know that the whiskey bottle he’d selected was her best. Her scowl dropped away when Damián picked up her call.

“Oh,” she said, confused. “I thought I’d dialled Dulcie.” 

“You did. This is her phone. I’m holding it for her. We’ve been trying to get you for ages. Where have you been?” He sounded off. Very off.

“Out. What’s going on?”

“Oh, Astral.” She recognised the problem with his voice, he’d been crying. “We’re at Keeva’s surgery. Merryman’s dead.”

 

*

 

Abby tapped her fingernails irritably on Fergal’s desk. He was not there to hear her usually ominous habit when he should have been. He was not shaking in his shiny little brogues, either. Instead, he’d clearly decided on yet another leisurely start to the day. It didn’t matter that it was Saturday morning. Fergal Mor was not allowed a weekend of leisure, and the piece of tat in her hand trying to pass itself off as a business document was the reason why.

He had failed to deliver even one piece of competent work since he took over as Compliance lead. He was an absolute disgrace. She suspected his drinking buddies had covered for him when he fronted Dividends, and riding high on the deceit, he’d been stupid enough to accept a promotion for a job he had no idea how to do.

In the kitchen, the kettle burbled to a boil, accompanied by Ping’s off-key singing. Ping didn’t mind coming in on a Saturday, thus making her punishment for losing Black Shuck ineffective. Abby would have to think of an alternative, dastardly comeuppance, a task that would be the only light relief of her whole damned week.

She sank into Fergal’s chair and stared dejectedly at the desk opposite, contemplating why her mood had soured. Ms Projector—Astral—had left it spic and span. Another clue missed. Who tidied their desktop to within an inch of its life on an innocent workday? It was obvious she had been planning to bolt.

Astral Eugenie Clementine Projector. What a name. What a conundrum.

Abby loved conundrums. People seldom puzzled her. They were shallow, greedy, and often prepared to sell the souls of their grandmothers for any old worldly trash. Power, wealth, fame. They gorged on materialism, assuming that’s what fuelled life, and in doing so, starved their souls literally to death.

Humanity was stupid. It fell for every trap she set. No one eluded Death’s snare—except maybe for Miss Shine— and Astral Eugenie Clementine Projector was responsible for that as well, making her a very mysterious witch.

Abby knew Astral held a secret. She could smell it. Yes, the charming pageant of clumsy magic, misplaced bravado, and sincere intentions was entertaining—appealing, even— but in no way did it distract Abby from her goal—the recovery of Princess Molotova.

She bit back a wry smile. Witches were a wily, duplicitous lot at best, and with the creation of this new coven, there would be intense infighting, because witches fought dirty.

A phone rang. Not unusual for an empty office, even on a Saturday morning. This was a mobile phone, however.

“Yello?” Ping answered far too cheerily.

Abby huffed and gathered her papers together. The morning was a washout, thanks to—

“Fergal! Where are you?” Ping continued chirping in the kitchen. “Ha, dream on. She’s in an even fouler mood…” There was a burp of rude laughter to whatever witticism Fergal had come up with, then, “Oh, she’s going to kill you. You’re joking. Really? Ask her if she can bake me some of those fudge fandangos, will you? I’ve been dreaming about them. What? Oh, no, that’s awful.”

Abby frowned. Fudge fandangos clearly indicated something to do with Astral. What exactly was awful?

Phone tucked under her chin, a coffee in one hand and a chocolate biscuit in the other, Ping emerged from the kitchen. Her eyes bugged when she saw Abby sitting at Fergal’s desk. “I’ll call you back.” She fumbled and cut the call off. 

“I trust Mister Mor is well?” Abby said in her coldest voice, the one that froze fish.

Ping blazed scarlet. “Um. Yeah. Or no. Um…”

Abby knew time and silence. They were old friends of hers. She also knew how torturous the two combined could be. She focused her unblinking gaze on Ping’s frightened, frozen face. The silence drew out, second after second, until the ticking of the wall clock drummed louder than the hammer of Ping’s rabbit heart. Abby felt the heat of its manic beat from across the room. The tension grew tighter, steelier with each tick. Abby broke it at precisely the right moment—before every tendon in Ping’s body snapped in two. 

“Where is he? Not that I need ask, thanks to your side order of fudge fandangos.”

Ping apparently choked on her own saliva because she made an ugly gurgling sound.

“He’s in Golem, isn’t he,” Abby stated flatly, feeling absurdly envious. “With Ms Projector. My question to you is why?” Black and Blacker had entered a delicate phase with the Curdle contract. She didn’t need Fergal Mor performing a drunken jig in the middle of everything.

There was also the fact that she would never again be invited inside Astral’s house, yet a total tosser like Fergal Mor could stroll right on in. Her stomach chilled until it was as frosty as her voice. She liked Astral’s house. It was cosy and…special, somehow. She’d enjoyed sitting at the kitchen table, sipping a mid-range cognac and chatting in the candle glow. There were very few spaces where Abby found she could relax and unwind and surprisingly, Astral’s house had been one of them.

“He’s run away,” Ping spluttered, her fealty to Fergal melting like the chocolate digestive in her fingers.

“Run away? What do you mean, run away? This isn’t boarding school.” Abby’s temper frayed. “He’s an adult.”

“He’s gone to see Astral. He wants her to come back to work—”

“Does anybody have a titter of wit around here? I’ve already asked her,” Abby said, raising her voice. “She said no.”

“Oh.” Ping took a huge swallow. “That’s unusual.”

She scanned Ping for signs of sarcasm but she seemed sincere enough, so she continued, though in a more contained manner. “Why does Fergal think he, of all people, can persuade Ms Projector to return to her former position when I can’t?” A sliver of hope grew that Fergal might just manage it. Could the stupid leprechaun actually pull it off? Jealousy and joy mingled uneasily in her chest.

“He hasn’t had a chance to talk to her yet.” Ping stumbled over what little information she possessed. “It’s all going on in Golem. Someone’s poisoning the familiars and—”

“What?”

“He said there’s big drama. Someone’s poisoned—” 

“Come.” Abby stormed for the exit. “You, with me. now.”

 

 

 

 




Chapter 14

 

The front door swung open to reveal an ashen-faced Dulcie. Damián hovered awkwardly at her side, an arm draped around her back, his fist frozen in a mid-air knock.

The house had sensed their approach and was responding with compassion to their distress. Astral ran to meet them and slowed when she saw how Dulcie clutched a small cardboard box to her chest. Her eyes were puffy and red-rimmed.

“Oh, Astral. I can’t believe it.” She broke into heaving sobs. 

Astral gathered her in her arms and helped her inside. Damián followed, his own eyes showing the ravages of tears. The door closed gently behind them. The grandfather clock gave a soft, solemn chime and the wallpaper muted to grey. All the house lights turned on, then dimmed to a warm-washed glow and the temperature rose to a comforting caress. The house was hugging them, too.

Borage slunk into the hall and regarded the box with a direful stare, then flattened his ears before slipping away. Astral led them to the kitchen, where Damián went to sort out the tea things while she settled Dulcie, the little box on the tabletop between them.

“What happened?” Astral asked quietly.

“We left the house this morning as usual. He flew out the door first and I went back inside, as I’d forgotten something. My scarf. And when I came outside, he was lying on the garden path.” Dulcie snuffled into her hankie. “He was struggling to breathe. His little chest was…” Fresh tears fell. “I jumped in the car and drove like a madwoman to Keeva’s.”

“She called me on the way, and I met her there.” Damián set a tea tray before them. He spoke softly. “Keeva’s locking up the surgery. She’s on her way over.”

“What did Keeva say was wrong with him?” Astral was still stunned, still struggling to grasp what had happened.

“Hexed,” Damián replied grimly.

“Oh, no.” Who would do such a terrible thing?

Dulcie pulled the box to her and sobbed over it. Damián gently rubbed her back, his face a rictus of sorrow and fury for the little bird. “Who’s he?” he nodded at Fergal, who was sitting wide-eyed in the corner sipping from his malt glass. 

“A runaway from Black and Blacker,” Astral said. “What kind of hex? Can Keeva trace it?”

Anger seethed inside her, mixed up with grief. It boiled over into toxicity. She wanted to hurt the person responsible for this, to hex them and see them suffer as Dulcie and Merryman had. Witches and their familiars were heart-bound to each other and only parted when a familiar decided it was time to jump back into the cauldron. Their spirits eventually regenerated into some other creature for some other witch. Merryman’s death, however, was different. It was untimely, unnatural, and a criminal thing—a rending apart of souls. Astral swore vengeance on the perpetrator. When her wand had been broken, the pain had been almost impossible. This…this was so much worse. Astral couldn’t imagine how her friend could bear it.

Footsteps crunched outside.

“That will be Keeva,” Damián said, and rose to open the door.

Instead, Abby Black swept into the kitchen like some version of Darth Vader stepping onto the Death Star. The fire in the stove blazed, then dimmed, and the room turned chilly. Fergal snorted whiskey through his nose and coughed.

“There has been a death,” she stated imperiously. 

“Well, you should know,” Astral replied, her temper finding a target.

“It is unofficial,” Abby continued, not looking at her. 

“Well, excuse us for not following your rules.”

Again, Abby avoided her gaze. “Where is the deceased?” 

“There, in the box.” Damián pointed at the table. 

“You’d think she’d recognise a coffin,” Astral said in a snippy tone. “And how come you can swan in here as if you own—”

“The doorstep ritual we performed on my first visit allowed me to set up a portal,” she said, finally addressing her directly. “Always a prudent thing to do.” She picked up the box, opened it, and glared at the contents.

There was a collective gasp and Astral made to snatch the box back when from inside came a scrabbling sound, then a tweet. Then Merryman groggily hopped onto the lip of the carton and looked around, a little wobbly. Abby held out a finger and he transferred over and immediately brightened.

“Merryman!” Dulcie pushed her chair back and stared at her sparrow in total shock, before her face creased into a huge, tearful smile.

“How did…” Astral stood stupefied in the middle of her own kitchen.

“If it is not on my To-Do list, then it is not sanctioned by Hellbent Incorporated,” Abby intoned, “making it an erroneous death and therefore correctible. Familiars are highly recyclable creatures but need to follow a strict due process. Today was simply not Merryman’s time.”

“Familiars have a shelf life?” Damián asked, bewildered. 

“All magical creatures do.” Abby carefully put her finger on the tabletop and Merryman hopped off. He let loose a warbling singsong and scuttled across to Dulcie, who swept him to her chest.

“Oh, my precious heart,” she whispered, and a teardrop splatted his tousled feathery head.

“Hellbent keeps a special eye on magical creatures. When they…jump…their innate magic is harvested, then redistributed into their new form.” Abby watched Dulcie and Merryman reunite, expression satisfied. “It is a tricky manoeuvre, so we tend to keep track of it.”

“But he died,” Astral said. “You couldn’t stop it.”

“It’s not my job to stop it. The human realm has built-in self-will. People can kill all they want. I carry off the appointed at a prearranged departure point. Murder is something I can’t legislate or control. That’s Ms Blacker’s department,” Abby said.

“It all sounds very haphazard,” Astral said with a frown.

“Ms Blacker is also known as War,” Abby continued. “There are three other horsemen, all trying to do the same thing—namely, despatch humanity. The overlap is appalling. And as for the paperwork… Meanwhile, I have to come behind and clean up everyone else’s mess. I’m the one with the real job.” She gave a desultory sniff.

“How did you know Merryman was dead?” Damián asked. “Is there an alarm?”

“Mister Mor kindly informed me,” Abby said. “In a roundabout manner.”

Fergal wilted into his chair.

A snuffling came from the back door. It pushed open and Lupin wandered in. He looked questioningly around the room, then carefully lumbered over to the fire, where, after a quick sniff at Fergal’s brogues, he slumped onto the hearth rug in what looked like a regency swoon.

“Sorry I’m late.” Keeva bustled in behind him. She carried a small cauldron and a bag of pungent herbs. Merryman’s funereal items. “I had to lock up shop—oh.” She stopped short when she saw Abby. Then a joyful tweeting from the kitchen table had her fixated on Merryman. “What the…”

“He’s back,” Dulcie said wetly. “Ms Black brought him back.”

“What the…” Keeva repeated, wide-eyed.

“Apparently, it wasn’t his time,” Astral said. “Ms Black has a strict schedule.”

“It was a hex.” Keeva came farther into the kitchen and shrugged off her coat. “It wasn’t his time because some fecker hexed him. Question is, who? The entire village has turned against us, after all. It could be Magdalene or any one of her posse of bitches.”

“You’re sure it was a hex?” Abby asked. Her brow knitted. 

Keeva snorted. “You think you can expose the likes of Magdalene Curdle as a crook, break up her coven, and walk away from it unscathed? Of course it was a hex. I treated him.”

“Ms Ping,” Abby called out to the yard.

“Ping’s here?” Astral asked, surprised. “Are you slyly moving the entire office to Golem?”

Abby raised an eyebrow and amusement sparked in her eyes. “Not a bad idea, actually.”

“I thought I made it very clear I’m not working for you anymore. Not even if you set up shop in my kitchen.”

“That’s unfortunate, as I rather enjoy your kitchen.”

Both Keeva and Damián’s eyes widened and they looked first at Abby, then at Astral, then back at Abby, and Astral’s insides warmed in wholly unexpected ways.

“You haven’t brought Iraldine with you, have you?” Astral asked.

“Of course not. This is not a matter that concerns her.” Her tone was brusque, and Astral caught a layer of impatience in it, too, and wondered if perhaps Abby had finally moved on from her. And if so…she stopped that line of thought.

Ping nervously peeped around the door, then sidled in. She flicked a rueful glance at Fergal, who took a huge slurp of whiskey in symbiotic sympathy, then she gave Astral a shy smile.

“Hi, Astral. Good to see you again.” Her greeting was accompanied with a quick, awkward wave. She looked unsure if she was welcome.

“Hello, Ping.” Astral was not unhappy to see her. She understood now that Ping, like herself, was a bit player in someone else’s far grander scheme. “Welcome to the Projector home, joy be with our kith and kin. Blessed be.”

“Get Magdalene Curdle over here now,” Abby said a split second after Astral had finished her greeting.

Ping turned on her heel and disappeared out the door, and Abby addressed the assembled.

“I’ll not have a witches’ war on my hands. That is not my department,” she said as she took a seat opposite Dulcie. “This situation gets sorted now. Have you any idea of the paperwork involved in a non-approved war? All I want is a princess. Find her and all will return to normal. Minus your funds, of course, but you can take that up with Magdalene.”

A chirp of agreement came from Dulcie’s cleavage, where Merryman had settled in for a snooze. Dulcie stroked his head with a fingertip. “If Magdalene was behind hexing him, I’ll gut her myself,” she said.

“Nor is Magdalene’s evisceration on my To-Do list,” Abby said. “There will be no fighting. This is Black and Blacker business, so please let me take care of it. Understood?” Her words were delivered in such a way that everyone nodded in ascent, including Fergal.

“Um, would you like a cup of tea?” Astral began to make a fresh pot. She needed to keep busy. Her hands were all a-tingle from the constant adrenaline rushes of the morning. And having Abby Black in her kitchen, even on official Death business, was far too unsettling.

Abby seemed surprised at the courtesy. “Yes, that would be nice.” She sounded pleased. “Thank you,” she added.

“It’s what witches do in a crisis,” Astral said curtly, then felt a little mean. She’d been rude to Abby since she’d shown up, and all she’d wanted to do was help. She busied herself making tea, and brought it to the table, where she served everyone.

“Thank you,” Abby said again as she picked up her cup and sipped. It was such a mundane, human thing to do that Astral smiled. A few minutes later, she smiled again because the conversation around the table flowed a lot easier than she’d thought it would, and Abby seemed truly relaxed, sipping and listening. Maybe she needed a vacation. Did Death do such things? Who stepped in if she needed to get away? Then she quickly shifted her gaze to Dulcie because Abby had caught her looking at her. Astral waited a bit, then snuck another glance at Abby, who was listening to something Keeva was saying to Fergal. The corner of her mouth curved upward in a slight smile and Astral really wanted to be someone who could make her do that.

Then she remembered. This was Death. She had to stop thinking about their kiss, because there would never be a repeat, and it was absurd of her to remain hung up on her. 

Magdalene Curdle arrived twenty minutes later just as Astral was clearing away the tea things. Ping ushered her through the kitchen door and stood sentry as the High Priestess took a seat. She looked uneasy but did her best to disguise it.

And, as usual, she was dressed immaculately, even for a summons from Death. She wore a grey wool pantsuit with a crisp white blouse and a signature diamond pendant, no doubt from Erigone’s collection. Her hair and makeup were perfect. She looked cool, composed, and pre-sharpened. Clearly ready for a fight. Syracuse wrapped around her ankles and flashed his pointed teeth.

“I had nothing to do with that hex,” she said as soon as she was seated, not even waiting for a word of accusation. “I know nothing about it.” She looked at Merryman nestled in Dulcie’s bra, fast asleep. “And for the record, I find it heinous, an attack on a familiar.”

“Yet you knew about it.” Damián’s voice had an edge Astral had never heard before, and she approved. She hadn’t ever heard him come to his cousin’s aid like this.

“The whole village is agog with the news,” Magdalene replied tartly. “It’s practically a declaration of war to hex a familiar, and as I said, I’ll have no part in it.”

Astral frowned, not sure if this was self-victimizing or self-aggrandizing. Either way, her responses came across as rehearsed. She glanced around the table and accidently locked onto Abby’s dark gaze, and for a moment, they shared another affinity, because the glint in her eyes indicated she wasn’t swallowing it, either. Abby held her gaze for what seemed a long time, until the floor under her feet seemed to tilt. Abby turned away and Astral felt an immediate release, followed by a sense of longing, as if she were missing something.

“What do you know?” Abby asked Magdalene, her voice quiet and dangerous.

“Only that the little bird took ill early this morning.” Magdalene’s intonations came across as rigid. “Then I heard it had jumped in the cauldron. Next thing I know, Ms Ping calls to collect me, and I arrive to find it…resurrected?”

Resurrected. Magdalene’s measure of the word made Astral’s hackles rise, as if she were implying that Abby had somehow overstepped in raising Merryman.

“That’s all I know,” Magdalene said. She placed her hands flat on the table. “This unfortunate situation has nothing to do with me.”

“I think it has quite a lot to do with you.” Abby pinned Magdalene with a hard stare. “The Plague Tree Coven is in disarray and has fractured into two opposing cells. Hardly an illustrious stewardship, and you its High Priestess.”

“Are you saying Black and Blacker had nothing to do with that?” Magdalene hit back. “When I was summoned here this morning, I didn’t think I’d stand accused of harming a…” She glanced over at the bundle in Dulcie’s blouse. “A sparrow. Isn’t there something else you should be focussed on?” There was a hint of desperation in her voice, something unsaid, and Astral once again remembered that Abby and Magdalene were operating in tandem and the victim was her coven. Magdalene had come expecting something, but what?

“This is about Merryman,” Astral snapped. “Black and Blacker business does not belong in this house.”

Magdalene snorted rudely.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” Astral demanded. The days of Magdalene demanding even a begrudging respect from her were long over.

“Can you deny your collusion with Black and Blacker, or do I have to be blunt,” Magdalene said.

“Please be blunt, as I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“You are having an affair with her,” Magdalene said triumphantly, and she pointed at Abby. “It’s the talk of the county.”

Astral gasped. So did Ping, Fergal, Keeva, and Dulcie. Damián squeaked. Abby, however, remained unreadable, though one of her eyebrows may have lifted a bit.

“Never,” Astral said, just as blunt, though her ears burned like cinders, and from the corner of her eye she could see Abby’s mildly amused expression. She turned to her friends for support. No one looked that shocked, surprised, or offended on her behalf, which was disconcerting. Damián, however, did look shamefaced.

“I may have said something to Erigone,” he confessed. “I’m sorry, but I needed to bask in her attention.”

“Well, there’s your source,” Astral said to Magdalene, waving a desultory hand at Damián.

“He said he was your press officer.”

Astral threw up her hands in exasperation. “As if.” 

Magdalene turned to Abby, rage flashing in her eyes. “Why are you dragging your heels while she destroys my coven?”

“That’s rich,” Astral  interrupted. “You embezzled our funds. And you stood by and let her.” She accused Abby. 

“Ms Curdle’s investment decisions were hers alone,” Abby said. “As High Priestess, she invoked the ancient right to deal with the accounts as she saw fit.”

“Yes. I was within my rights,” Magdalene insisted. “Old Mother Worriwort was clueless. The Grand Dames have no notion about short-term securities, index-linked funds, or even basic equities. The money just sat there.”

“Because Grandma Lettice ran our finances like a well-oiled machine,” Keeva said, words grinding out with her anger. “Her system worked fine until you stuck a wrench in it.”

“I saw opportunity for growth,” Magdalene insisted. 

“You saw your own fat wallet,” Keeva hit back. “You were skimming.”

“And you threw us under the bus in the process,” Astral snapped, nearly choking on her anger. “Trading a fairy princess in exchange for power? How ridiculous.”

“Enough, everyone,” Dulcie said. “You’re upsetting Merryman. He’s the real victim here. Up until this morning, we had a disagreement, but at least as witches, we were more or less civilised about it. The attack on him is what we need to concentrate on. Someone is acting outside normal coven conventions, and if Magdalene didn’t sanction it, then who did?”

Magdalene gave Dulcie a grave nod. “I would never allow it. I’m not a fool.”

“Someone did, and that someone was from Golem,” Dulcie said, “because a hex that powerful doesn’t travel well. He was attacked on his own doorstep by someone all of us probably know.”

“A hex that powerful needs a dark practitioner,” Keeva added.

Silence descended over the table at her pronouncement. 

“Can anyone hear that?” Damián asked a few seconds later, his head cocked, much like Lupin’s, who was also on the alert. They both stared curiously at the back door. Even Syracuse stilled his interminable wriggling to focus on it. 

“A sort of humming? Or maybe a whizzing sound, like a blender,” Damián said, spooked. “Surely, you can hear it?” 

Keeva frowned. “I can’t hear anything.”

The kitchen window exploded into fragments with a splintering crash and everyone ducked away, holding their arms up to protect themselves from flying glass. Except Abby, who sat as impassive as a rock.

Damián screeched and Lupin shot from the room like a missile. Syracuse bolted, but only for the far corner. When Astral dared to peek, a broomstick lay smoking in the middle of the kitchen floor. The twigs that made up its brush smouldered and filled the air with acrid fumes. Everyone else was frozen to the spot in disbelief.

“You’ve got mail,” Keeva finally said, and the room erupted into nervous laughter, with the exception of Abby, whose jawline tightened as she contemplated the mess.

Astral stooped to untie the parchment wrapped around the broom handle. No one sent broomsticks as message projectiles anymore, not since Alexander Graham Bell.

“It’s from Eve Wormrider,” she said, and scanned the contents, anxiety increasing with each line. “She says, in lieu of recent revelations concerning Magdalene Curdle, she—Eve Wormrider—has now been declared High Priestess of The Plague Tree Coven. She’s been freely voted into place on the promise of freezing all coven assets with immediate effect. Magdalene Curdle is duly expunged, and The Guardians of the 13th Moon, as a subsidiary of aforementioned coven, is heretofore annulled with all members duly charged with treason.”

“Bloody hell, that’s a bit brutal,” Keeva said. “Who would vote for her anyway? She’s a moron.”

Magdalene’s countenance had gone chalk white. Syracuse jumped on her lap and demanded to be petted. Such a needy animal, Astral decided sourly. At least Borage had taken himself off with selfish dignity. She felt a spike of sympathy for Magdalene, being sideswiped by a minion like Eve, but then remembered she and her friends had been caught in the same opportunistic power grab.

“I can’t believe Wormrider made a bid for power in the middle of this crisis,” Dulcie said.

“Oh, I can,” Keeva said bitterly. “She’s a selfish heifer.” 

Astral’s head started to hurt.

Through all of this, Abby stood by the smashed window brooding out at the hills. The breeze played with her ebony hair. “Will you comply with her demands?” She turned her gaze to Astral.

“The Plague Tree’s doomed with her at the helm.” Astral bit back tears. “We’re watching its death throes. Better check your To-Do list.”

“Hecate in a handcart, I’ll not listen to a word from a Wormrider. The name says it all.” Keeva raised her hand to bring it down onto the table but stopped herself at a look from Dulcie.

“It’s a feeble attempt at a coup and I bet it’s illegal,” Dulcie said. “We need to keep cool heads and challenge her authority. We set The Guardians up correctly to the last letter. All the paperwork is in place, so she can’t just flip us off. We’re here to stay as long as The Plague Tree needs us.”

Astral nodded, trying to take heart from her words. “Rogue witches like Wormrider are exactly why we exist.”

Magdalene stood and drew herself further upright for an extra inch of commanding presence. “I demand sanctuary,” she declared.

Dulcie stared at her. “Pardon?”

“I apply to The Guardians for sanctuary,” Magdalene repeated. “I have been unfairly accused.”

“We were the ones who accused you in the first place,” Keeva pointed out. “Talk about out of the frying pan.”

“Nevertheless, I demand asylum with The Guardians of the 13th Moon, given the recent aggressive actions of The Plague Tree Coven. And I also apply on behalf of my daughter,” she added. “The Curdles no longer feel safe in Golem, given this morning’s attack on an innocent little sparrow.” 

She may have been hamming it up, but Astral had to concede Magdalene had a point. How safe were she and Erigone now that a secret hexer was sniping at their little community?

“This is very untoward and needs to be discussed.” Astral flicked a glance at her compatriots, then focussed again on Magdalene. “It was your conduct that created the need for The Guardians in the first place.”

“Things change. What’s the point of being Guardians if you’re going to pick and choose who to protect?” Magdalene countered.

“She’s right,” Dulcie said. “I think we have to comply. Otherwise, we’re no better than the Wormriders of the world.”

“This is skewed,” Keeva said, grumbling.

“You are hovering on the brink of all-out conflict.” Abby’s voice sliced through the room. “Now is the time to consider your allies. If this spills over into a witch war, you’ll have my colleague Ms Blacker to deal with, and I assure you, things will become very complicated.”

“It’s been a week,” Astral said in disbelief. “Seven days, and The Plague Tree Coven is on the brink of civil war.”

“This would all be over if you had simply taken the princess.” Magdalene turned on Abby. “I’d still be High Priestess, the coven would be united, and we could recoup our funds and slowly build them back up. Why don’t you do it?”

“Because, Ms Curdle, your assessment is incorrect.”

Astral frowned and looked from Abby back at Magdalene. 

“Says who?” Magdalene’s voice raised. “Have you even tried? I delivered her right to your door. I’ll bet if you took her, he’d see for himself that—”

“No.” Abby’s tone was flat, her expression immovable. 

“Why? Are the rumours true, then, about you and Astral?” 

Astral opened her mouth to argue but Magdalene wasn’t done yet.

“You can’t possibly have feelings for her.” There was mockery in her words and Abby’s expression darkened, like a major thunderstorm was rolling in.

“Wait a minute. What are you talking about?” Her house was growing chillier with the tone they were taking, and it clearly didn’t like the topic, even if Astral was unsure what that topic was. “What does she mean, ‘deliver to your door’?”

Abby’s expression remained inscrutable as always. 

“You’re talking about me, aren’t you?” Astral pressed. 

Abby’s lips thinned and she refused to answer.

“Did you really believe I’d send you, of all people, to detect a critter syphoning coven funds?” Magdalene raised her hands, exasperated.

“I caught you, didn’t I?” Astral retorted.

“I was not a culprit. I was perfectly within my rights—”

“That’s for the coven to decide. You were duplicitous and you decimated our pension pot. You are answerable for that.” Astral refused to back down this time. She was no longer the naive witch Magdalene had sent on a fool’s errand. “Plus, I did find a critter,” she added triumphantly. “I found Fergal.” She indicated him with a broad sweep of her hand.

“Fergal?” Everyone but Abby fixed Fergal with a curious stare. He blushed purple and slumped farther into his seat.

“He’s a critter?” Keeva asked.

“He’s a leprechaun,” Astral said. “And I unveiled Black Shuck and Death, both pretty big critters, if you ask me.” By those accounts, her mission had been a one hundred-percent success.

“I do not see myself as a critter,” Abby said, and she sounded offended.

“Oh, for goodness’ sake, everyone at Black and Blacker is a critter. It’s a subsidiary of Hellbent Incorporated,” Magdalene said with a snort. “It’s like finding a cocoa bean in a chocolate factory.”

“Critter is a dated, rather indelicate term,” Abby said. “The netherworld prefers to use otherly. Ms Ping, for instance, is a—”

“Tooth fairy.” Dulcie finished Abby’s sentence. “It makes sense. All those rotten teeth in that empty office.” She shuddered at the memory.

Ping blanched so badly she practically faded into the whitewashed walls.

“What empty office?” Abby threw Ping a hard glare, which only added to Ping’s discomfiture. “I see. We’ll talk later, Ms Ping.” She stood to go. “If you don’t mind, I’ll collect my critters and be on my way. My work here is done.” 

Astral winced inwardly. She’d been going on about critters and hadn’t even considered the ramifications of applying the term to people she had worked with and rather liked. 

Fergal lurched reluctantly to his feet and Ping eased towards the door.

Astral cleared her throat. “Fergal wanted to stay,” she said. 

Abby gave her one of her enigmatic looks. “Mister Mor does not want to stay. He has work to do. And lots of it, as I seem to have lost the more competent employee.”

“He’s requested sanctuary,” Astral said, deciding to ignore the little jibe.

Abby froze. “He what?”

“Requested sanctuary. And I said yes.”

“Bless ye, ye sweet, beautiful, darlin’.” Fergal collapsed back into his chair, poured another whiskey, and mopped his brow with his sleeve.

“Me, too,” Ping blurted, then slapped both hands over her mouth.

“That’s a girl, Ping. Come over to the Light side with yer old pal, Fergal.” He slapped the seat beside him. “Sanctuary for us, it is.”

Abby watched in what might have been shock as Ping joined Fergal.

“Please, Astral?” Ping slid onto the arm of Fergal’s chair and watched Abby nervously from the corner of her eye. “She’ll kill me once she sees all those teeth. There were too many, night after night. I couldn’t keep track of the proper process, so I dumped them in an office out of the way.”

Abby’s face darkened further at this confession.

“Well, looky here. We’ve practically doubled in size,” Damián said in awe, then air-pumped his fist. “The Guardians are go!”

“Hecate’s teeth,” Keeva moaned. “Are we going to take anyone who runs in the door and shouts sanctuary?”

“As long as they genuinely need help, yes.” Dulcie shrugged.

“Critters don’t need sanctuary,” Magdalene said tightly. “And they can’t join a coven. They need to go back to Black and Blacker along with the princess. What is wrong with you people?”

Abby regarded the proceedings, nonplussed, though her face morphed into her more familiar unreadable mask when she caught Astral’s eye.

“Again with this princess. Who is she?” Damián crossed his arms and gave Magdalene a sly smile. “My money’s on Erigone.”

She stared back at him. “You really are an oaf, and this is a ridiculous conversation. She is the missing princess.” She pointed at Astral. “She was stolen away by Lettice Projector and bewitched to believe she was her granddaughter.”

Stunned silence greeted this revelation.

Astral broke it with a laugh. She couldn’t help it. The thought was entirely ludicrous. “Me? A princess?”

Damián laughed, too. A little too loud.

“Magdalene desperately wants you to be so she can close her contract. I, however, remain unconvinced. It does not strike me that you are chthonic royalty.” Abby raised an eyebrow. “Not that there’s anything wrong with that,” she added, and Astral swore she heard a smile in her undertone. 

“Yes, she is,” Magdalene exclaimed. “You just don’t want to admit it. That way Hellbent can steal my coven and grab her as a bonus. You’re dirty double-crossers.” She appealed to the assembly. “Whoever heard of a Projector being so awful at magic? Sorcery runs in their veins. They’re one of the oldest witching families in the land. A Projector as bad at witchcraft as Astral is? That’s unheard of.” She pointed at her. “She doesn’t fit. She’s unnatural. She can’t be a Projector. Why can’t any of you see this?”

“Unnatural?” Keeva stood and seemed about to tackle Magdalene and drag her outside for a proper brawl.

“You know what I mean,” Magdalene said with an eyeroll. 

“No, I don’t. Maybe you’d better elaborate.” Keeva clenched her fists and Astral gave Dulcie a pleading look.

“Magic comes in many forms.” Abby broke the impasse. 

Everyone looked at her and Astral’s heartbeat sped up a bit on noticing that Abby seemed to be supporting her. 

“Astral may not be a princess of the underworld, and she may not be the type of Projector witch all of you are used to, but that does not negate the magic she has.”

“She is a princess of the underworld,” Magdalene said, insistent. “And you’re now trying to wriggle out of this contract by denying the obvious.”

“Speakin’ from experience, Ms Curdle, Abby Black doesn’t wriggle,” Fergal said. Astral fought a laugh at his inopportune comment.

“I’ve known Astral since kindergarten.” Dulcie smiled at her. “She’s the perfect Fireside witch. I mean, here she’s granted all of you hospitality under her roof, provided food and drinks, and so far, nobody’s killed each other. I’d say that’s a bit of magic that none of us have.”

“Well stated, m’girlie,” Fergal said as he poured himself yet another whiskey. For a moment, the room seemed to relax.

Keeva sat down again. “All right, Magdalene, I’ll play. Why would Grandma Lettice even want to kidnap a princess, never mind one of Hades’ daughters? That makes no sense.”

“I don’t know,” Magdalene snapped.

“So, she goes waltzing down to the underworld and steals Hades’ nipper? That would take a lot of balls.”

Dulcie put a warning hand on Keeva’s arm.

“That would take a lot of whiskey,” Fergal said, raising the bottle. He looked at the small amount left with a forlorn expression.

“Enough,” Abby said. “I am not taking Astral to see Hades.”

“Then the contract—” Magdalene started, but she immediately shut up after Abby turned her hard, cold, predatory stare to her. For once, Astral appreciated it.

Dulcie got up. “Here she is with Grandma Lettice and her mum.” She pointed at the small oil painting on the wall. “So, Magdalene, explain that.” She leaned in for a closer look at the painting. “Oh, my. Myriad is oscillating a lot today.” 

Astral moved closer, as did the others, chairs scraping on the floor as they were vacated. Indeed, Myriad was fading wildly in and out of the painting, as if fighting to maintain her space.

Abby studied it with interest, then looked at Astral. “Is she in control of her own coming and going?” she asked. Her tone seemed surprisingly gentle.

“I honestly don’t know.”

Abby shifted her gaze back to the painting. “Puzzling.” 

“My mother is caught in a transcendental vortex,” Astral explained. “She pops up here and there from time to time. She can appear on anything she likes, not just tin. Stamps, billboards, newspapers.” She flicked a glance at Dulcie and Keeva. “We’re working on getting her out. Sort of.” Meaning no one had any idea how to rescue Myriad Projector. If Grandma Lettice couldn’t manage it, then who else was there? But that didn’t stop her and her friends from trying. And she really could have used her mother’s advice right now. a pang of loss accompanied the thought.

“Princess Molotova was older than the girl in this painting when she disappeared,” Abby said. Keeva gave Magdalene a triumphant glare.

“She’s more or less the same age,” Magdalene said with a sour expression. “If you’d just hand Astral—Molotova— over to Hades, this would all be over and done with, and we’d be back to normal. I mean, who even remembers what Molotova looked like? I’m sure Hades doesn’t.”

Dulcie had to physically restrain Keeva. “That’s heinous on so many levels, and typical of you,” she said, anger mounting in her voice. “No one is taking Astral anywhere.” She let go of Keeva who returned to her chair at the table, as if that would somehow keep her from launching herself at Magdalene. “I can’t believe this was your incredible deal,” Dulcie said with a glare at Abby. “You must be mad to have listened to her.”

Abby regarded her for a moment, and a chill gripped the room. Astral glanced around, uneasy, worried that the house was about to get its own ideas again.

“Perhaps another pot of tea?” Damián said, for once reading the situation correctly.

“I’ll get it.” Keeva pushed back from the table. “Biscuits,” she directed him, and he went to the cupboard. The rest of them looked nervously from Magdalene back to Abby, and then to Dulcie.

“May I talk to you a moment?” Astral asked Abby. “In private.”

“Very well.”

She ignored Magdalene’s glare and led them to the front parlour, the sounds of Keeva working on the third pot of tea following.

Astral took a seat on the couch and the bolster sneaked onto her lap for a cuddle. She absentmindedly stroked it as she formulated her next words. “You and I both know that I’m not Princess Molotova,” she said once the door closed behind them.

Abby positioned herself by the empty hearth, which immediately burst into cheery flames, and it seemed incongruous, doing that for Death. Behind Abby’s back, the wallpaper formed thousands of scarlet lips and began to blow kisses, much to Astral’s consternation. Stop it, she silently scolded. I am not crushing on her. You are. Hecate’s toes, this house and its subterfuge.

“Nevertheless, there is a question about your grandmother’s involvement in the kidnapping,” Abby said, unaware of the wallpaper’s whimsy behind her back, which Astral was desperately attempting to ignore.

“My grandmother would do no such thing. She was an exemplary witch. A Grand Dame of the highest order.”

“Regardless, Black and Blacker was more than interested when Magdalene approached us with information that seemed to confirm the old stories.”

“What evidence do you have besides Magdalene? She isn’t the most reliable of sources,” Astral said, trying to keep her voice level despite her consternation. And, if she was honest, proximity to Abby Black. “Grandma Lettice was a pillar of the witching community. Who in their right mind would kidnap the Lord of the Underworld’s daughter?”

“He has many daughters,” Abby said. “And I’ve no idea why your grandmother, or anyone else from The Plague Tree Coven, would consider it a good idea. But your coven is implicated, whatever your feelings about the matter are.” 

Astral let her breath out in a frustrated exhale. “And that’s why Hellbent wants us. Magdalene was right.” Ice filled her veins at the thought, and the fire in the hearth noticeably diminished.

“Speaking purely pragmatically, it would be useful to have all of your coven in the same branch, so to speak, then to shake the tree and see what falls out and hope to collect something useful.”

“So, we’re just a bunch of fruits for the picking?” 

“Magdalene brought her offer to Black and Blacker. The missing princess in return for control of your coven. Hades has been seeking his daughter for years, something I’m sure you understand. The collateral Magdalene unknowingly agreed to should she default was, unfortunately, The Plague Tree. From our perspective, it was the perfect deal. A total win-win.”

At least she had softened the blow with “unfortunately.” Astral remained silent, grappling with Abby the businesswoman, Abby the director of ops, Abby as Death. And, most confounding, Abby as a potential object of her affections.

The fire in the hearth rebounded into a cheerful blaze. 

“My job offer still stands, by the way,” Abby said. “Though, at this rate, you’ll effectively have the entire office relocated to your kitchen. Will you kindly desist from stealing my staff away with offers of sanctuary? The world needs tooth fairies and leprechauns. You can’t hoard them.”

Astral almost smiled at the wry humour in her tone. She set the bolster aside and rose from the couch. “Well, maybe you need to treat your staff better.”

“Were you unhappy when you worked for me?” Abby asked, and the wallpaper behind her suggestively licked its multiple lips and puckered up again.

Disconcerted, Astral lost her bluster. “I was good at my job, yes. But for an otherly being, your powers of observation could use an upgrade.”

Both of Abby’s eyebrows raised.

“I mean, Ping was overworked—you can’t deny that. Exhausted every day, and with no spare time to properly file her…well, whatever her job needs her to file. And Fergal… ” She shook her head. “Fergal was clearly in the wrong position. It was obvious he wanted to be back with his old team, and that he really wasn’t suited to what you had asked him to do.”

Abby smiled, albeit tightly. A full smile, and rather than give her the appearance of a shark, it humanized her. There was a glimmer of amusement in her eyes as well. “You continue to amaze me, Ms Projector, and you were a wonderful asset.”

Astral stared at her.

“It’s exceedingly rare that I find someone who is able to quickly pick up on the nuances of our contracting system—” 

“Which are largely arcane and could use an update as well.” Oops. Had she overstepped?

Abby only offered a shrug. “Some things are meant to be classic. Retro, even. And as I was saying, I enjoyed working with you.”

“Sadly, however, I’m no princess.”

“So you’ve said. Or are you perhaps trying to Mindcoddle me into believing you’re a simple girl?”

The wallpaper froze in a hundred shocked puckers. 

Astral blinked. “You knew all along. Magdalene really did set me up, didn’t she?”

“It was a very strange few days,” she said and Astral completely agreed.

“Well, I didn’t bewitch you.”

“You’re certain? Because the bread was quite delicious.”

She flushed. “I like baking. You said you like bread. I’m a Fireside witch. It’s what I do.”

“But no bewitching?”

“Absolutely not. That was coven Cuckoo magic.”

“I see. So, you didn’t use your Projector magic to try and seduce me?” She quirked an eyebrow.

“Oh, Hecate, no.” Astral practically sputtered, and she knew she was blushing to the roots of her frizzing-by-the-second hair.

“How disappointing.”

Astral had no response to that, and she wasn’t sure she had heard correctly. “Um. I don’t know what happened that day. It was some stupid spell that ended up in my coat pocket that I had nothing to do with, I assure you.”

“A spell?”

“Yes.”

“A crude mirror spell, perhaps?”

“Yes. How did you—” She stopped. Of course she knew. Abby was otherly. She probably knew a lot of things.

“Which requires the object of said spell to mirror the host’s thoughts and actions.”

“Technically. But this spell wasn’t even done by a proper witch.”

“So you had no desire to engage in what happened?” 

Astral didn’t respond because she couldn’t quite refute that.

“Because your wallpaper tells me differently.” Amusement glinted in her eyes again.

Traitorous house, Astral thought, not for the first time.

“Perhaps it’s for the best that you’re not currently working for me.”

Astral frowned, puzzled.

“Meaning, there is nothing to give me pause about doing this,” Abby said, and leaned in slowly and kissed her.

Sparks flew behind her eyelids and her toes curled tight. Before she could register her undoing, her hands were meshed in Abby’s dark silky hair and it flowed through her fingers like rippling water. She smelled divine, of heat and of spices, of ancient mysteries and vast, unconquered deserts. Of endless time. Abby’s lips trailed to her neck and the sweet spot under her ear, making Astral moan softly. Lost, lost, lost, everything, every trouble and woe simply drifted away and it was heavenly…until a tight tugging on her scalp alerted that her hair was having a panic attack all of its own. She tried to ignore it, to lose herself again, but the tug only got tighter and more insistent. Slowly, she opened her eyes, just a crack, and over Abby’s shoulder she saw the stern face of Myriad Projector, a thousand times duplicated, scowling at her from out of the wallpaper.

Startled, she pulled away.

“What?” Abby regarded her with concern.

“I…thought I saw something.” Myriad was gone and the wallpaper was now covered with innocent pink posies.

Abby followed the direction of her gaze, then looked back at her, especially her hair.

“We…um…probably need to get back. The others will be missing us.” Her face heated. She patted frantically at her bangs.

Abby frowned, probably sensing the fib, and turned towards the door, leaving an immediate chill, blood deep, and Astral’s heart cramped. She wanted the kisses. She wanted Abby. But how could she explain that her mislaid mother disapproved of her choice?

Her house clearly didn’t, as the wallpaper morphed into a flock of winged hearts.

She sighed and returned to the kitchen, where Dulcie was overseeing the signing up of the newest members of The Guardians. Astral watched as Magdalene Curdle dashed out her signature, attaching her once again to a coven created by a Projector. Life was so strange these days. It was as if another hand was on the tiller.

“We need to answer Eve Wormrider’s message,” Dulcie said once the paperwork was done. “Astral, fresh parchment, please.”

Keeva dusted down the broomstick while Dulcie composed a response using the Projector quill and parchment, kept for just such an occasion, even though the equipment hadn’t been touched for a hundred years. If Eve Wormrider could do it the old-fashioned way, then so could The Guardians.

“How does this sound?” Dulcie read back what she had written so far. “We, The Guardians of the 13th Moon Coven, contest the validity of Eve Wormrider’s election as High Priestess of The Plague Tree Coven and demand a new election by due coven process. We stipulate that The Plague Tree pension funds are frozen by Black and Blacker and cannot be seized by any party, thus voiding Eve Wormrider’s electoral promise. Until said election completes, The Guardians shall continue to offer sanctuary to Golem and its witches until The Plague Tree Coven is either appropriated or dissolved by Hellbent Incorporated on the thirteenth day of the thirteenth moon.” Dulcie looked up. “What do you think?”

“And she needs to pay for my window,” Astral added.

“I’ll put that in a separate note.”

“Otherwise, it sounds good.” Keeva gave a satisfied nod and presented the broom. “Stick a stamp on it.”

“You realise you are descending into outright conflict,” Abby said, tone sombre.

“We’re protecting ourselves from being outflanked by Hellbent and Wormrider,” Astral answered. She pointed at her broken window. “We didn’t start the aggro.”

“Hellbent does not declare war on its clients.” Abby did not look pleased with the direction things had taken. “It runs wars for them.”

“If the Guardians disband, then we’re all fodder for the Hellbent machine,” Keeva said in her usual brusque manner. “This is our backstop.”

“Then I must bid you adieu.” Abby stood by the door ready to leave. “To follow this course of action, you need to engage with my associate, Ms Blacker, more commonly known as War.” She locked eyes with Astral. “And I doubt you will approve of the way she runs her office.”

 

*

 

Abby pondered the view outside her office window, something she rarely did. Normally, she was focussed on her desk. But tonight, she…well, she didn’t feel like dealing with paperwork after her visit to Golem.

She considered the increasing tensions between the factions of The Plague Tree Coven and how those might further unwind, and she wished that Magdalene Curdle had never come to Black and Blacker…

She caught herself. She most likely would not have met the fascinating and maddening Ms Projector had Curdle not contracted with the firm.

And what, exactly, was it about Astral that had made her want to kiss her again? That was most assuredly not a Death-like thing to do, to get caught up in the warmth and cheer of a magic house’s kitchen or to enjoy the way Astral looked at her…when she caught her looking.

A Fireside witch represented pretty much all the things Death did not. So why was it that she wished she could spend more time in that welcoming kitchen, drinking tea and perhaps watching Astral bake something, listening to her talk about whatever she wanted to talk about?

Perhaps that was it. Astral was lively and brimming with hope and frustration and laughter and everything else that constituted life. That whole “full circle” thing that people talked about. It made perfect sense that she would be fascinated with and attracted to that which completed a cycle of which she herself was part.

Plus, Astral was…fun. She was fun. And interesting and appealing and intelligent and wise. Although, Astral didn’t realize that about herself yet. Abby thoroughly enjoyed working with her. She frowned. Ms Blacker would be her new boss now, if the Guardians lost their war and unfortunately, she knew they would. Everyone lost to War.

Ms Blacker ran a totally different department from hers—in every possible way. A gloom descended on her. Things had slipped through her grasp. Important things, and she knew why. Astral Projector and her unbidden fascination with her.

Two of her staff had mutinied, the contract with Magdalene Curdle lay in tatters, and still no princess in sight. What a diabolical mess this week had turned out to be. And she had only herself and her bizarre fixation to blame for it. 

There was nothing she could do now. Ms Blacker and her team would take over and no doubt stuff it all up. Her lot always did.

She turned away from the window and returned to her desk. As with all things War-related, she would monitor this situation closely. And as with all things Astral Projector related, she couldn’t look away even if she tried.

 

 

 

 




Chapter 15

 

“It’s like the O.K. Corral out there.” The door tinkled shut behind Damián. He flipped the “out to lunch” sign and carted their sandwiches to the back of the shop. “Anyone come in while I was away?” he asked.

Dulcie rose from her stool by the cash registrar and followed. “Not so much as a newt’s toenail clipping has passed the threshold since this ruckus started. Business is a bust today. Again.”

“A cruel wedge has riven our village in twixt,” Astral lamented, and poured three cups of tea.

“In twixt be damned. I’ll be bankrupt if this keeps up.” Dulcie accepted her tea with a grumpy expression.

“And you’ve no pension to fall back on.” Damián microscopically examined the contents of his sandwich. “Magdalene spent it all.”

“Thank you for that reminder. I nearly forgot the no-future-for-me part.” Dulcie grabbed her egg roll and took a bite.

“Look.” Damián waved his open sandwich at Astral. “It’s your mum.”

Astral and Dulcie jumped up to take a look at the innards of Damián’s brie and cranberry sandwich.

“No, it’s not,” Astral said dispassionately. “Looks nothing like her.” She sat back down to her black olive and tuna bagel. “It’s just a blob of cheese.”

Damián studied it. “Huh. I think you’re right.”

She rolled her eyes. “So, what else is going on out there in the big, wide world today? I can barely be bothered to look out the window, I’m so depressed.”

“Yeah, Mister press officer,” Dulcie added. “Tell us the news.”

He shrugged. “Erigone didn’t open her shop today.” He took a healthy bite. “Sources say she’s still bitter at her mother,” he continued, with his mouth full.

“Erigone needs to grow up,” Astral said. “Magdalene saved her ass by signing her up with The Guardians.” She took a bite of sandwich and continued. “Okay, so she put everyone else’s ass in a sling in the first place.”

“Any more takers for The Guardians?” Damián asked. “I mean, the mighty Magdalene jumped ship for us, but did any of her cronies follow?”

“Nope. The queen bee has been kicked out of the colony and the hive has swarmed to Wormrider.”

Dulcie shook her head at the madness. “Time’s running out. Tomorrow night is the thirteenth moon. Hellbent will come and wave some papers under their noses and whoosh—off The Plague Tree Coven goes to do the work of damnation for free and forever.” She tossed her half-eaten sandwich back on the plate. “I feel sick just thinking about it. Those witches used to be our family.”

Merryman flew down to peck a few crumbs from the table, and Dulcie reached over to tickle his head with her fingertip. “At least I still have you, buddy. You always make me smile.” 

“We’ve done all we can,” Astral said sadly. “Our coven fellows don’t want to hear what we have to say. They’re practically spitting at us in the street.”

“That’s because they’re not local,” Damián said. “The place is filling up with witches from all over. And not nice witches like us. These are scuzzy ones.”

“Scuzzy is a cruel and unnecessary word,” Astral admonished him sternly. Her blatant misuse of “critter” still pricked at her conscience.

“What do you mean, filling up with witches?” Dulcie asked. 

He waved at the world beyond the storeroom. “Loads of them. It’s like Wormrider’s having a family reunion. From what I hear, most of them are related to her.” He took another bite. “Is it her birthday or something?”

Astral and Dulcie were already on their feet. They went and peered out the window, shielded behind a grand display of Casablanca lilies and Matsumoto asters. The main square did look extra busy, though none of the footfall was coming Whoops a Daisy’s way. A Komodo dragon lumbered by, its flickering tongue tasting the air.

“What the…” Astral muttered. “Who has a familiar like that? Who are all these people? It’s like a Worst Witch convention.”

“Eve Wormrider’s cousins, that’s who,” Dulcie said grimly. “Up to twelve times removed but her kin nonetheless. and all of them bad news. That’s Nicki Blade over there. She runs the Walsall Weevils Coven.” She pointed at a thin, angry-looking woman dressed from head to toe in black with her hennaed hair pulled back into a severe ponytail. Her dung beetle familiar clung to her shoulder.

“The woman next to her is Big Shona, the Crone from the Glasgow Hell-Hens,” Dulcie continued. “She’s a right dose of poison. And over there is Mary Meany, who runs The Catgut Coven.”

Astral grimaced. “Delightful,” she said, sarcastic. The Catguts were a coven from Kent, known for their dark arts and the psychotic black cats they inbred as familiars. One of which was currently using Dulcie’s lovely gerbera wheelbarrow display as a latrine. “Would you look at that,” she said in disgust.

“I’d rather not.” Dulcie looked away. “There are evil witches everywhere. It’s like an infestation.”

“What are they doing in Golem?”

A rap at the door made them jump. Gina Biscotti stood on the step scowling at them. “Let me in,” she ordered. “Quickly.” Dulcie slid back the bolt and Gina bustled in and set a foil-wrapped package on the countertop. “Amaretti,” she said.

Dulcie looked at her, confused.

“Excuse to come,” Gina explained. “I pretend stupid boy forgets amaretti.”

“Okay,” Dulcie said hesitantly.

“I never ordered any amaretti.” Damián joined them from the back room. “I don’t like amar—”

“Shut it up.” Gina glared at him and he complied. “You know I not agree with what is happened to Magdalene, but she call me and say she is with Guardians and what that Wormrider woman do. So…” She patted her foil package fondly. 

“So?” Astral prompted gently after a rather lengthy pause. 

“So,” Gina continued. “Me and others, we see what this is.” She indicated out the window. “We see what comes to our village.” She made a face. “We hear them talk. They come for fight. Me and others, we don’t like but…we don’t want involvement.” She shrugged. “Go home. Lock up shop. Me, I do same.” She pointed at the foil packet. “Enjoy.” She left, slamming the door behind her with a final “Good luck.”

“Fight? This lot are here for a fight?” Astral watched Gina nip across the square to Butter Beware, keeping her head down and avoiding the newcomers. “With us?” She looked at Dulcie, alarmed. “Are they going to fight with us?” A rush of pure panic shot through her. “But there are hundreds of the scuzzers.” And then she caught the look on Damián’s face and corrected herself. “I mean, of Eve’s family and friends.”

“Calm down.” Dulcie bolted the door and flipped the sign from “Out to Lunch” to “Closed.”

“What about the merchandise out in the street?” Damián asked, then added hurriedly, “I’m not going to fetch it.”

Astral peered through the window. Pails of tulips and long-stemmed roses and mixed posies sat on the pavement by the shop steps.

“I’ll accept the loss.” Dulcie took the cash tray, tipped it into her handbag, and went to the back of the shop, flicking off the lights as she walked. “Out the back, everyone. I think we need to convene at your house, Astral.”

“Agreed.” Golem didn’t feel safe any longer. She fetched her phone and dialled Keeva and reported the problem. It was a quick conversation. “She says she’s had no work today either. All her appointments were cancelled.” She chewed her lip, wishing that Abby were here. Even though she was Death, she had a certain down-to-earth quality that calmed her.

“Are they seriously trying to push us out of business?” Dulcie glared out the window at the square.

“Keeva said it’s more like people are scared to come out of their houses.”

“So would I be, if I saw what was prowling the streets,” Damián said. “Everything feels yucky.”

The condensed malignancy of the dark witches drew a cowl down around the village, draping it in miasma of foreboding and menace. The air turned sour and the sky pewter grey.

“Well, enough of this. Let’s go to Astral’s.” Dulcie led them out the back door into the lane behind her shop, where she kept her Ford Fiesta. Astral’s Mini was parked a few yards away. Damián jumped in Dulcie’s passenger seat just as a shattering of glass came from the square. The screech of a shop’s alarm shredded the leaden air. More crashes followed.

“What the Hec is that?” Damián asked, though they all knew. The predicted trouble had begun. Merryman came swooping down from the rooftops and landed on Dulcie’s shoulder, twittering in her ear.

“He says Eve Wormrider and Big Shona are looting my shop.” Anger and disgust registered on her face, and for a moment, Astral thought she was going to go back and fight them off. Damián leaned over and opened the driver’s door. 

“In. now,” he said. “You can do nothing about it and you’re insured.”

“Actually, I can.” Dulcie jumped in the driver’s seat as a yowl of pain rent the air. “My magical insurance is for every bloom in the shop to turn into vicious thistles.”

“Well, that’ll leave an impression.” Astral hurried to her own car.

They drove in tandem out from Toil lane onto Trouble Street. In her rear-view mirror, Astral could see several more shops, Gina’s included, drawing down their shutters and locking up early. Anger and disorder were brewing. The incomers had descended on the village with bad intentions. Astral pressed hard on the accelerator and led them out of Golem towards the safety of the Projector farm.

 

*

 

“What the hell?” Astral muttered as she pulled up in front of the farmhouse. “Is that Erigone?”

Of all the people in Golem, she was among the last Astral wanted to see. Unfortunately, she was waiting for them, hovering by the barn door, keeping a leery eye on Riff-Raff, who gave her a leery eye back. Again, Astral was grateful for his presence, though he still hadn’t told her anything about why he was here or where her mother was. Why could she talk to a hellhound but not her mother’s familiar? 

“I swear if he moves so much as an inch towards me, I’ll have Sleekit bite off all his girlfriend’s heads,” Erigone said as they emerged from their cars.

“Lovely to see you, too,” Astral shot back as she stepped out of her car. “And Riff-Raff will swallow her in one go. He’s a familiar, too.”

Erigone scowled.

“So, what brings you here?” Astral asked.

“Oh, the square’s on fire and my home is over my burning shop, and this...” She gave the farmyard a withering glance. “…apparently is H.Q. So, what do you think?” she answered with a huff. “Have you seen the rabble Wormrider dragged into town? I was stuck up there like Rapunzel in her tower, but once they started tearing the square apart, I decided to scoot sharpish.” On the horizon, a pall of oily smoke rose over Golem.

All four stood in silence, watching.

“Bastards,” Dulcie finally said. Then, “Why not go to your mother’s place?”

“And have her fussing over me all day?” Erigone’s displeasure about what that might entail was obvious in the furrow of her brow and curl of her lips. Astral could almost sympathize.

“How did you get here so quick?” Astral asked. She and Dulcie must have headed out of town the same time as Erigone, just as Eve Wormrider struck the proverbial match. 

“That old thing.” Erigone indicated a battered broomstick propped by the barn. “It’s uncomfortable, but it goes like stink.”

“Oh.” It took some power to actually fly one of those “old things,” and Astral could see that Dulcie was as impressed as she was, though unlike her, she hid it better.

“Aren’t you worried about your shop?” Damián asked her. “All those beautiful diamonds?”

She snorted. “Good luck to them. It’s bolted down like Fort Knox. I was more worried I couldn’t get out past Eve’s lot.” She glared. “They painted graffiti on my shutters, you know. ‘Your dad’s a waster.’ Spelled ‘UR’ and they couldn’t even get the apostrophe right. Louts.”

“Nothing about your mum?” Astral asked, all innocence.

Erigone glared at her. “How’s yours doing?” she said tightly. “At least my dad visits.” 

“Ouch,” Damián said softly.

Astral caught herself. That was mean. She remembered the last time she’d seen Myriad, staring at her from the wallpaper, disapproving. One day, hopefully, they’d meet and talk about it. Especially since she wanted to keep Abby in her life. Somehow. What that entailed she didn’t know, but she intended to find out.

“Let’s go inside and have a cup of tea,” she said aloud. “I’ve some freshly baked cake.” This was her way of making up for her cattiness. Erigone wasn’t to blame for her mother’s larcenous ways. She had enough problems. Her father was the god of drunks, after all.

The woodstove immediately flared into life as soon as they entered the kitchen. Soon, the logs were burning and the kettle on the top plate began to burble happily. Astral busied herself with the tea things and set out huge wedges of Hawaiian cake, a rich mix of coconut icing and pineapple sponge.

Borage glanced up from his sunny spot on the window seat to give them a look of utter contempt before stalking outside, the cat flap clattering angrily behind him in the feline version of slamming a door.

Astral sighed. She couldn’t even get a proper familiar. “Please, sit down,” she said to the others, trying to focus on something else besides her failings as a witch.

“I never thought I’d see Golem under siege from such a drove. It’s like the evil circus has come to town.” Erigone took a seat at the table. “And have you seen their familiars? Somewhere, a swamp has had an enema.” She caressed Sleekit, currently twined around her neck in a beautiful coil of pure platinum. The snake rippled in pleasure at her touch and her minute scales changed colour to the pearlescent lustre of peacock feathers.

“She’s beautiful,” Damián cooed. “I hope I get a familiar like Sleekit when my turn comes.”

Erigone gave him a cold smile.

“Gina Biscotti told us these witches had come to fight with us,” Astral said, her nervousness betrayed by the drops of spilled tea on her tablecloth. “They look mean.” 

“They look vicious,” Erigone corrected, the heated spots on her cheekbones the only sign that she was equally alarmed. 

“Most of them are in some way related to the Wormriders,” Dulcie said. “Eve’s calling in the clan.”

“What’s the lure? That lot aren’t exactly kissing cousins.” Erigone put sugar in her tea. “They’d gouge each other’s eyes out if you told them cataracts were made of gold.”

She wasn’t wrong. Astral poured cream into her tea. 

“Who’s that?” Erigone pointed at Fergal and Ping passing by the window. Ping had Fergal by the arm and seemed to be leading him across the yard.

Astral sipped. “Fergal Mor is a leprechaun, and Ping is one of the tooth fairies. And they’ve recently joined The Guardians.”

“Is he okay? He seems to be staggering.” Erigone half-stood to get a better view.

“Leprechaun,” Astral repeated.

Erigone started to say something, stopped, and then said, “Ah,” as the penny dropped. She sat back down. “Lock up your booze. We have to when Daddy visits,” she murmured into her cup.

“They’ve run away from Black and Blacker,” Damián said. “They’re scared of their boss, Ms Death. Don’t blame them.” He shot a look at Astral. “She’s super sexy scary.”

“Is she, now?” Erigone gave Astral a sly sideways glance. Sleekit raised her small, diamond-shaped head and mimicked the look.

Astral blushed and cradled her teacup to her chest.

“Interesting. Sleekit thinks you’re not that intimidated,” Erigone told her. It wasn’t often Sleekit roused herself at all. Astral knew, however, that Erigone’s familiar, while not particularly empathic, could read emotions if she cared to, and that once something caught her interest, she pursued it on behalf of her mistress and with the same dedication as hunting a dormouse for dinner.

“We admire each other’s work ethic.” Astral used the most neutral emotion she could drag up. She admired so much more about her, however. Regardless, let Sleekit delve into everyday office procedure and see how fast she drifted back to sleep. “It’s nice to have your efforts recognised, especially as a temp. Office dynamics are the predicate of good business enterprise and working etiquette.”

Sleekit’s neat little head nestled into Erigone’s clavicle until Dulcie’s snort of derision brought it wavering up again, on the alert. Astral glared at Dulcie until she shrugged and sipped her tea in a knowing fashion that somehow said more than words.

“Astral’s come out,” Damián informed Erigone in a breathy whisper. “Abby Black is her lesbian lover.”

“I have not. Stop it.” But the thought warmed her, even as she fought the feeling.

Erigone quirked an eyebrow and Sleekit hissed, her tongue vibrating delightedly. “I’d heard as much,” she said smugly. “Mother still has influence at Black and Blacker. She’s a prime client, after all.”

Now Astral snorted. “If she hadn’t joined The Guardians, she’d be a slab of prime beef.”

“No need for that tone. She had a right to take that money and reinvest it.”

“Not without consulting us, or the Grand Dames at the very least,”

“People.” Dulcie sounded tired. “This is old news. We’re on the same side now, so can we please focus on the Wormrider war party? Is Eve so desperate for power she’d burn Golem to the ground?”

Erigone stared into her cup, jaw muscles clenching. 

“It’s not as if The Plague Tree has anything to offer anymore. It’s flat broke and in twenty-four hours, it won’t even exist.” Astral stared morosely at the piece of cake on her plate. “Why would all these…these…”

“Scuzzers?” Damián offered helpfully, and got a censorious look from her. “Well, you said it first.”

“Fine. Scuzzers,” Astral said, relenting. “How can Eve pay them? Because let’s admit it, they’re nothing more than mercenaries.”

Dulcie took a small bite of cake. “I have no idea. All I know is The Plague Tree Coven is history and we’re hopelessly outnumbered.” She buried her sorrow in a second helping of cake.

“What do the rest of the villagers make of it?” Erigone asked. “Will they take sides? After all, it’s their village, too, that’s been turned into a midden.”

“They’re keeping well out of it, and I can’t blame them, especially as most are not really into the coven thing.” Dulcie glanced at Astral. “They’d be stuck in the middle of a Guardian-Hellbent sandwich. Definitely not the most appetising place to be.”

She was right. Many witches in Golem were not part of an active coven, and preferred to follow a solitary practice, putting their magical energies into their private lives and businesses. Witches like Gina Biscotti. Or even Erigone, with her successful jewellery shop and disdain for coven politics. Unfortunately, Magdalene’s powerful position in The Plague Tree and her ambition for her daughter probably made it hard for Erigone to live in Golem with any impunity.

On cue, Erigone’s phone rang. “It’s Mother.” She gave the screen a desultory glance, then sighed. “I suppose I’d better answer, or she’ll ring all day.”

Astral thought about Magdalene in her manor house, with its wonderful view over Golem and the surrounding chalk hills. She’d have front row seats for the dumpster fire now engulfing the square.

A stab of jealousy cut through her. She’d love for her own mother to be on the other end of a phone, worried about her. Anxious for her. Loving her. The realisation sprung on her that for a long time she had been envious of Erigone and her access to her mother. How much of these feelings had blighted a possible friendship?

“Yes, Mum. I know the square’s on fire,” Erigone monotoned. “Yeah, I’m safe. I’m at the Projector place…I don’t know for how long. I can’t see them breaking through the protection spells. Yes, Sleekit is with me. Stop bossing…”

Astral left the kitchen and went to the parlour, sadness a crushing weight in one of those moments that seemed to ebb out of nowhere and swamp her until she felt all icky and uncertain inside. She sat on the rocking chair, pulled the bolster onto her lap, and patted it into a more comfortable shape. Slowly she rocked by the fire that happily ignited itself to warm her. The little bolster cuddled in, as if trying to cheer her up.

“I’m lost,” she told it. “I’ve no idea how I got here. Black witches are massed against us. The Plague Tree Coven is broke and broken. Death…well….I don’t know.” Best not to go there. Abby Black had kissed her and walked away, twice. What did that even mean? It would be nice to have a mother to ask. Perhaps the childhood taunts were true, and she really was cursed.

“Keeva’s here,” Dulcie called from the kitchen. “She’s calling a war council.”

Astral quickly got up and returned to the kitchen where Keeva was wolfing down a slab of Hawaiian cake. Fergal had come in and he was slumped in his favourite seat in the corner while Ping perched shyly at the table eating cake and cookies with a contented smile. Feeding Ping was simple. She adored everything Astral baked. Fergal seemed to survive on booze alone. He was never quite sober, yet never fully drunk. He assured her it was a leprechaun thing and part of his “superpowers,” but Astral wondered if he was pulling her leg.

“Mother’s on the way over once she enchants the manor,” Erigone said as she put her phone down. “She doesn’t want any of that rabble near the place. They’ll scare the deer.”

“Delia called. She’s collecting Martha and Tallulah. They’ll be here in five minutes,” Keeva said. She finished her piece of cake. “And that’s our lot. Eleven of us. This will be the first official gathering of The Guardians.” She seemed excited, but what was there to be excited about? Everything was in disarray.

“We’re having a war council?” Astral asked, just to be sure. 

Dulcie glanced at Keeva, then at Astral. “War has been declared. Eve Wormrider saw to that by blighting our village with her icky kinsfolk. We need to prepare for it.”

“Wormrider and her posse are burning our businesses,” Keeva said. “People are scared to come out of their homes. Tomorrow night, Hellbent comes to claim The Plague Tree Coven anyway, so this is her last chance to try and harm us, and she will.”

Astral’s throat tightened. “But why? What’s in it for her?” 

Keeva shrugged. “It’s the same as burning the village square. What’s to be gained by that?” She paused, then looked at Dulcie. “I heard on the Dogwitch grapevine that it was Eve who hexed Merryman.”

“It had to be her.” Dulcie flushed bright red in anger. “I’m not sure how she did it, because it’s not like she’s that clever or powerful.”

“Anyone in her extended family could have helped,” Astral said. “They’re all into the black arts, after all.” How terrible, to kill another witch’s familiar. She still couldn’t wrap her head around that.

“That day when Merryman dive-bombed her in the square…” They all looked at Damián. “I saw her collect a few feathers he’d dropped,” he said.

“That would do it,” Dulcie said angrily. “Wormrider is toast.”

“We’ve one day to prepare our defences,” Keeva said. “So, let’s plan well. All we need is to hold them until Hellbent arrives at the zenith of the thirteenth moon and carts them off for a new employee orientation.”

Astral wondered if Abby would be with the recruiters. 

“I suggest we dig in here,” Keeva continued. “This farmhouse is the safest place I can think of. What do you say, Astral? It’s your family home, and your decision.”

She nodded and stared down at her hands, then looked up at them. Even Erigone seemed to be holding her breath, waiting. “I’m not sure my ancestors foresaw a witch war, but it’s a strong house and hopefully the Projector magic will protect us.”

A collective sigh of relief emanated from the other four. 

What else was there to do? Astral stood and wiped her sweating palms on her skirt. “Okay, then.” She refilled the kettle. “War it is.” The import of the words was going to take a while to sink in. “I’d better make a fresh pot of tea.”

 

 

 

 




Chapter 16

 

The thirteenth moon rose over the chalk hills to the south. It was a big, red, full-bellied moon, eager for whatever the night might bring. The silhouette of a solitary falcon spiralled lazily before it, buoyed on an invisible breeze, an eager and acting witness for whatever unfolded. 

“Has Riff-Raff allocated the chickens their sentry posts?” Keeva asked from her own post by the kitchen window.

“Yes, and I’ve positioned the ducks on the western wall by the old pigsties, in case they come from that direction,” Astral answered. She was at the kitchen table desperately willing the old hazelwood wand to mend. It lay before her in two floury pieces. Unwrapping the silk binding revealed tentative root filaments, slender white fingers growing out from the broken ends of the wand reaching towards each other in a bid to graft together. The healing process had begun. The roots needed to mesh, grow strong, and finally bind the wand whole, but it would be a torturously long process.

Astral sighed. “Why did I let Magdalene do this? What was I thinking?” She was effectively without a weapon.

Dulcie placed a hand on her shoulder. “You were a very different witch then, Astral. Look at how much you’ve grown since. None of us could have stopped Magdalene that night.”

“And now it’s all awkward ’cause you’re both on the same side,” Damián added.

“Not helping,” Dulcie said.

“Yeah, go to your post.” Astral pointed at Keeva. His witchcraft was not of a sufficient standard for him to fight alone, so Keeva had volunteered to keep an eye on him. The other Guardians were scattered throughout the house, front and back, over all floors. Astral, the other weak link, acted as backup. She’d lend secondary support wherever it was needed.

“Poor wand. All that flour.” Damián continued to mull over the sad state of affairs rather than do as he was told. “Looks like you’re going to bake it, not mend it.”

“Off with you.” Dulcie pushed him towards Keeva. 

“Come on,” Keeva called him. “It’ll be fun. I’ll make the power balls and you can throw ’em.”

“I’m going now,” Dulcie murmured. Her post was Grandma Lettice’s bedroom at the front of the house. From there, she’d have a good view of the farm lane. Astral would stay with Delia Dell in the downstairs parlour until needed elsewhere, while Magdalene and Erigone had a back bedroom each.

Above them, on the top floor, Martha and Tallulah took the back attic rooms and Ping and Fergal had the front ones. They would also protect the roof, which left Keeva and Damián in the kitchen. All the main rooms were covered. There weren’t many Guardians, so the plan was to dig in at the house and leave the yard to Riff-Raff. Strategically, it was the best they could do.

“The moon’s nearly at its zenith,” Keeva observed. “Won’t be long now.”

Astral gave the wand a lingering look before carefully dropping the black silk over it. “I’ll wrap you up properly and put you back in the dresser later,” she told it. “I need to hurry now. Bad witches are coming.”

Astral wasn’t sure, but maybe keeping it out in the open might even help the healing. It was curious how the wand preferred to lurk in the top drawer with the spatulas and flour dust instead of being out in the daylight. It was a magical wand of Light. Then again, who was she to tell it how to lick its wounds? She’d be disgusted with her, too, over what had happened.

Before taking up her position, Astral did a quick recon of the house’s interior. The hallway and landings were muted and angry. Solid resolution hummed from every brick and splinter of wood. The wallpaper was hostile, displaying broomsticks with attached warheads. Even the carpet bristled under her feet. Every inch of the Projector house had been imbued with ancient protection spells and now that it was under threat, they were automatically activated. Astral was glad she was inside her magical fortress and not creeping through muck and mire trying to assail it. 

“Incoming on the front lane,” Dulcie hollered. Astral could feel an echoing buzz in her brain, meaning Dulcie was also using mind-blend to warn the others. She joined Delia by the large parlour windows.

“Can you see them?”

“They’re sneaking along the hedgerows. We’ve got Merryman out there spying along with Chloe,” Delia said, referring to her wood pigeon familiar.

Lupin was currently glued to Keeva’s side, as were Jasper and Casper to Martha and Tallulah. Unlike Lupin, Jasper and Casper were yapping and whining to get outside and nip some ankles. Borage was nowhere to be seen. He’d taken himself off to some safe spot. Hecate only knew where Syracuse and Sleekit were. Astral didn’t like to think of them having free access to her home, but there was little she could do about it at the moment.

“The chickens mustn’t have seen them yet.” Astral frowned. Why hadn’t they attacked? They were the first line of defence.

“Merryman has a plan,” Delia told her. No sooner had she spoken than a volley of Irish blues in their terracotta flowerpots sailed through the air with a wild whoosh and crashed pell-mell several yards away into the nearest hedge. Squeals of outrage and pain followed and a few witches broke cover to retreat.

“Geranium bombs!” Astral was in awe. “Well done, Merryman.”

A second volley of jolly jewel salmons flew up and out, plummeting onto the more resilient witches still skulking in the undergrowth. They’d barely landed, evoking fresh cries of pain, before a third wave of feu d’automnes flushed the last witches into the open. Potting compost, petals, and leaf debris dripped from their robes. Some limped, and many bore head injuries. The fight had begun in earnest and The Guardians had drawn first blood.

No sooner were the witches flushed from the hedges than Riff-Raff gave a mighty crow and the chickens charged from the barn. They descended in an angry, pummelling flock, leaping to entangle claws in hair and flap their agitated wings in panicked faces. Others pecked at the witch’s legs and harried their familiars, separating them from their mistresses.

“Ouch.” Both Delia and Astral winced watching it all unfold.

“Poor familiars,” Astral said. She watched an alligator flee the yard with a cocky little leghorn hard on his heels nipping at his tail. A Rhode Island Red upended a porcupine, and a Plymouth Rock held an unhappy goat hostage up a tree. The unnerved familiars were so upset that their owners became more preoccupied with rescuing them than attacking the house.

Around the corner, a Stormtrooper squad of Indian runner ducks appeared and began their own attack by pecking at thighs and the backs of knees. One or two witches managed to let loose a few zingers—long firework threads of spiked energy towards the house—but they fizzled out before hitting the target. The poultry continued to successfully disrupt spell-casting with claw and beak. The yard was a turmoil of feathered fury. Whenever there was a clear target, Delia sent a zinger of her own to flatten a witch.

“I could get used to this.” She smiled grimly, blasting a member of the Walsall Weevils into the next field. She quickly dispatched two more. Astral sent out a spurt of disruptive energy from her palms. It dropped a hairy-legged vampire bat in mid-flight, but it was more luck than good aim.

“Back. Now. Everybody get back!”

Astral was unsure who gave the order, but the witches and their familiars began a bedraggled retreat just as Magdalene’s telepathic warning snapped through the house. “There’s a horde sneaking up from behind. That attack was a distraction.”

“Stay here and pick off the stragglers.” Astral gave Delia a sturdy shoulder slap and ran to support Magdalene and Erigone. She dashed upstairs to her own room, where Erigone was already gleefully zapping witches from the bedroom window. Astral hesitated, noticing her bed was strewn with the contents of her dressing table. Lipsticks, perfumes, and personal papers sprawled across the coverlet. Her diary lay open.

“Have you been going through my stuff?” she asked, incredulous.

“Beat it,” Erigone drawled without looking over. “You’re bad luck.” She zapped another volley out the window. There was no time for a showdown. A crash of glass from the room next door sent Astral running to Magdalene’s side.

“You could have opened it.” Astral surveyed the damage. Like her daughter, Magdalene was at a window picking off the many black-robed figures slithering around the fields at the rear of the house. Above them, Martha and Tallulah threw lightning streaks that zigzagged through the night sky to electrify those below. Several witches lay twitching on the singed grass. Erigone let loose a series of power balls that ricocheted across the fields, knocking over everything in their path. Magdalene cackled and zapped out a few power balls of her own.

“They were your followers not that long ago. Don’t you feel any remorse?” Astral said, watching a young witch, once a big Magdalene groupie, flip head over heels and land at a bone crunching angle.

“Are they my followers now?” Magdalene let loose another blazing power ball from the palm of her hand. It hit a Catgut novice square in the chest and threw her several feet into a hawthorn bush. Magdalene surveyed her work with satisfaction. “You’re lucky I’ve decided to be on your side.” 

Wordless, Astral attempted an attack. She conjured a weak sizzler and tossed it out the window, where it hopped, skipped, and jumped a bit, before falling into an empty horse trough and wheezing out its last.

Magdalene gave her a withering look. “I’m fine here. Why don’t you go to the kitchen and bake something? We’ll need a tea break soon.” She turned her back and renewed her salvo, chuckling as her targets dropped like bowling pins.

Astral frowned and opened her mouth to object, but a persistent thought kept pushing at her brain, as it had done all morning. Something Damián had said about her wand looking like a recipe. Like she was going to bake with it? What had he said? And why did it always prefer to be in the top drawer covered in flour…oh! Astral had an epiphany, a light bulb moment, and it sent her scurrying from the room.

Baking powder, yeast, what else? She ran around the kitchen like a madwoman banging open drawers and cupboards, stoking up the woodstove, grabbing her favourite bowl and whisk.

“What are you doing?” Keeva called from the window. She was generating power balls, one in each hand, offering one to Damián to gleefully toss out the window, and aiming a shot of her own with the second. “There. Several of them behind the pigsty.” She offered him a particularly nasty looking orb of kinetic power.

He took it from her, assessed his target, and let loose. 

His aim was true, and he clapped with delight. “Bernice Grubber bites the dust,” he crowed. “I never liked her.”

Keeva laughed and generated several electric-blue zingers. “Try these. They’re a little lighter, so aim lower. Astral, what are you doing? Is this really the time?”

Astral blew a frizz off her forehead and stopped whisking. She tested the consistency of the mixture. Just right. “It’s the wand,” she called back. “It’s been trying to tell me all along. It’s a Fireside wand, and it wants to be baked better.” She placed the two wand segments into the bottom of a large loaf tin and poured her batter mix on top. 

“What?” Keeva stared at her, horrified.

“Baking it will heal it.”

“Keeva, they’re coming,” Damián squeaked, but Keeva didn’t respond, still staring at Astral.

“All this time it was hiding in the drawer surrounded by sugar and flour, it was telling me something, but I was too stupid—”

“Keeva,” Damián said, panicked. “There’re two of them right outside the door.”

“But you’ll destroy it,” Keeva said to Astral. “You can’t bake a wand, you’ll kill it.”

“Keeva,” Damián said, still panicking. A red mass of energy began to shimmer between his hands, then solidify enough to bounce like a ball from palm to palm. His face became a mask of horror.

“Keeva!” he squawked, tossing the shimmering ball from one palm to the other as if it were red hot. “I can’t—” Out of fear rather than any martial prowess or forethought, he flung it straight out the window. It thwacked into the witches jigging the backdoor and sent them skidding across the yard through the mud and throngs of angry chickens.

“Cherry bomb,” Keeva cheered, and gave Damián a celebratory slap on the back so hard, his knees buckled. “Good for you. Now make another one and wallop that witch, the one crouched behind my car. Mind the paintwork, though.” 

With Keeva’s attention back on the fight, Astral flung the loaf tin into the woodstove oven and set the timer on her watch. She hoped she was doing the right thing. In her gut it seemed right, but Keeva had unnerved her enough to doubt herself. What would happen to the Projector magic if she killed the wand?

“Needing a little help here.” Dulcie’s voice echoed in her head loud and clear. Astral sprinted for the front bedroom. 

“They’re trying to outflank us,” Dulcie told her as soon as she arrived.

From the attic windows, Fergal was using a hand catapult to shoot gold coins. Wherever they hit, the coins stung like crazy before exploding in a blinding rainbow that dissipated his precious fairy gold. They could hear him overhead, laughing and hurling insults along with his coins. “Take that, ye dirty scut,” and, “I’ll skelp the arse off ye.”

Beside him, Ping followed suit. With unerring accuracy, her catapult spat out half-rotten teeth. Her targets squealed and ducked and danced under the stinging onslaught before finally running for cover.

Dulcie tossed a cluster spell out of the window that rained lumps of coal on those below. This she followed with a shower of black ink that ran down faces and blinded the eyes. “I couldn’t do any big spells until Riff-Raff cleared the poultry out of the way. Apparently, they didn’t want to go back in the barn.” She leaned out the window, made a magical gesture, and a thick blanket of custard smothered her hapless victims. They staggered blindly around the front yard. “We don’t want chickens injured by friendly fire. Oh, bang on, Delia,” she shouted down to the young witch whose daisy-cutter spell swept several witches off at the ankles. “That was a belter!”

“What can I do?” Astral took her place by the second window. “I can’t do cluster spells.” She looked around and grabbed a vase from the dresser and tossed it out the window. It flattened Mary Meany.

“Keep throwing knick-knacks. It seems to be working.” 

“I’m baking the wand to heal it,” Astral informed her. “I know it’s the right thing to do.” She chucked the matching vase.

“Okay, why?” Dulcie asked, her attention on the enemy. “We need flies,” she muttered, and conjured up a cloud of black buzzing insects that descended on the custard-covered witches, sending them screaming down the lane, flapping and flailing at the black cloud around their heads. “Don’t you feel this is a little too easy?” Dulcie asked, watching the disorderly retreat.

“Personally, I’m finding it hard going.” A hard-backed version of The Poisonwood Bible flew out the window, braining a hell-hen. The white lace bookmark fluttered loose and spun away and Astral felt a terrible jolt of loss for her grandmother. What would she make of the debacle unfolding in front of her house?

“I mean, has anyone laid eyes on Eve Wormrider yet?” Dulcie sent out a few more zingers.

“Not that I know of.” Next, Astral flung a silver-backed hairbrush, then paused to have a small panic. “Oh dear. That was probably too good to chuck.”

“It’s war, not a KonMari session.”

“I’m knackered, and nearly out of magic. I hope it stops soon,” Astral said.

Dulcie snorted. “War bleeds you dry one way or another. Oh, my Hecate.”

“What?” Astral tried for another blue sizzler. It spun off her palm and electrified its intended target without spluttering or fading out. “Hey, I’m getting better.”

“Resources, Astral,” Dulcie cried. “They’re using up our resources.”

“But why? In about fifteen minutes they’ll belong to Hellbent and their magic will be sucked out of them. It is quite literally the merger from hell.” Fifteen minutes was her guestimate. The full moon still had a few degrees to go before it reached full height and the merger began.

“Or maybe their magic won’t be sucked away,” Dulcie said. “Maybe it will be replenished. Maybe the real goal all along was not a twee little countryside coven but to grab the Projector house?”

Astral looked at her, agape. The lauded Projector home? Oh, Hecate. It made sense. Of course, all this had to be about something bigger. Why hadn’t they seen it before? Why hadn’t they worked it out? Her heart sank like a ducking stool. Abby Black had played her, and like a fool, she’d fallen for it. And for a lot more. She kicked herself.

A manic twittering announced the arrival of Merryman. He ducked through the window and flopped exhausted on the sill, warbling ten to the dozen, and so fast that Astral couldn’t follow him. Her head trilled alarmingly with his twittering. She got the gist though—danger, and a lot of it. 

“Merryman says Wormrider’s on the way,” Dulcie muttered grimly, “with Hellbent.” She sent out a telepathic warning, “These skirmishes were intended to weaken us. The main attack is on its way. Buckle up, people.”

“What do you mean?” Magdalene’s response snapped like a wire lasso in everyone’s minds. “Hellbent was supposed to hoover them up, not help them. Ms Black assured us Hellbent didn’t involve itself in client wars.”

“Well, war is not Ms Black’s department, as she warned us.” Astral tried mind-blending, and was pleased she managed so well. Her voice might be reedy, but it was still decipherable. She was getting better at a lot of things in the heat of the moment.

“The last lot were a decoy. They’re trying to use up our magic. The real event hasn’t started yet,” Dulcie said.

Along the lane, Astral could see an army of witches marching confidently behind Eve Wormrider. No skulking in the hedgerows for this lot. They were brazen and full of confidence. Over Eve’s head, a platoon of witches rode broomsticks in a low V formation, and behind that, a hazy, bluish elemental glow brought up the rear. The floating glow worried Astral most, as she couldn’t identify it.

“Looks like Wormrider has arrived with Hellbent,” Dulcie added telepathically. “The main body is coming in from Golem and they’ll be here any minute now.” Her update was greeted by silence as each Guardian digested the demoralising news.

“Ye mean we haven’t won?” Fergal sounded indignant at this new development.

“We haven’t even started,” Dulcie informed him drily. 

There came the thunk of a cork being pulled at his end. Then, “Begorrah and blast,” followed by the glug of him chugging from a bottle.

“We’re too thin on the ground to protect the house from a large contingent.” Keeva came through loud and clear. “Can we converge in one area and make a sort of stronghold and hold that until dawn? If they’ve already merged with Hellbent, then daybreak should disperse them like most critters.”

“Holding them until dawn is a lot harder than holding them ’til the moon’s zenith.” Erigone’s connection was crisp and clear, and Astral envied her. “What’s the plan?”

“Take out as many as we can now while they’re in tight formation, and on my command, fall back floor by floor towards the kitchen,” Dulcie said. “We’ll clear the attic rooms first.”

Outside, there was an eerie break in hostilities as the advance party moved back to join their main force and for the less fortunate to enter triage.

“What’s that haze floating at the back of Eve’s pack?” Astral asked Dulcie.

“Dunno. Hope it’s not the magical equivalent of a nuclear weapon.”

Merryman twittered and Dulcie lunged for him before he could extend his wings and stuffed him down her blouse in a blink. “Oh, no you don’t, buster,” she told him. “We’ll find out soon enough without you ‘taking a look.’”

“Here they come,” Fergal roared from above. The broomstick platoon broke pattern and streaked towards the house, whooshing upwards towards the attic. 

“Watch the roof.” Astral sent her message upwards after them.

Thuds, clattering, and shrieks followed as witches, tiles, and broomsticks rained to the ground and crashed. The house shed its roof tiles, upending whoever landed on them. Teeth and coins whizzed and whanged, along with the war whoops of Ping and Fergal. The ivy that had embraced the front of the house for several generations reached out and plucked broomsticks out of mid-air, snapping them in two, then tossing their riders aside like ragdolls. The chimneys belched out acrid, blinding smoke at all who flew near. The noise from above was stupendous. 

There came a boom from the front attic and the smell of charred tweed, then Ping’s cry of, “Man down! Man down!” 

“Go help. I’m all right here,” Dulcie shouted to Astral over the roar of the energy balls she was launching at any target she could find.

Upstairs, Astral found Ping crouched over a pan-fried Fergal. He was scorched from head to toe, clothes singed, his hair on end and smoking slightly. He mewled weakly. Broken glass and the strong smell of whiskey surrounded him.

“He was taking a sip from his hipflask when a zinger hit him and he exploded,” Ping told her, wide-eyed with worry. From above came the scrabble of witches desperately trying to land while the roof tiles ripped away from under them. The constant crash, squeal, and slither made Astral’s head reel.

“Help me get him to the kitchen.” She stuck her hands under Fergal’s armpits while Ping grabbed his feet. As a leprechaun, Fergal was a small man, but they soon found he was suspiciously solid when hoisted. “For Hecate’s sake. Shake the gold out of him.” A quick rattle from both ends had dozens upon dozens of gold coins slipping out of Fergal’s pockets, making the burden considerably lighter.

“The roof is looking after itself,” Astral called over to Martha in the rear attic rooms, as she and Ping stumbled past with Fergal. “You need to start pulling back now.”

“We’re right behind you,” Martha called back. “Just a few easy targets to take care of first.” And she whacked a witch out of mid-air to frantic yelps of approval from her Jack Russell.

As they manoeuvred Fergal downstairs, Astral relayed the withdraw message to each floor.

They laid Fergal in his favourite armchair and Ping judiciously washed the grime from his face and lured him back to wakefulness by waving the cork from an Islay malt under his nose.

Astral returned to the parlour to help Delia zing any witches whose fall from the roof hadn’t incapacitated them fully.

“It’s like shooting fish in a barrel,” Delia told her and zapped a twitching body.

“Save your ammo for the big push,” Astral cautioned her. “It’s time to pull back. The parlour can take care of itself if they come through this way.”

Delia headed for the kitchen. Astral went to follow her, but felt compelled to take a last look at the ensemble rolling up her lane to annihilate her family home.

“That blue cloud thingy is getting bigger.” Dulcie appeared behind her. “I’ve done a sweep of the top floors and everyone has drawn back to the kitchen. It’s Alamo time.” She placed a hand on Astral’s shoulder. “Come on, we need to go.”

They started to leave when a brilliant flash from outside lit up the parlour with an eerie blue light. Shoulder to shoulder, they spun back to the window. Was this the next wave of attack? The cloud hanging to the rear of Eve Wormrider’s troops disengaged itself and moved slowly forwards. Jagged blue lightning bolts blazed from it. Gradually, the blinding mass began to resolve into several separate forms—hazy, translucent figures floating in midair, eerily spectral and definitely feminine in form.

“What are those?” Dulcie asked. She sounded worried. “I’m not liking the look of them.”

“Um…” Astral blinked to make sure her eyes were working correctly. “That’s the Black and Blacker Reconciliations team,” she said, focussing on Iraldine at the fore, elegant, beautiful, and lethal in her otherworldly robe of bubbling blue miasma.

“What in Hecate are they doing here?” Dulcie asked. 

Astral grimaced. “Overtime?” And why wasn’t Abby there? She was part of Black and Blacker. Not that she wanted to see her again or anything.

Iraldine and her team slowly spasmed into something else entirely. Their faces grew longer and haggard and totally unlovely. Fingers hooked into ugly claws, and their teeth lengthened into crooked yellowing fangs.

“Banshees,” Astral yelled as the figures finally revealed what reconciliations was all about. And why not? Iraldine worked for Abby Black like Fergal, or Ping, or any other critter for that matter. Not everything was as pleasant as leprechauns and tooth fairies. “They’re banshees. Run for your life.” She pushed Dulcie forcibly out of the parlour.

There came a roaring whoosh, and when she glanced over her shoulder she saw the fanged she-devils flying full-tilt towards the house like otherworldly warheads.

Oh, Hecate. They were in it now.

 

 

 

 




Chapter 17

 

The whole house shook. Windows exploded and a ton of soot burst from the fireplaces and spewed out over the carpets. Astral and Dulcie fled to the kitchen. Around them, furniture began to creak and shift and pile up to block the broken windows. The old grandfather clock propped itself against the front door. From out on the porch, they could hear the whiz of the remaining flowerpots as they smacked into the soft flesh of witches and familiars alike with as much fervour as bad-tempered begonias and busy Lizzies could muster. Astral slammed the door closed from the kitchen to the hallway and locked it.

She patted the oak wood. “Stand true, old friend.”

The house rumbled as every timber in it contracted and expanded, every brick straining to force back the repellent magic swirling around it. The crashing of furniture, rending of fabrics, and smashing of glass and ceramics relayed that the enemy had infiltrated, and there was now total warfare in every room. Each thud, bang, and crash was accompanied by a yell, groan, or scream—the house was winning.

Keeva and Damián remained in their original positions by the main kitchen window. Erigone and Dulcie waited by the back door, as an assault from that direction was a definite. Astral and Ping took the centre of the room, ready to back up any weak spots. Fergal sat in his chair and sizzled, the untouched glass of whiskey in his shaking hand a sign of his deep shock. Delia and Magdalene, sharing the window over the sink, poured out fire-flares while Martha and Tallulah took the pantry, using its smaller window to coordinate an unrelenting stream of electrical zingers that fried everything that moved before them.

A chimney stack avalanched into the backyard with an ear-splitting crash. It squashed two unlucky witches, and from under the pile of red bricks, a dim fluorescent blue glow snuffed out.

“What the hell was that?” Keeva coughed the dust from her lungs.

“The banshees are trying to come down the chimneys,” Astral answered as another thunderous crash from the front of the house told a similar story. “The chimneys are collapsing and crushing them inside.”

“Banshees?” Ping squeaked. “Reconciliations is here?” 

“Shouldn’t they be helping us, or at least stay neutral?” Magdalene asked.

“Iraldine is, as usual, seeing things her own way,” Astral muttered.

“She’s got a grudge since Abby dumped her. She and her team moved to Ms Blacker’s department.”

Ping’s news pricked at Astral’s ears but there was no time for questions. A zinger flew through the window and glanced off Damián and proceeded to ricochet around the room until Erigone shot it down mid-air. A trickle of blood ran from Damián’s temple to his jawline.

“Are you all right?” Astral asked. He looked terrified. 

“Lookin’ roguish,” Keeva said approvingly, and he immediately bloomed into a warrior.

“Right, that’s it, bitches,” he yelled, and easily manifested a cherry bomb in his hands and flung it in anger.

The cries and crashing as the house fought back advanced down the hall, coming nearer and nearer. My poor crystal. The thought entered Astral’s head at a particularly awful, yet melodic implosion, followed by a high-pitched squeal. At least the decanter with matching glasses had taken a foe down with them in their final sacrifice.

“Your lovely old house will be in bits after this,” Ping whispered.

“Meaning, it can’t be the house they want. Otherwise, why destroy it?” There was no time for Astral to ponder this. The stovepipe began banging loudly.

“Incoming,” Delia called from her window.

“They’re massing for the big push,” Magdalene confirmed.

The remainder of Eve Wormrider’s forces were gathering across the yard, hiding behind walls, outbuildings, vehicles—anything that offered protection from the assault coming from the kitchen windows. Chickens and ducks flew at them from all quarters, flushing a few out as open targets, but the poultry division was fatigued and outnumbered, and could not stop the inevitable.

“Here they come,” yelled Keeva.

The Guardians tensed, waiting for the blow, when overhead a shadow flitted across the moonlit yard, soon followed by the hum of many, many small twigs vibrating in the air. Suddenly, the night sky was ablaze with a rainbow of hues as zingers, sizzlers, fire-flares, and other magical armaments Astral had never seen the likes of, rained down on Wormrider’s forces.

“Oh, thank Hecate,” Dulcie cried. “It’s the townsfolk. They’ve come to help us.”

Above them, Gina Biscotti headed a flange of broomstick-riding witches. At her side, a rather wobbly Old Mother Worriwort clung on to her broom bravely. Behind them, the grim-faced, non-affiliated witches of Golem rode posse. They had at last chosen a side.

“Ha, Wormrider,” Keeva crowed. “Think you can burn our village and not get a poke in the eye back?”

Between the poultry and the overhead missile attack, the witches in the yard had nowhere to hide and were now committed to attacking the Projector kitchen, the last Guardian stronghold.

Everything seemed to happen at once, yet to Astral, it all unfolded in slow motion. The alarm on her wristwatch went off, and the stovepipe exploded and spit out smoke, soot, and a flaming blue Iraldine. The witches stormed the kitchen in a screaming hoard. An unheralded stream of zingers, cherry bombs, and power balls flew in both directions, flattening dozens of Wormrider’s troops, but still they came.

Delia took a hit square in the chest and was flung across the room. The door between the kitchen and the hall burst open under a hail of red-tailed fire-flares. One whipped straight through Erigone, tossing her sideways. She collapsed like a ragdoll. Magdalene screamed and ran to her. Under a shower of punches and blows, Keeva was dragged out the window by several angry witches. Lupin pounced but was himself quickly overwhelmed.

Magic exhausted, Damián backed into a corner and began throwing crockery. Ping retreated alongside him and used her catapult as best she could. Martha, Dulcie, and Tallulah fought hand to hand, as witches scrabbled in through the windows and poured in from the hall. Jasper and Casper barked wildly and bit ankles, while Merryman dive-bombed like a crazy thing. But all to no avail. The Guardians were hopelessly outnumbered and Astral knew they were defeated.

She faced an enraged Iraldine, alone in their bubble, far, far removed from the mayhem surrounding them. All the beauty had drained from the banshee’s face, now a rictus of skeletal anger, eyes blazing, full of hate. On the floor between them, thrown from the shattered stove, lay Astral’s loaf tin.

“You will pay for this,” Magdalene screamed.

The bubble burst—blasted open by the last furious rays of Magdalene’s magical power and a mother’s grief. She nursed her dying daughter in her arms and howled. “All of you will pay,” she roared. “I call upon Death. I have a contract, and I demand mediation now. I call upon you, Abaddon, Angel of Death. Destroyer of Nations. Leveller of Kingdoms. Downfall of Mankind!”

Magdalene threw out such a spike of raw, nerveless energy that everyone stilled. Iraldine froze at the mention of her ex-lover, while other witches, perhaps too familiar with Magdalene’s former position, hesitated, confused at her order. Everyone except Astral was frozen into the nakedness of the moment. And in that moment, Astral found her mind filled with clear, bright purpose, and she reached for the loaf tin and crumbled away the cake to extract her wholly healed wand. She held it aloft in triumph, and also to admire the simple, natural beauty of the old, worn hazel— “Ow, ow. Hot.” It was still roasting. She tossed it from hand to hand and, like a loaded weapon in the hands of a fool, it went off with a whoosh and plastered Iraldine to the wall. Glowing blue gunk oozed into a puddle on the floor tiles. Oh, shit.

Utter silence engulfed the room and then Astral spun into action and addressed Wormrider’s rabble. “Right you lot, back off now.” She levelled the wand at them.

Nicky Blade brazenly stepped forward. “Fuck you, Projec—” Whoosh. Nicki Blade puddled onto the floor. Astral stared at the wand, aghast. It obviously had a bad temper and brooked no nonsense.

“Oh, Hecate. I didn’t mean for that to happen,” she said to the startled assembly, “but if you don’t get the fuck out of my house, it’s going to happen again.”

“I’d believe her,” said a voice behind her, and Astral jerked around, waving the wand. Whoosh. Before her was Abby. “Oh, no.”

Abby blinked away smoke, then frowned at the burn marks on her ceremonial robe. Everyone in the room held their breath, focused on her.

Astral sighed with relief. Abby was immune to the wand.

“Perhaps put the wand down, Astral, until you learn how to use it,” she said, brushing at her robe. “It’s a powerful thing.”

“Um, yes. Of course.” She quickly slipped the wand into her robe’s inner pocket, then winced when she saw Abby staring at the fluorescent blob on the floor that used to be Iraldine. Would she be upset her ex was goop?

Abby’s frown deepened. “I’ll deal with that later,” she said. 

“I’m sorry…the wand…it just…”

“I know.” She gave her an inscrutable look, then turned to Magdalene. “You summoned?”

Magdalene knelt beside her daughter. Sleekit twined around Erigone’s wrist, her silver scales dulled, her tiny tongue tasting the air in sad, defeated sips, already falling into decline. In contrast, Syracuse wound around Erigone’s ankles in a sinuous nonstop weave, desperation flowing from him.

“She’s dead,” Magdalene said hoarsely. “This wasn’t part of our deal.”

“Ah. The deal that ran away from you.”

“She’s my daughter. She’s all I’ve got.”

Around them, witches began to pick themselves up. The Guardians dusted themselves off and took stock of the damage. Delia was levered to her feet and set beside Fergal. He offered her his glass of malt, which she shakily accepted. Eve’s rabble began to sneak away. Clearly, Death as a visiting entity was not something they’d signed up for.

“Stop right there,” Abby commanded, and they all stopped unhappily in their tracks.

“I don’t want them in my kitchen.” Astral’s words came out cold but determined. She had had enough.

“Riff-Raff and the girls will herd them to the barn, and they can wait there,” Keeva said. “And they can think about what they’ve done.” She prodded them along sharply. “All wands and magical implements in the bucket.” She indicated the pail Damián held out.

On the back doorstep Riff-Raff and his posse of chickens waited to escort them. Ping and Damián followed as backup. 

With a less crowded kitchen, Abby turned again to Magdalene and regarded her dispassionately.

“You have to bring her back,” Magdalene said, voice thick with pain.

Abby’s brow furrowed. “There’s the little matter of the small print—”

“The small print is clear enough,” Astral interrupted and reached into the dresser drawer for her copy of the contract. She waved it at both of them. “I consider myself an expert on Black and Blacker contracts, especially this one. I know every comma, semicolon, and full stop. On page thirty-two, 11.8a, Magdalene precluded personal harm.” 

“For herself,” Abby said, tone mild.

Astral shook her head. “Not specified. Ergo, anyone and everyone.”

Abby seemed to bristle. “Only Black and Blacker staff can read those contracts.” As she spoke, the black lettering began to cascade off the pages onto the floor, leaving the pages blank. “And you don’t work for me anymore.”

“I do, if the offer still stands,” Astral responded quickly.

The flow of letters paused as Abby caught her gaze and held it, a calculating glint in her eyes and Astral saw that she knew what this was about. She herself, as Death, couldn’t interfere directly in matters belonging to another Black and Blacker department, especially War, but she could damn well provide a means for others to do so.

“Of course. Then I am glad of your insight, Ms Projector,” she answered, and the letters reversed back onto the page and reassembled in the correct order. Astral wasn’t sure whether she should be elated that Abby had responded as she did or worried about what price she might have to pay. There always seemed to be conditions where Black and Blacker was concerned.

“Ms Projector has verified the details.” Abby turned back to Magdalene. “I will adhere to her findings.”

There was a quick flicker of acknowledgment from Magdalene towards Astral, the merest ghost of a glance and tremor of a lip. On her lap, Erigone coughed, sputtered, and blew out a thin trail of red smoke, the residue of the fire-flare that had punctured her lungs.

“Oh, my darling.” Magdalene cupped her face and kissed her forehead a hundred times. Sleekit slid gently up her body, embracing every inch, and Syracuse immediately transferred his affections to his own tear-streaked mistress. They were once again a family, and Astral’s heart was glad for them, no matter what Magdalene had done in the past. 

“Take her home to rest,” Abby said. “It will be several days until she feels like her living self again.”

“Thank you.” Magdalene rose to her feet while Martha helped a shaky Erigone onto hers. Erigone leaned on her heavily, weak and disorientated. Between them, Magdalene and Martha led her to the door. Tallulah took a dazed Delia in a firm grip and led her out, too.

On the threshold, Erigone looked over Magdalene’s shoulder and mumbled, “Cool party, Astral.” Then, “and stop worrying if you’re a good kisser.” Astral’s face blazed. Erigone had read her diary.

Abby shot her a look and the barest quirk of an eyebrow advertised her amusement, but she didn’t comment on Astral’s expression. “We still have business to discuss,” she instead told Magdalene, who nodded stiffly and left with Martha, who was helping prop up Erigone.

“Well. Look at this place.” Keeva began righting chairs. “It’s a mess.” She grimaced. “I’ve just stood in Nicki Blade.” She examined the sole of her shoe. “Will you be bringing her back?” she asked Abby.

“No. Some things are written. I was due to meet up with Nicki today anyway. Knife fight in a Primark store over half-priced leggings. This is simply a case of wrong place, right time for her.” She shrugged. “Such things happen.”

“Do you always come when summoned?” Astral asked. “All Magdalene had to do was bellow?”

She made a noncommittal noise. “My work is never done. I’m anywhere and everywhere. And it’s easy to summon me,” she said. “You just kill someone.”

Astral frowned, because she may have done that to Iraldine. 

“It’s the ceaseless paperwork that grinds me down.” She glanced at Fergal, who sat as quiet as a mouse, averting his gaze. “It’s hard to find the staff. Especially when your hiring pool is limited to critters.” Her lips quirked on using the word. 

“I’m not a critter,” Astral said. Was this yet another loophole in Black and Blacker?

“No. You are a magical being, so you’ll do nicely. In fact, I like this idea of employing witches. They get things done.” 

Astral looked at the bubbling blue pool near the wall. “What about Iraldine?” she asked, feeling exceedingly guilty about that, despite their past history.

“She no longer works for me. She’s Ms Blacker’s problem now—as is this entire situation.” Abby viewed the mess around her with what might have been a smidgen of satisfaction. “I’m afraid Ms Blacker’s department will have to foot the bill.” She gave a thin smile. “You might consider hitting her hard for reparations. She’s been slacking for millennia.”

“What were they after?” Dulcie asked, a stubborn tilt to her chin. “As you already mentioned, Magdalene’s deal ran away with her and I bet this—” she indicated the state of the kitchen— “had nothing to do with it.”

“Indeed. Once Ms Wormrider replaced Magdalene, she demanded the contract be renegotiated. Of course, as Ms Projector will tell you, when it comes to contracts, it’s not as simple as that. And, in my estimation, Wormrider is a bit of an idiot. She cast around for leverage, for something that Hellbent would value.”

Astral made a frustrated noise. “Haven’t we already gone down that route with missing princesses?” She was tired of this entire, horrible experience. Her kitchen was in pieces and who knew what the rest of the house looked like. She started for the hallway.

“Ms Wormrider offered the Projector wand,” Abby said. 

Astral stopped in her tracks and whirled around. “She what?”

Dulcie made a disgusted face.

“She destroyed my house to come after my wand?” That insufferable—

“And you had it in the oven all this time,” Keeva said, laughing. “Baking the guts out of it.”

Abby raised her eyebrows. “You baked your wand?”

“It works just fine, thank you,” Astral answered tartly. “Ask Iraldine.”

“Indeed.” The hint of a smile played at the corners of her mouth and Astral turned away with a puff of exasperation. No sense falling for that again. She set about to thoroughly investigate the house to determine the extent of the damage. The others followed, and she was glad for the company, as the damage seemed overwhelming. It took three of them to push the grandfather clock upright. The dear old thing had held its position for as long as possible until the front door had charred away and collapsed around it. The clock was battered and scarred but it chimed happily once righted.

“You were fantastic,” Astral said as she touched it gently. “Beeswax polish all round for you and your friends.”

She turned away to find Abby regarding her, expression unreadable but somehow welcoming and, despite everything, she was glad she was there.

“I found a prisoner of war,” Dulcie called from the parlour. The wallpaper had come off the walls and wound around Big Shona, cocooning her. She lay on the floor, weakly protesting, covered from head to foot in an English summer rose pattern, while the bolster and several cushions thumped the Hecate out of her.

“That’s something one does not see every day,” Abby said, tone dry, and Astral fought a smile.

Keeva hoisted her to her feet. “To the barn with you.”

“This hoose is geein’ me the boke,” Big Shona groused. 

“Yer the boke,” Keeva replied in kind. The wallpaper unpeeled itself and returned to the walls, allowing Keeva to escort Big Shona roughly out of the house.

“You were magnificent,” Astral praised the wallpaper, and its English roses bloomed full and pink with pleasure. She made sure all the cushions, especially the brave, little bolster, were given a good plumping and placed back into position on the broken, bent furniture.

“Are you going to thank every article in the house?” Abby asked, and if Astral didn’t know better, there might have been an undercurrent of bemused affection in her tone.

“This house and everything in it did their best to protect me and my friends. So, yes, Ms Black, I intend to offer my gratitude to every damn thing I can. It’s the least I can do.”

“It was engineered for that purpose.”

Astral met her gaze. “Yes, but a job well done deserves praise. You should remember that where your own staff is concerned,” she said, perhaps a little tartly. “Oh, my poor decanter and glasses.” She crouched and reverently picked up the shattered chunks of lead crystal. “I think fixing this is beyond magic, but you never know.” She placed all the pieces in a clean handkerchief and carefully put it into her pocket. “I’ll give you a wee bake on a gentle heat. It worked last time.”

“Last time?” Abby looked around. “Please tell me this—” she swept the room with a gesture, “is not a habit of yours.” 

“Hecate, no. The last time for the decanter was an unfortunate accident with a duster. Which I hope is the extent of  future domestic occurrences in my house.”

“As do I,” Abby said softly, and Astral tried not to respond to how gentle she sounded, but her efforts were fruitless as sparks and warmth filled her chest.

She instead focused on the house, and on the furniture slowly easing itself back into place. Breaks, splinters, and scratches began to mend, though not all scars could be hidden. Still, that was the pleasure of old things, that their bumps and bashes had stories to tell.

“Astral,” Keeva called from outside. “We have a situation here.” Her tone was icy enough to make Astral move quickly out into the yard, Abby behind her.

Eve Wormrider stood before the barn. She was dirty and bloodied, and had not fared at all well in the war of her own making. She was also desperate, and held a squirming Borage by the scruff of his neck, her wand pressed deep into the fat of his belly.

“Oh, no,” Astral whispered as she joined the others. “Not Borage.” Someone gently squeezed her shoulder, a brief touch, but somehow it helped. And then she realized it was Abby and all kinds of thoughts bounced around in her head. 

“You went behind our back,” Eve shouted at Abby. “I had a deal—”

“Not with my department,” Abby answered, tone calm but icy. “A wand is not a suitable substitution for the Lord of Darkness’s youngest daughter. Ms Blacker may think the Projector wand, old and venerated as it is, makes for a good trade, but I do not. Therefore, I did not sanction a renewal of the contract. I also think you’ll find that Ms Blacker has not dotted her i’s and crossed her t’s, as is often the case.” Her lips thinned.

“Let go of my familiar,” Astral cried. “We know what you did to Merryman, and you’re going to answer for it to the highest witching court in the land.”

Poor Borage. He may have been a sullen, unhelpful familiar, but he didn’t deserve any of this.

“I do so have a deal, no matter what she says,” Eve spat back. “I want your wand, or the cat gets it.” She dug her own wand deeper into his belly. Borage yowled.

“Let him go,” Astral yelled, panic and anger consuming her. 

“Let’s zap her,” Dulcie said. “We’ve got enough juice left to cleave her in two.”

“It might hurt Borage,” Astral said as she slowly withdrew the wand from her inside pocket. It twitched in her hand.

“Please,” she told it, “I know I always disappoint you, but just stay calm.” She set it on the ground before her. “Okay, let him go.”

“Kick it over here,” Eve said.

“I can’t do that. It’s a priceless heirloom.”

“Kick it. I never promised what shape it would be in.” Eve’s lip curled. “That’s how you make a deal with critters. Now kick it over.”

She did and the hazelwood skittered over the dirt.

“I can’t believe you’re doing this,” Dulcie muttered at Astral. 

“And for him. He’s always been a useless lump of a familiar,” Keeva said, disbelieving.

“Well, I love him,” Astral said, though her betrayal of her wand for the second time was biting deep. In response to her declaration, Borage hissed spitefully at anyone in hissing distance.

“Ms Projector,” Abby said, “if I may, your friends are right. He really is a jerk.”

Astral kept her gaze on Eve.

“Can’t you kill her?” Keeva asked Abby and nodded towards Eve.

Abby shook her head. “There’s a time and a place for everything. It’s rude to jump the queue.”

Eve reached out with her foot and scooted the wand closer, then lunged for it.

“Watch out, it’s got a hair trigger,” Astral called, but to no avail. Eve grabbed the hazelwood handle and—whoosh! The wand erupted, just missing taking Eve’s face off by millimetres and blasting into Borage. Eve shouted in alarm and dropped him. His electrified body splatted onto the dirt, where it lay twitching. Astral screamed and started towards him but Abby grabbed her.

“No, Astral. He’s going to explode.”

“No,” she cried. “No.” She struggled to be free, and Abby’s arms around her did little to comfort.

Borage’s spasms increased rapidly and a blue current sparked and zigzagged across his fat, furry body. A violent blaze of light burst from him, illuminating every hair, every whisker in the most minute detail, and as Abby had predicted, he exploded. The flash was blinding, breathtaking, magical, and Astral closed her eyes against it, then opened them and blinked. Everyone else did, too.

“Borage?” She pulled away from Abby, trying to see through the still-fading light. “Oh, no.”

He was no more. He was gone.

In his place stood a very angry, naked teenaged girl. Eve stepped back in shock. The girl hissed violently and slashed out to claw Eve’s cheek with her long nails. Eve screamed in pain and dropped Astral’s wand to clutch at her bloodied cheek, the torn flesh already necrotizing.

Keeva gingerly picked up the wand between thumb and forefinger and handed it back to Astral. “I have no idea what’s going on here,” she said, “but please put that somewhere safe, like back in the oven.”

“Well. This is somewhat unexpected,” Abby said. “Princess Molotova.” She gave a small but cordial incline of her head. “How pleasant to see you after all these years. Welcome back, Your Highness.”

“Molo—” Astral stared at the teenager, then at Abby. “That’s the princess? This whole time?”

Molotova glared at her with vivid emerald eyes and stalked across the yard. “Get me something to wear, and it better be pretty. I want Doc Martens boots. Red ones. And cream. I want a saucer of cream.” With that she pushed past them.

“Well, she’s clearly still Borage in some ways,” Keeva muttered.

“What just happened?” Astral asked bewildered. They stood watching the nude princess stalk angrily towards the house. If her tail had remained, it would have been twice its normal size and swishing wildly.

“Borage was the princess?” Dulcie turned to Abby. “Did you know this?”

“I most certainly did not, though I suspected the Projector family had something to do with her disappearance, as did Magdalene Curdle.”

“Which is why she wanted to contract with you,” Astral said. What was happening? Had her grandmother had something to do with this after all? “I had no idea.”

Abby squeezed her shoulder again and Astral wished her touch was more than fleeting.

“We’ll never hear the end of it if Magdalene was right,” Keeva said.

“My face.” Eve Wormrider writhed on the ground. “It’s burning.”

“Serves you right,” Keeva snapped.

“You’ve been hell-fired,” Abby said with a barely perfunctory glance. “Go to the barn and see if some of your friends can magic up a cure.”

“And don’t ask for help from us.” Damián stuck his tongue out at her as she staggered to her feet and lurched towards the barn.

Abby joined Dulcie, Keeva, and Astral, who followed Molotova all the way to the kitchen, where she was rifling the fridge.

“Where do you keep the sardines?” She grabbed a pint of cream and chugged it straight from the carton.

“Ew.” Astral wrinkled her nose. “Not much has changed, really. Except she can open the fridge.”

“Here.” Dulcie conjured up some clothes more or less befitting a teenage grunger, plus the red DMs. Molotova donned them without a word of thanks.

Dulcie rolled her eyes. “Does this mean Magdalene is off the hook?”

“And by Magdalene, we mean The Plague Tree Coven, because I’m damned if we’re having her back,” Keeva said adamantly.

“I think we need to assemble and reassess the situation.” Abby seemed extremely satisfied. “There are numerous protocols we need to employ to restore the princess back to the royal family, thus nullifying the contract.”

“And Iraldine?” Astral asked. “Can you reassess the situation with her? I’ll need to mop this floor.”

“Iraldine’s new boss will have to deal with her and the mess she and Ms Wormrider made. I’d touch nothing if I were you until the loss adjuster arrives and takes notes.”

“You can stay at my place for a while,” Dulcie offered. 

“Thank you,” Astral said. “This is all too much.” She carefully put the wand back in the dresser drawer. It seemed the safest place for it. “At least the wand is back, but I’ve somehow lost a familiar…if I ever had a familiar, that is.” She looked over at Molotova, who was messing with her hair. “I’m not sure about anything anymore.”

“Tea,” Keeva said. “That might help.”

“Good idea,” Astral agreed. “Ms Black, will you join us?”

“I’d be delighted. Thank you.”

Astral filled the kettle with water to make a pot of tea, only to find the stove was in pieces, scattered around the Iraldine blob. “Sorry, friends. No tea, after all.”

“Let’s go to the parlour.” Keeva held up a bottle of whiskey she had unearthed from somewhere and motioned at several mismatched glasses on the table. “It may not be the best crystal, but we all need a dram, I’ll bet.”

“Ms Black? Will you be joining us for that?” Astral asked, hoping she would.

“If you don’t mind.”

Astral managed a smile. “I’d like you to.” 

She smiled back. “Then I shall.”

“I’ll get Damián and Ping,” Dulcie said.

“What about the other witches in there?” Keeva asked. “Who’ll keep an eye on them?”

“Riff-Raff will keep an eye on things.” And knowing Abby was in-house might prevent them from acting up or running. Astral poured a hefty dram into each glass and handed them out.

“Ms Blacker can organise that lot in the barn, too.” Abby raised her glass and took an appreciative sniff. “Why, Ms Projector. You have fine taste in scotch.” The appreciation made Astral glow inside as bright as the malt.

“I’m a Fireside witch,” she said, as if it should have been obvious that she would have good scotch in her home.

“And I am more appreciative of that every day.”

Astral ignored Keeva’s questioning expression directed at her.

“Well. Overall, this has been a splendid day,” Abby announced and toasted those gathered.

And Astral could see why. Abby had found the missing princess, making Magdalene Curdle’s contract effectively go away. Her nasty ex-girlfriend was a puddle on the kitchen floor, and somehow, she’d snuck Astral back to Black and Blacker. And all with zero paperwork. Of all those assembled, she appeared the most content, although the whiskey was working its magic on the rest quickly.

Only Astral still felt frayed around the edges.

She went to the rocking chair, happy to feel the heat from the fireplace seep into her bones. A lump at the small of her back caused her to reach back and pull the bolster onto her lap. It wriggled in her hands. “What the…” a small black kitten clambered out of the cotton cover into her arms, meowing pitifully.

“Oh, my Hecate,” Dulcie gasped. “It’s the real Borage, as a kitten.”

“But…but how?” Astral gently cradled the mewling ball of jet black fur.

Dulcie leaned closer. “Grandma Lettice must have bewitched him. No one else could do a thing like that under this roof.”

“This is the most curious of families,” Abby said as she, too, studied the kitten. “Replacing a familiar with a kidnapped princess. Why would your grandmother do such a thing?”

Astral shrugged. “I have no idea. Clearly, there are many things about my family that I don’t know.”

The kitten mewled again.

“I’d better get some food for this little guy.” She held his face up to her own. “Welcome back, buddy.” She kissed his wet nose. “Let’s hope Her Highness has left you some cream, eh?”

“And where is Her Highness?” Abby asked, glancing around.

“Sleeping in the linen basket on the top landing,” Keeva said. “I think there are a few habits she’ll need to break.”

Astral carried Borage into the kitchen, Abby following. Already, the kitchen was in the process of repairing itself. 

“You may not need a loss adjuster after all,” Abby said. “The kitchen seems to be taking care of itself.” She looked around with interest. “This house never fails to amaze me.” She moved to the wall and regarded the family portrait that had somehow managed to remain untouched, if a little askew.

“Is Myriad there?” Astral asked as she scooped a tin of tuna onto a saucer for the new, yet original, Borage. He buried his whiskers in it and purred happily.

“Seems so,” Abby murmured and stepped away. “I should gather my team and get back to the office.”

There was a moment of silence as they both digested separate thoughts, then Abby said, “Will I see you Monday morning?” She sounded hopeful and almost…light?

“About that,” she answered cautiously.

Abby’s lips twitched. It was an infinitesimally small tell, but Astral caught it. She cleared her throat. “I’m prepared to keep my side of the bargain,” she said, “but I will not work for the dark side. I am a creature of light, a witch from the True Path, and that can never change.”

Abby nodded. “I don’t expect you to change. My work is not of the dark side. I contract the passing of souls, usually in an orderly, timely way. The contracts you’ve been working on are the deals certain individuals make when bartering their souls, humankind’s devaluation of its greatest gift.”

“And we need to talk about the work package you offered. I have conditions.”

“I don’t doubt it.” Abby smiled, and it altered her whole face. Astral swallowed the lump that suddenly formed in her throat. She knew that working in such close proximity, she would have to tussle with these unexplained and unexpected emotions. But simply saying “no,” and walking away didn’t feel like the correct option either.

“I also expect you to explain to me what the hell happened with Molotova and Borage and everything…at least what you know of it.”

Abby frowned. “Unfortunately, that I cannot do, as I suspect your coven knows more about it than I do. In fact, that is something you need to explain to me when you’re ready.” 

Who in the coven would know this? And would any of them talk to her? Martha and Tallulah came to mind. She’d most likely start with Magdalene, but right now, she really just wanted to sit by the fire, play with the real Borage, and sip scotch.

Abby set her empty glass gently on the table. “Thank you for the drink. I must go and collect Ping and Fergal now.”

“Fergal’s there.” Astral pointed to the chair in the corner. He had barely moved an inch since his combustion. He still looked a little wild-eyed, and his thick tweed coat reeked of smoke. 

“I think he needs the rest of the weekend to recover.” Abby sighed. “I’ll get the boys from Dividends to look after him.”

“Will I be working for him when I go back?”

“You’ll be my personal assistant,” Abby said. Then she stopped and tapped her chin with one of her elegant fingers. “Or perhaps a new title. Contract consultant. Something that doesn’t necessarily mean you work directly for me. Some sort of interdepartmental role. If you accept the position, that is.” She looked momentarily anxious and Astral found it strangely endearing. “There have been changes and more are due. Fergal will go back to his old team and Iraldine…” She gave the blue puddle a quick, disinterested glance. “You arrive at an opportune moment, Ms Projector.”

Fergal groaned and heaved himself out of the chair. “I’ll be needin’ some air,” he said as he left the room, coughing a little.

“I do hope you’ll accept the offer,” Abby said. “And not just because you’re very smart and very good with contracts.”

“What other reasons would there be?”

Abby raised an eyebrow. “I rather like it when you’re around.”

A storm of sparks raced down Astral’s back.

“And now, I really must go.” Abby sounded reluctant. 

“I’ll see you Monday, then.”

Abby stared at her for a moment, then smiled. She turned to go but stopped at the door. “And, Ms Projector, Erigone is correct. You definitely don’t need to worry about whether you’re a good kisser or not. But I’ll leave any further discussions with me about such things entirely to you, and at your discretion.”

Astral flushed but Abby was already in the hallway. “Don’t forget your princess,” she called after her as she stood in the doorway, anxious for the daughter of Hades to return to wherever she needed to go.

“Ping will return and collect her in a few hours,” Abby said. Fergal stood nearby, looking a little less compromised. “I’m not going to disturb her. Somehow, I don’t think that would be wise. I’ll see you Monday.”

“Hey,” Astral said, but Abby and Fergal were gone. They simply disappeared. “What about that rabble in my barn?” she finished to an empty hallway. Silence. With a deep sigh, she took another gulp of whiskey.

 

*

 

There came a firm rat-a-tat at the front door.

“Two thirty in the morning.” Keeva looked at the clock. “Are you expecting anyone?”

Astral shrugged, too cosy in her seat by the fire to care. “The loss adjustor, I suppose.”

“Go see who it is,” Dulcie told Damián.

“Why is it always me who has to do everything?” 

“Because you’re the busboy. Plus, I think you do far from everything around here,” she told him.

“I’m not moving. I’ll disturb Borage.” Astral gently stroked the sleeping ball of fur on her lap. She was still in awe of her new gift, for that’s how she saw him.

“What did your last busboy die of?” Damián asked, lurching from his chair.

“Back chat.” Dulcie pointed at the door that was rat-a-tatting even louder, as if the caller had no patience. Damián flounced off to answer it.

He soon returned. “It’s a Miss Vawr,” he announced. 

“Vawr?” Astral frowned and glanced over at Dulcie and Keeva. They shook their heads. 

“Never heard of her,” Dulcie said.

“Oh, I think you may have heard of me. I’d be disappointed if otherwise.” A stranger stood directly behind Damián. She was statuesque and darkly sinister, with an angular build much like Abby Black’s, except this woman had a pasty, ghostly complexion, and her eyes were the palest blue, and cold, like slivers from a glacier. Jet black hair framed high Slavic cheekbones. She had a generous, well-shaped mouth, and her thick accent identified her as probably eastern European.

“I’m sorry Ms…Vawr.” Astral stumbled over the unfamiliar name. “Are you the loss adjustor?”

“Not Vawr, Vawr,” the stranger corrected with some belligerence. “And Miss, not Ms.”

“Vawr,” Astral repeated. “Miss Vawr.” 

“Um, how can we help you?” Dulcie asked.

“I come for the witches in the barn and the poodle in the kitchen.”

“What poodle?” Keeva asked, suddenly interested.

“The banshee Iraldine is currently a poodle. She must be restored and taken away,” Miss Vawr said. “My people will do this and then we go.” She clicked her fingers and several ghostly hellhounds, heads lowered and their tails between their legs, wafted through the hall past the parlour door and into the kitchen. Everyone sat bolt upright as the hounds passed.

“Those are hellhounds,” Dulcie said, stating the obvious. Damián moved behind the couch, as far away from the door as possible.

“Correction,” Miss Vawr objected, “those are dogs of Vawr.”

“Vawr,” Dulcie repeated. “Oh, war. You’re War, aren’t you? You’re Ms Blacker from Black and Blacker.”

“Indeed.” Miss Vawr seemed very satisfied at being finally acknowledged. “I am Vawr and you have met my colleague, Death. She speaks very highly of you.” Her dogs were back, slinking their way out. “I have been informed the witches are free to go from the barn. The contract is complete, so please tell them all to go away now, I do not need extra paperwork.” She produced a thick form and presented it to Astral. “Sign this.”

“Why?” Astral reluctantly accepted the offered pen, carved out of bone and ominously heavy. “I don’t think—” 

“Kitchen and house all clean, poodle gone, witches gone, all done.” She nudged Astral’s elbow to get on with signing. 

Reluctantly, Astral began to scratch out her name, feeling suspiciously duped. Her head felt heavy whether from the whiskey or the dulling sensation Miss Vawr seemed to exude. The first line of her initial came out as a red blot. “Ick, this is blood, not ink.” Suddenly alert, Astral pushed the pen and paper back. What was she doing, signing something she hadn’t read?

“Everything is signed in blood,” Miss Vawr said. “It’s not like it’s your blood.”

“Don’t sign anything, Astral,” Dulcie told her. Miss Vawr turned her fierce frown upon her, but Dulcie forged on regardless. “Ms Projector is staying with me for the next few days. We’ll take a leisurely look at your papers and decide whether to sign or not.”

“Leisurely? What is this leisurely?” She looked very annoyed at the suggestion, obviously used to getting her way.

“Leave your contact details and we’ll be in touch.” Dulcie was on her feet gently shepherding Miss Vawr to the door. “Good evening, Miss War.”

“Vawr.” She sounded upset. “But I need my papers. Signed. In blood.”

“Like I said, we’ll be in touch.”

“This is highly irregular,” Miss Vawr grumped, and handed over a thick, black business card. “I took your poodle.” 

“I think you’ll find she’s your pood—puddle,” Dulcie corrected, and closed the door firmly on War’s dissatisfied face. She let out a huge sigh.

“Well, I never,” she said, once she’d regained her seat by the fire and rewarded herself with a sip of malt. “What is up with that Black and Blacker crowd?”

Her words were barely out when there came another loud banging on the door. They swapped glances and Damián, with a theatrical huff, heaved himself off to answer it.

“She’s back.” He re-entered the parlour with Miss Vawr on his heels.

“I forgot.” She handed over a large envelope to Astral. “This is from your mudder. It’s a list of demands.”

“My mudder?” Astral asked mystified.

“Yes, your mudder. Myriad Projector. These things you must do before handing over the princess to Death.”

“What?” Astral asked, horrified. 

“Ransom demands.”

“What do you mean, ransom demands? We’re not holding the princess against her will. She’s upstairs sleeping in the linen basket.”

“No care.” Miss Vawr shrugged, unconcerned. “Your mudder says you need to do these things for her to come back.”

“What?” Dulcie snapped. “Myriad Projector is trapped somewhere and it’s a result of this stupid princess business?”

MissVawr shrugged again.

“Where is she?” Astral asked, dismayed.

“The Lord of Hades has her.” Miss Vawr seemed surprised that they didn’t know this detail. “She is his prisoner. At least when she isn’t flipping about.” Miss Vawr flickered her fingers to demonstrate some sort of butterfly effect. “Very tricky hostage situation, but…” She shrugged a third time. “She seems happy.”

And then she was gone.

“Well,” Dulcie said. “This is a fine mess.”

Astral looked first at her, then at the door, stunned. Her mother held hostage by the deity whose daughter currently slept in her linen basket?

A fine mess, indeed.

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 




Postamble

The first threads of daylight crept over the horizon as Lancelot rode the breeze towards the farmhouse. Below him, roof tiles slid and slithered over each other slotting back into place. A ramble of ivy scrabbled slowly up the walls snuggling into windowsills and guttering, gathering the house in a welcoming blanket of green.

In the farmyard, broken railings and toppled walls, brick by brick, nail by nail, rebuilt themselves. His keen eye could see that these repairs went beyond any recent scar tissue. The entire farm was renewing itself, the release of an older, refreshed energy palpable even at this height. The one remaining chimney smoked cheerily, and the mixed scent of burning coals, witchcraft, and whiskey rose to greet him. This was a gathering of a different sort. A new coven was at work.

War hounds milled anxiously in the front yard, aware of his presence but unsure how to react. Howl, or slink in the shadows? Then a door opened, casting a streak of yellow across the dirt, and a tall, dark figure strode outside. She gathered her dogs and set off on foot across the Weald, dissatisfaction in each disgruntled step.

Lancelot waited until dawn came, rosy-fingered, over the chalk hills. No princess appeared and War was long gone. He dipped a wing and swung westward, away from the light.

His Lord would not be pleased.

 

The End.
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