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Preface: A Note on the Story and Timeline


Book Four, the final book in the Time Witch series, is told from Belinda’s point of view. The story begins about eleven months after Essie’s tale ended – we are now in the following August, moving ever closer to the next harvest festival …


Chapter 1

One True Love


Ever since I was thirteen, I’ve believed that we each have one true love. It all started with one of my weekly chores: from the time I was old enough to walk to the shop on my own, I went to pick up Aunt Ava’s magazines along with my comics.

In those earlier years I had no interest in what my aunt read, but as I became a teenager, my superhero and boarding school adventures didn’t seem nearly as interesting as the romantic stories in Ava’s weeklies. On the way home I would stop at the old bandstand on the promenade, where I would eat my chocolate bar, drink my cola (the cola was a big no-no with my aunt, so it had to be guzzled in secret), and devour every single tale.

After all of my research, I ought to have been well-prepared when I finally met my one true love. Instead, I was terrified. There he was, coming out of the water at Dead Man’s Cove, like a cross between Aquaman and one of Ava’s romantic heroes. However, he was a little different than in my daydreams.

I’d always pictured him with light hair and blue eyes; I couldn’t see this guy’s eyes from such a distance, but seeing as he was olive-skinned and dark-haired, I doubted his eyes would be blue. But my goodness, he was gorgeous.

My chest felt tight and my stomach went all a-fluttery. I stood back out of sight and watched him, as he walked onto the beach and towelled himself off.

I said nothing to him that first day at Dead Man’s Cove – I was far too shocked that he’d finally arrived. I soon found out who he was, though. He was Garda Detective Vince Brady, a witch who wasn’t too fond of the supernatural world. Rumour had it that he was deeply unhappy about being posted in Granvar Bay. While we weren’t one of the hidden, witch-controlled enclaves, we had a small supernatural population.

The women in my coven knew all of the gossip, as always. They knew Vince’s history – a witch born in the human world to a witch father and a weredog mother. At the time, his parents’ marriage was illegal in the hidden enclaves, so they said to heck with it all, and lived their lives as far away from witches as they could manage.

I didn’t think Vince’s backstory should totally put him off Granvar Bay – most of the supernaturals here disliked the hidden enclaves just as much as he did – but I worried, all the same. Would this man, so gorgeous, so perfect, so absolutely the guy of my dreams, ever consider a life with a witch like me?

It was on a Saturday night, at the community hall’s weekly dance, when we finally met. I’d been about to leave, actually – he looked especially handsome that evening, and just about every woman in town was vying for his attention. I said my goodbyes to the witches I’d come with and headed for the door. But as I went to open it, he crossed the hall in great big strides.

‘You’re already leaving?’ he said. ‘You just got here.’

I blinked at him. ‘I … well, I was just …’

He gave me a cheeky grin. ‘I’ve seen you around town about a dozen times, but you’re always rushing off in another direction. And the one night I might actually get to introduce myself, you go and rush off again.’ Extending a hand, he said, ‘I’m Vince. Vince Brady.’

As I shook his hand, his eyes met mine, and in those eyes I could see that he was attracted to me in a big way, just as I was to him. I was still a little terrified, I must admit. Did he know, yet, that I was a witch? Would he look at me differently, when I told him? He was a witch himself, so even if he hated the hidden enclaves, he couldn’t hate all witches, could he?

It certainly didn’t help my nerves to find that Vince was even better-looking up close. His eyes were a deep shade of hazel, and he had the cutest smattering of freckles across his nose and cheekbones. I found myself simply staring at him, thinking: yum.

We danced and drank that night, but we didn’t have much of a conversation. It felt far too lovely, and I didn’t want it to end. It wasn’t until our first official date (mini-golf and dinner the following weekend) that I told him what I was. He seemed hesitant, mumbling something about having a bad history where witches were concerned, and I assumed things were over before they’d truly begun. But I was only back home three minutes when he called me and asked me for a second date.

For a long time, things were perfect. Vince decided that actually, some witches were kind of all right, and maybe Granvar Bay wasn’t so bad either. I’d like to take sole responsibility, but I think that Ava’s baking might have had a little to do with it. He grew to love what he’d always hated, and asked me to marry him, telling me he’d remain in our town for the rest of his life.

I thought I had it all – the coven I loved, the land I loved, and a gorgeous fiancé. I should have guessed that something so perfect could never last.

After an evening out with me, Vince was kidnapped by some Time Witches. Not all Time Witches are evil (my sister and her husband have that power, and my uncle dabbles, too), but the kidnappers definitely were.

Vince was in the vineyard, about to head home after dropping me off, when they knocked him out and took him to an underground lair. I’d never imagined that there were actual underground lairs in the world – had real-life villains invented them, or had they copied their comic-book counterparts? Either way, the Time Witches kept him hidden for a long time, drawing on his energy, his memories and his personality, all so that one of them could take his place.

Eventually we found the real Vince, and his impersonator was sent to Witchfield Prison where he belonged, but … these things can take their toll.

Vince hated Granvar Bay all over again. In his mind it was riddled with Time Witches, and evil lurked around every corner. He was jumpy, living on coffee and stress, and he was having a hard time doing his job. So, he upped and left, not really letting me know whether it was a forever thing or an until I get my head sorted thing.

He seemed to change his mind on a daily basis. One day, he told me that his new position was only temporary. He couldn’t live without seeing me every day, he said, so he would definitely return to Granvar Bay. The very next day he told me that, actually, he was thinking of applying for a full-time role in Dublin, and maybe it was time to call our relationship a day. The day after that, he said he was sorry, and he begged me to stay with him no matter what. He even broached the subject of moving in together, in Dublin.

And then (you guessed it) he took it all back. He changed his mind so often that I sometimes felt sick when I went to see him, because I never could tell which Vince I was about to face.

Oh, I knew he was behaving like a typical head-worker, and that his conduct was bordering on cruel, but I stuck with him nevertheless. Vince had never messed me around before his kidnapping. It wasn’t in his nature to blow hot and cold, so I didn’t think he was behaving this way on purpose.

Trauma had made him a little wiggy and unsure, but he would get better. We were made for each other – I was certain of it – and so, I decided to see this as a mere blip. Something we would get through, or get over, something we would laugh about when we were old and grey, watching our grandkids play on the beach.

And lately, almost eleven months after he left, there were some promising signs. Vince was calling me a couple of times a day. We would talk for hours and hours about his issues, and make plans for how he could get back to normal. He invited me over to his Dublin flat much more often, too. Last Thursday, he told me he missed his morning swim at Dead Man’s Cove. The week before that he waxed lyrical about my aunt’s Victoria sponge. He even said it might be nice to have a drink in the local pub.

And this evening I’d heard some particularly good news, news that could give him that final push he needed in order to come home.

I dithered in his hallway for a good five minutes before I knocked on his door, rehearsing how I would break it to him. I’m not sure why I was dithering, because there probably wasn’t a bad way to say it – the last of the evil Trent brothers had finally been sentenced to life in Witchfield Prison, and in Witchfield, life meant life.

The final court case dealt with Grady Trent, the Time Witch who had been on the loose far longer than any of the others. It had taken all of these months because the Wyrd Court wanted to try each brother individually. Plus, the hearings had to take place in secret, in specially constructed rooms. It was expensive and time consuming, but when dealing with such powerful criminals, it was best not to cut corners.

After a few more seconds of dithering, I fought back my nerves, and with a shaking hand I knocked on his door.

Once I was in his flat, though, I lost my courage and began to worry once more. What if this wasn’t enough to bring him home? What if he had another reason for staying away?

I knocked back two glasses of wine before I finally broke the news. We were standing at the small island in his kitchen, and Vince was asking me if I’d like to order Chinese or Indian, when I blurted it all out.

He looked away from me for a moment, then met my eyes and said, ‘I know. I heard about it this afternoon, and I’ve been thinking about it ever since. Belinda, I think … I think I might be ready for my old job again. For moving back. Maybe even … getting things back on track, you know.’ He reached out and touched the ring I wore. ‘We’re still engaged, aren’t we?’

I grew a little dizzy and weak-kneed. Part of me almost couldn’t believe it – finally, he was saying what I wanted to hear. The rest of me was sagging with relief, and I clung to him to keep myself upright, murmuring into his neck, ‘Of course we’re still engaged. I never took off my ring because I knew you’d come home to me.’

He chuckled. ‘Well, that’s why I love you so much, Bell. You have the kind of faith that’s big enough for both of us.’ He pulled back a little so he could look me in the eye. ‘I just have to sort a few things in work first thing tomorrow morning, so I’ll come over later in the day, all right? And hey, just in case I haven’t said it enough lately – I love you, Belinda.’

My voice broke with emotion as I said, ‘I love you, too.’
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When I got back home the next morning, my cat was waiting on the doorstep.

‘You shouldn’t have stayed out all night,’ he said.

‘I know, Egg. Sorry.’

‘There’s frost on the ground again – you know that’s not a good sign. It’s because you’re away so much. You need to deal with it.’

‘I’ll deal with it, Egg, no need to get crabby about it.’

A lot of people figured I called him Egg because he was eggshell coloured, but he was a much darker shade when he first came to me as a kitten. I called him Egg simply because eggs were my favourite food. Soft-boiled, scrambled, poached or fried, I didn’t care how they were served, as long as I got to eat lots of them. Like eggs, my cat was one of my favourite things. He was the perfect familiar – sweet, straightforward, and always there when I needed him. Or at least, he used to be that way. Lately, he hadn’t been by my side as much as I would have liked.

‘And you know,’ I added, ‘it’s not because I’m away so much. This early frost is just a weird side effect of the Master Siphon – the magic was gone from the land so long, Egg. It might be back now, but things around here are just a little … confused.’ I shuddered as I thought of the Master Siphon. It was the reason Vince had been kidnapped. The Trent brothers wanted it so that they could steal as much magic as they wanted. Taking Vince’s place had been one of their many schemes to try and track it down. Thankfully, it was safely hidden away now, and could no longer do any damage.

‘If you say so,’ said Egg. ‘I suppose you had to deal with Mister Moody’s latest emotional crisis, did you?’

I’m not positive that cats have eyebrows (even if they do, you wouldn’t be able to tell Egg’s apart from the rest of him, as he’s the same colour all over) but whether or not he had them, he certainly knew how to use them to their grumpiest effect.

Looking away from his admonishing stare, I sat down on one of the patio chairs, flinching a little at how cold it was. It was the beginning of August, and though some places could get chilly even at this time of year, Granvar Bay wasn’t one of them. Our weather was unusually good for Ireland – so good, in fact, that we ran a successful vineyard. Most members of the coven were involved in food production in one form or another. The nine hundred acres that we called home produced some of the tastiest fare in Ireland. Aunt Ava often remarked, ‘We might be small, but we sure are mighty.’

‘You used to love Vince,’ I said to Egg. ‘But now you never want to be around him. None of this is his fault, you know. The Trent brothers practically tortured him. The kind of spell they used to impersonate him, it pulls a lot from a person. Weakens them physically and mentally. People can die if that sort of spell goes on too long. So can you really blame him for being traumatised?’

‘I can’t blame him for what happened to him. I can blame him for how he’s dealt with it. He has you rushing around after him, worrying about him, never knowing what he’s going to want from one second to the next. Because of his antics, you’re spending all of your time in Dublin when you need to be here.’

‘Well, that won’t be a problem anymore,’ I retorted. ‘He’s coming home. Today.’

Once more, Egg gave me the eyebrows. ‘I’ll believe it when I see it. He’s said the same about a dozen times before, hasn’t he? He shouldn’t be messing you around like this, Belly. He knows you’re important to the Nine Hundred – to the whole of Granvar Bay. You’re connected to this land. It needs you as much as you need it.’

‘This time is different. Grady Trent was sentenced. Vince feels safer now, like the whole ordeal has some closure. And you know perfectly well that I won’t actually be fully connected to this land until Ava passes away – which will be decades and decades from now, if we’re lucky. Witches live long lives.’

‘It doesn’t work like that, Belly. You’re her heir – and you’re a weather witch. You’re the one this land wants, and it needs to know you’re going to take on your role when Ava leaves this world. So all I can say is that I hope that Vince means what he says. Because if he doesn’t, you have a decision to make.’

I gritted my teeth and stood up. ‘I’m going to get rid of the frost. You don’t need to come with me.’

As I stormed off I heard his paw-steps behind me, filling me with a rush of relief. No matter what I might have said, I wanted him to follow. I always wanted Egg by my side.

Familiars weren’t wonderful just because they were furry, purry and cute. Having Egg around always made my magic better – he calmed me, helped me focus, and every now and then, in a way he would neither admit to nor explain, I was certain that he was lending me a burst of power.

As we moved through the vines I stopped every few steps, touching the ground, whispering, ‘It’s not the time for frost, so leave until you’re called, the warmth must stay for some time more, this frost I order stalled.’

It took longer than it ought to for the icy particles to vanish, and the heat to spread once more through the soil. Being a weather witch wasn’t simple – there was a balance to be maintained, if you wanted to manipulate something so integral to the world. I couldn’t simply decide I’d like it to be sunny all year round, or that I’d quite fancy a flurry of snow in December. Actions had consequences.

But here, in Granvar Bay, the land’s magic gave us a little leeway. The O’Mara coven had been here for centuries, and as long as one of us remained the anchor, the magic would stick around. The balance depended on us, but more specifically on Ava – and when I inherited her role, it would depend on me. Simply being here, living here our whole lives, that was the bargain we made in return for our near-perfect seasons.

Aunt Ava chose me when I was young, not because I was related to her, but because the land whispered to her, telling her it wanted me. Last year, at the harvest festival, we were supposed to make things official. There were to be prayers and offerings, and I would even have to wear a crown. Once it was over, my place as an heir and eventual anchor would be cemented. At the last minute, though, I’d baulked, because I began to worry: would I even be here when it came time to inherit Ava’s role? If Vince decided that he wanted me to move away with him, would I turn him down, or would I say yes?

I’d always felt certain that promising myself to this land was worth it, but when Vince left for Dublin I wasn’t so sure. He was my soulmate, and soulmates stick together no matter what. I even wondered if Ava ought to speak to the land again, and ask it to select a different heir.

But now … now I didn’t need to worry about any of that. Come harvest, I could take part in the ceremony. Then, I could marry Vince, and we could live happily ever after, the way it was always meant to be. Between now and then, well, I’d just have to keep on top of the weather.

When Egg and I had finished up and were making our way back to the house, I scooped him into my arms and said, ‘Don’t tell Ava about the frost – she doesn’t need to worry.’

He rolled his eyes, jumped out of my arms, and ran back into the vines.

I felt terrible as I watched him go. Our relationship had suffered for months now, all because we disagreed about Vince. But it would get better. He’d grow to like Vince again, I knew he would.

As I neared the back entrance, Aunt Ava opened the door. She was dressed in jeans, a big coat, and her favourite wellies.

‘You’re up and about early,’ she observed with a smile. ‘I was just about to go out and check on things. I felt a chill in my bones that woke me up, so I want to make sure nothing’s amiss. If there’s an August frost, we’ll have to fix it.’

‘I’ve already walked the vines. There’s no frost.’ I could feel my cheeks flaming with the half-truth. There wasn’t a frost now, but there had been one just moments ago.

‘Huh. My Spidey senses were wrong, then. Well, it’s put me in the mood for hot chocolate, anyway. Fancy some with our breakfast?’

I took a step back. My aunt’s hot chocolate was amazing – a little too amazing. Whenever we drank it together, I couldn’t help but tell her all of my problems, and she didn’t need this one right now. Even if Egg happened to be right, and this frosty weather was occurring because I wasn’t around enough, well … that wouldn’t be an issue anymore, not now that Vince was coming home.

‘Hot chocolate sounds great,’ I said. ‘But … maybe later. I really feel like taking a walk right now.’


Chapter 2

Dead Man’s Cove


Up until the past few months, I’d taken a specific walk every morning. I would head out through the vines and onto our coven’s section of beach. Then, I would walk south along the headland, making my way up a steep incline until I was as high as I could go. I would breathe the air there for a while and take in the view, before heading down a little-known path into a small beach called Dead Man’s Cove (why yes, it is the place where I first saw Vince, thank you for remembering).

Sometimes, when I stayed over at Vince’s, he would want me to stick around right up until he left for work, and there just wasn’t time for a long walk when I got back. On the few occasions I did go, I cut my stroll short, avoiding Dead Man’s Cove. It was associated so deeply with Vince, and the memories were painful.

This morning, though, elated as I was by Vince’s impending homecoming, I carried on walking, up onto the cliffs, heading for the path that would take me to the cove. It was natural for it to be a little blustery when you were in the higher parts of the region. The warmer weather was concentrated mainly in the bay itself, and on our coven’s land. But this area wasn’t usually so blustery. And … was that rain I felt?

I shivered, looking at the drops on my hand. That wasn’t rain. It was sleet.

I wrapped my jacket tighter, wondering what to do. If the sleet carried on – or worse, turned to full-on snow – it could mean the end for this year’s harvest. I had to make it stop, but I’d been making so many weather-adjustments lately, and I wasn’t officially the anchor yet. A little leeway only went so far.

If I carried on this way I might have to make bargains, offerings, in order to appease the land (and since the only thing it really wanted was my sworn devotion for the rest of my life, I doubted it would be happy with anything else).

No, even an offering wouldn’t be accepted, not when the land considered me a commitment-phobe. As much as I would like to coax up some heat from the earth itself, I would have to rely on my own magic to calm this storm.

I stood back against the trees, sheltering from the icy squall while I called up my power, trying to find some warmth inside of me, so that I could push it out to fight the chill. At the same time, I thought over the incantations which worked best, and settled on one: ‘A pleasant day is what we need, no ice nor wind should blow, an August day should not be cold, so warmth must be here now.’

This storm was worse than the frost in the vineyard, so I chanted the words over and over, imagining heat bursting out of me. My magic would replenish – it always did – but I would have to cope with low energy for days to come.

Quickly, the weather began to calm. The sun burst out from behind the dark, heavy clouds, shining brightly enough to push them out of sight. The wind calmed to a gentle breeze, blowing warm against my cheeks.

‘That was close,’ said Egg.

I jumped at his voice, watching him as he leapt down from the branch of a nearby tree. ‘You’ve been following me?’

‘I often hunt here, so I’d say it’s more likely that you’re following me.’ He gave me a dry smile and rubbed up against my legs.

He was purring, so he couldn’t be too mad with me. And those purrs … mmm. They were taking the edge off the exhaustion caused by the spell. As he carried on, I began to feel my energy renewing.

‘Thank you, Egg. I know things haven’t been great, but–’

‘Don’t say anymore. We should get down to the cove. Now that it’s warm again, there’s a spot on that sand with my name on it.’

He padded along in front of me, managing the steep, rocky downward path like it was nothing. There was a time, when I walked down here every day, when I would have been just as fast as Egg, knowing each bump and crevice like the back of my hand, knowing which bits tended to get slick, and which parts were safest. Today, though, I took things more slowly. The weather might have improved, but the sleet had left its mark, settling in cracks in the rock and melting into an icy, slippery mush.

When we made it to the bottom and stood on the sand, I took in a deep, deep breath of salty air. Good goddess, I loved this place.

‘Who’s that?’ Egg asked.

‘Who’s who?’ I replied, looking around, my heart lifting when I spied who he meant. Someone was coming in from the sea, drawing nearer to the cove.

‘It must be Vince,’ I said. ‘He must have come home earlier than he said he would. He did tell me how much he misses his morning swim here.’

‘It’s not Vince – not unless he’s gotten a dye-job and has taken up surfing instead of swimming.’

I groaned a little, noticing that Egg was right. The guy was blond, and he was paddling on a board, belly down. He soon leapt up atop it, springing powerfully, riding it into the cove. Then, as the water grew shallower he sprang off and pulled the board up in one swift move, keeping hold of it and walking quickly onto the sand.

‘Doesn’t he look like Aquaman?’ Egg remarked. ‘If that surfboard were a trident, he’d be the spitting image.’

‘He does not look like Aquaman,’ I hissed. ‘Not even a little bit.’ He did, actually, far more than Vince ever had, but I would never admit to it – not now that I could see who he was.

The surfer held a hand above his eyes, peering at me, trying to see me better. ‘Bell?’

I took a step back as he neared me. ‘Sebastian.’ For some reason, I almost always spoke his name through gritted teeth. The guy just rubbed me the wrong way. My twin, on the other hand, absolutely loved him. He was Essie’s boss at an insurance company, and also one of her closest friends. He spent lots of time at her house, which happened to be in Granvar Bay. There were some weekends when I saw way more of him than I would like.

I loved his sister, though, so I suppose his constant presence in my home town wasn’t all bad, as Kim usually came along with him.

‘What are you doing here?’ I asked. ‘And shouldn’t you be wearing some sort of wetsuit or whatever?’

I looked away from him as I asked the question. I had to, because he was shaking the water from his wavy blond hair, looking like a sea god in nothing but his swim trunks. I wasn’t unaware of how good looking he was. It was just that he was too aware of his looks, and it irked me. I mean, the guy was a warlock – an ex-warlock, according to those who knew him, but I had my doubts.

‘I’m fine as I am, thanks. The water’s always warm here. Best spot in Ireland to surf, in my opinion. I used to think it was out west, in Riddler’s Cove, but this place has really grown on me. I’m surprised it’s not more popular, to be honest.’

I glanced at him, but quickly glanced away again. His muscles were a little too pronounced as he held onto his surfboard. Was he trying to show them off?

‘Well, there’s a reason for that,’ I informed him. ‘This cove is haunted. There was a shipwreck centuries ago, and since then, all of the ship’s dead passengers wander the waves and the shoreline, trying to get home. If you can’t see them, or help them, then they drown you. That’s why you usually have this place to yourself. Because no one else is stupid enough to come here.’

‘Ah.’ A grin spread across his face, making him look even handsomer than usual. ‘Yeah, Essie told me all about it – it’s a load of old codswallop, though, isn’t it? Some potion runners made up the story back when they were shipping all sorts of naughty cargo to the States. They had the Potions Prohibition over there, and anyone found selling to them would get in trouble. Hence that nonsense about the shipwreck – the tale was told to keep people away from the cove, and to explain any odd noises or lights seen here in the nighttime.’

Sod Essie, anyway. If she hadn’t told him the truth behind the story, I might have been able to scare him away. ‘Oh no, no, I don’t think that’s right,’ I fibbed. ‘All sorts of terrible accidents happen in this cove. It’s absolutely haunted, if you ask me.’

‘Uh-huh. So you’re not just mad that I’m in one of your spots, then?’ His grin broadened. ‘Essie told me this was one of your favourite places. Of course, I never saw you here, so I thought she must have got it wrong.’

‘You know, Seb, myself and Belly were only just saying that you looked a bit like Aquaman coming out of the water,’ Egg piped up. ‘The blond one from the comics. Belly loved Aquaman when we were little.’

‘Oh yeah?’ Seb wiggled his eyebrows. ‘Did you now, Belly?’

I glared at him. He was so bloody annoying. What did Essie see in him? ‘Don’t ever call me that again. Only Egg calls me that. Look, you should probably get going, you know. The weather’s very changeable today. I wouldn’t want you to be stuck here in your tiny trunks.’

He let out a deep laugh. ‘Right, so. I’ll be out of your hair just as soon as I get changed – I’ll do it in the caves to spare your modesty. You’re right about the changeable weather, though – there was a pretty serious squall for a few minutes there. I only stayed on my board by the skin of my shiny white teeth.’

‘I never understood that expression.’

‘Shiny white teeth?’

I rolled my eyes. ‘Whatever. Just go and get your clothes, will you?’

He winked at me, and headed into the mouth of the biggest cave in the cove, brushing so close to me as he passed that I jolted. I’d made the mistake of touching him before, and the experience had been peculiar. I’d gotten a rush of tingling heat in my palm as he’d helped me out of a barrel last harvest, and I liked it so much that I did not like it. There had been one or two close calls since then, but mostly I’d managed to avoid the tingles. His smell, on the other hand, was unavoidable; I was convinced he used some sort of magical cologne, a skeezy trick to attract women his way, because he seemed to smell like all my favourite things.

After he passed by, I stood with my back to him, refusing to watch him walk away. He was the kind of guy who thought every woman fancied him, and I wasn’t about to feed his ego.

‘So why are we still here?’ Egg asked, hopping into my arms and looking me in the eye. ‘Are we waiting to see whether he still looks like Aquaman – or maybe a little more like Thor – when he emerges from the cave?’

‘No, of course not. I’m just not going to let his presence chase me away from my cove, that’s all.’

‘Ah. I like Seb, you know – even if his familiar is a dog.’

‘I’m surprised he has a familiar at all,’ I said. ‘Not many warlocks do.’

‘True, but then Seb has never really been a warlock, has he?’

I squinted at my cat. ‘What? Of course he was a warlock. As far as I’m concerned, he probably still is.’

‘Never mind, then.’ Egg gave me an infuriating smile, but just as quick, his smile slid away and his fur stood on end. ‘Vampire.’

‘What? Seb’s not a vampire. He’s a witch – a warlock, I mean.’

‘No,’ said Egg with a gulp. ‘I mean there’s a vampire nearby. I sense it.’

I looked around, but could see nothing. Egg sprang from my arms and rushed towards the cave, his tail swishing. I couldn’t understand what he was so antsy about. True, cats and vampires were natural enemies, but most vampires weren’t bad people. There were no more bad vampires than there were bad witches, bad humans, bad anything.

I would have followed him, but there was no way I was risking a run-in with a naked Sebastian. Although … if there was a bad vampire around, then even someone as irritating as Seb didn’t deserve being on the sharp end of some pointy teeth.

I inched my way into the cave, listening carefully for signs of distress. I’d just stepped inside, when I heard the loveliest sound, like … whale song, maybe? But there was just one, beautiful note, followed by a much less lovely shriek.

I began to run, then, smashing into a fully-dressed Sebastian as he stood at the entrance to a smaller section of cave. I moved beside him, staring ahead. Egg had been right: there was a vampire, and he was a guy I knew. He was standing next to a large pallet of bottles, clutching one of those bottles to his chest, his face even paler than usual as he cried out in agony. He gaped at me for a moment and mouthed my name, and then he turned to dust.


Chapter 3

Done and Dusted


I’m not sure how long we simply stared; it was hard to look away when the scene before us was so strange. Where the vampire had been, there was now a pile of sandy-looking dust on the ground. And where the pallet of bottles had been, there was nothing. It had disappeared at the very same time as the vampire had died.

The only reason we could see any of it was because this small part of the cave system was lit up with Solas spells. The twinkling magical lights decorated the ceiling, shining down and illuminating all.

‘Do you know – did you know that vampire?’ Seb asked.

‘Oh, we knew him all right,’ Egg replied. ‘That was the goatsucker.’

Sighing, I said, ‘That was just a dumb nickname he got last harvest. His real name was Phileas Rafferty. We just called him Phil.’

‘Oh.’ Something like recognition dawned on Seb’s face. ‘The goatsucker. I remember him from your harvest party last year. He got really drunk and went off trying to feed from some goats. The woman who owned the goats went a little nuts at him, didn’t she?’

‘Teesy,’ I said, naming one of my favourite coven-members. Teesy was like a grandmother to me, and she was a good friend to Ava, too. The cheese she made was delicious, and she had many other talents (I suspected that it was one of Teesy’s potions which Ava added to her special hot chocolate). Lately, I hadn’t visited her nearly as much as I used to, and I made a vow to myself to change that.

‘And she didn’t go nuts,’ I added. ‘She laughed it off pretty quickly, because no goats were actually hurt. Her more special goats said they even quite liked it.’

When Seb looked puzzled, Egg filled him in. ‘Teesy doesn’t only have one familiar. She has three – three magical, talking goats. They seem to get on quite well with the other goats in the herd.’

‘They do,’ I agreed. ‘Although they lead them astray from time to time. Look, Phil is normally pretty okay – and he’s a good friend of Teesy’s actually – he’d just had way too much wine to drink that night. It was all over and done with almost as soon as it began.’

‘Well, he’s sure done now,’ said Seb. ‘And dusted.’

I fixed him with a scowl. ‘Not funny.’

‘No. But I thought it’d lighten the mood. Apparently I thought wrong.’ He smirked at me. ‘I, Sebastian McGinty, promise to never ever try to cheer Belinda O’Mara up again. Okay? Forgive me?’

‘Ugh! You are just so … so …’ I balled my fists. ‘Ugh! That’s what you are – you’re ugh! One day, you’re going to run into the wrong sort of witch, someone who won’t take any of your nonsense, and I cannot wait for that day to come. But Seb, what I don’t understand is … how was he dusted? I didn’t see a stake – or someone to thrust it into him – did you?’

‘No. No, I didn’t.’

‘Me neither,’ said Egg. ‘And I got here before both of you – no offence, Seb, but witches move slow. I smelled vamp, so I headed straight in this direction. As soon as I got here I hung back, watching him. He took a bottle from the big pallet that was just there until it went poof. I didn’t get a close-enough look at the labels, but they were pink and purple, and I think they said something like … The Greatest Day while others said The Greatest Night. I couldn’t see which label Phil’s had, but he sniffed it, smiled, and took a drink. Pretty soon after that he seemed in distress, and cried out – although I think there was another noise just before Phil screamed. Soon after that, the pair of you arrived.’

Seb bent down and rubbed Egg’s head. ‘You know, with an eye for detail like that I might just see if my boss’ll hire you as my assistant while I solve this murder.’

‘Solve this murder?’ I gaped at Seb. ‘Why would you be solving this murder? What we need to do is call the cops.’

‘I am a cop. Didn’t Essie tell you? I’ve become a detective with Major Crimes.’

‘Of course she didn’t tell me.’ She had – she’d been delighted for him, and she told me every little detail. He was handing over the day-to-day running of his company to his sister while he spent his days doing whatever it was Wayfarer detectives did. Got in the way, mostly, from my experience. ‘We don’t often talk about you, Sebastian.’

‘I don’t know if you’re aware of this, Belinda, but you’ve over-enunciated part of my name.’

I didn’t think I’d ever scowled so much in my life, but there I was, scowling again. ‘The point is, it doesn’t matter whether you’re a Wayfarer or not. Just because there happen to be a couple of supernaturals living in Granvar Bay, it does not make it under Wayfarer jurisdiction. This town is in the human world, which makes this a matter for the gardaí, so I’ll call Vince.’

He snorted. ‘Good luck with that.’

‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

‘Sorry, I … nothing. It means nothing. Look, I’ll make the calls, okay – I’ll phone my headquarters and the relevant people in the gardaí. Do you want to hang around while I do that? You’ll need to make a statement, no matter who’s investigating this case.’

‘It’ll be Vince,’ I said, my jaw hurting from all of the clenching and scowling. ‘And no, I don’t want to stick around. I’ll give my statement to him.’
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‘What is wrong with you?’ Egg hissed at me, running to keep up with me as I stormed away.

I was moving far too fast, and I almost tripped up on the incline, so I slowed my steps a little, moving more carefully.

‘Nothing’s wrong with me,’ I said, pulling out my phone and dialling Vince’s number. It rang, and rang, and rang …

After three attempts at calling, I texted him instead: Phileas Rafferty’s been dusted at Dead Man’s Cove. When are you getting back? Love you xxx

As soon as I sent the message, my stomach sank. ‘Oh no. Maybe I shouldn’t have told him like that. I should have told him face to face. Broken it slowly, so that he didn’t panic. I mean, this just proves his point, doesn’t it? He’s convinced there’s danger lurking around every corner in Granvar Bay, and now I’ve just gone and confirmed it. What was I thinking?’

Egg rushed ahead of me, only so that he could then stand in my path. ‘Well, if he had’ve answered his phone, then you could have done that. But he didn’t, did he? He often doesn’t. Apparently the two of you can only talk these days when he decides.’

‘That’s not fair. He has a busy job.’

‘No he doesn’t. They have him on desk duty in the garda headquarters until he deigns to do his actual job again. Look, why are you marching away from that murder mystery when we could be down there, with Seb, poking around and looking for evidence?’

‘Sounds like something Marbles would say,’ I told him. Marbles was Essie’s familiar, and Egg’s best friend.

‘Well, Marbles and Essie are good at snooping, so why shouldn’t we be, too?’ Egg argued. ‘If Seb is a Wayfarer now, then I bet he’s got all sorts of gadgets. He could be tracking magical signatures, or taking some of those weird photos where you can see the aura of the criminal. The aura, Belly. I can’t believe you’re making us miss out on that.’

It was my cat’s turn to receive a scowl. ‘Why do you like him so much? Why does everyone like him so much?’

Egg shrugged. ‘Oh gee, I dunno. It couldn’t be because he’s gorgeous and funny and interesting or anything, could it? Because nobody likes guys like that.’

I crossed my arms. ‘I’m not going back down there. You can, if you like, but I’m not.’

For a good long while he simply shook his head at me. For another while he gave me the eyebrows. Finally, tired of using his face to reprove me, he used his voice instead. ‘While I’d very much like to join Seb on this investigation, I shall not. You don’t seem to learn your lesson do you? So I’m sticking by your side all day long, no matter how dumb the places you may go to, or how degrading the depths to which you may sink.’

I blinked at my familiar, a sob welling up in my throat. I fought it down and scowled again. ‘You think I’m degrading myself by seeing Vince?’

‘You know,’ he said, ‘I used to really, really like Vince. I could feel how much he loved you. Now, all I can feel is how much he hurts you. And whenever I can drum up the energy to be around him for more than five minutes, I can feel how much he just isn’t the same anymore. He’s … he’s colder inside. Harder, angrier. Not all the time, but enough that I don’t like being near him. And I know that’s not his fault, I do. I know that what happened to him was horrible, and I wish we could undo it all and have the old, pre-trauma Vince back in our lives. But I just … I just don’t think that’s going to happen, Belly.’

My scowl fell away, and I staggered back, resting against a rock. Its surface was hot, a stark contrast to the chair I’d sat in this morning. How long, though, would my latest weather-adjustment last? ‘You’ve been holding all that in for a while, huh?’

He swallowed and looked down at his paws. ‘Yes, I have. And it’s been hard to be around you, because I didn’t want to see how hurt it would make you if I told you what I think. But I miss you, Belly. You’re my witch, and out of all of the people in the world, I want to be with you all of the time – well, except when you’re on the loo, obviously. No one needs to see that. So can we just put a line through this morning, pretend like I didn’t just say what I said?’

‘No. No, we can’t.’ I bent to his level, stroking his back. His fur was nearly as hot as the rock had been. ‘Because it’s about time you said it, Egg. Oh, you’ve said little bits here and there that have made it clear how you feel, but to hear you spit it all out like you just did, it’s just … it’s made it all hit home.’

He looked up at me, his yellow eyes shining hopefully. ‘So … you’ll finish things with Vince? Not forever, maybe, but until he gets better. Until he actually sees a counsellor like he keeps promising you he will.’

‘I … I can’t do that, Egg. I’m glad you were honest with me, and I understand everything you’ve said, I do, but … I can’t just abandon Vince when he needs me so much. We’re soulmates, you know. You don’t just give up on that. You–’

I broke off suddenly, narrowing my eyes as I stared at something on the horizon. There was a plume of smoke, billowing up from the town. ‘Oh crap, Egg – Phil’s house is on fire!’


Chapter 4

Hot Cross Hun


Iscooped up Egg, clicked my fingers and took myself directly to the footpath outside the house. I would have called the fire brigade, but I could hear their siren, so they were already on their way. The house was in flames now – it wouldn’t be safe for me to go inside.

A crowd of onlookers had formed, so I couldn’t even attempt a dousing spell. There were some in town who knew about the supernaturals living among them (the town council members knew, along with a few others) but most were unaware. Oh, I’m sure plenty of them thought there were an awful lot of oddballs hereabout, but we seemed to get along just fine.

‘I really hope no one’s in there,’ I murmured to Egg.

‘Hun could be, couldn’t she?’ said an unexpected voice.

I spun quickly, finding myself face to face with Teesy O’Mara. She was holding a canvas bag, her hands shaking violently.

‘I guess you did the same as me and all the rest of the town, huh?’ I asked. ‘You saw the smoke and came to see what was happening?’

Teesy shook her head, her grey curls bobbing. Though eighty, Teesy enjoyed the long lifespan of a witch, so she didn’t look a day over fifty. She refused to glamour her greys, insisting that age was nothing to be ashamed of. I could see myself being just like that when I was her age – I only hoped grey would look as good on me as it did on her.

‘I came to drop this off.’ She held up the canvas bag. ‘I’ve got a container of my black pudding in here. You know how much Phil loves it. I was walking round the side of the house when I smelled smoke. I tried to get inside, in case Hun was in there, but the doors were locked and no spells would work, and the fire got very big, very fast. I called for the fire brigade and I’ve just been standing outside ever since, worrying about Hun.’

I was feeling rather worried myself. Hun was Phileas’s live-in girlfriend. Her real name was Honey, but she preferred to be called Hun. Rumour had it that she was suffering from depression. People whispered about how much she drank, and the fact that she slept all day – it wouldn’t be remarked on for a vampire to sleep all day, but Phileas’s girlfriend had no fangs that I knew of. If the rumours were true, then she could have been fast asleep, with no chance of ever waking up again once the smoke got to her. The poor woman could be burned alive.

When Honey moved in with Phil a few months ago, he told everyone that she was human. My twin, though, had a feeling she was fae. We didn’t have any other fae around here, but it was possible she could be – she was certainly good looking enough, with silky, strawberry-blonde hair and a figure to die for. If it was true, she might stand a chance. Everyone knew that the fae were strong, powerful, and healed quickly – but could they survive a burning building?

The fire truck (manned by ten of our burliest local men) screeched to a halt in front of the house. At the same time, I saw a car leave the garda station. There were two uniformed officers in the town, Terry and Pat, though I hadn’t seen much of them since Vince left. Now, the garda car was driving past the flaming house, and heading south. None of their favourite eateries were out that way, so they could only be going to the cove. They probably weren’t too happy about the call-out – they would have to park at the Nine Hundred and make the rest of their way on foot, and I knew they weren’t the keenest when it came to physical effort.

Seb must have called them out, I supposed – he’d told me he was going to call both the gardaí and the Wayfarers right before I stormed off. Hopefully this meant that the gardaí would be taking charge, and Seb would have nothing to do with it.

The front door of the house banged open, and Hun came running out in her pyjamas, dragging my mind away from thoughts of the most irritating man in the world. Hun was smoking – literally smoking, wafts of it emanating from her entire body. Her hair was singed, and I could see blisters on her face.

‘Someone tried to burn the bloody house down!’ she cried. She had an inner-city accent, but it slipped sometimes (times such as now, when she was clearly upset) into something harder to place. ‘The flippin’ flipper! When I get my hands on whoever did this, I swear, I’ll …’ She trailed off, clutching at her smoking hair. The blisters I’d seen were healing before my eyes, and as soon as her hand touched her hair, it began to look silky once more, as if it had never been burned.

I would have liked to talk to her, but Martin Huxley, head of our town council, was sprinting to the scene and dragging her aside. Without a jot of sensitivity, he burst out, ‘Well now – seeing as your fella’s just been murdered, it seems someone has it in for the two of you, doesn’t it?’

While Hun stared in confusion at Martin, Teesy’s hand flew to her mouth in shock.

‘We saw it happen,’ Egg whispered to Teesy. ‘Not pretty, I’m afraid. Poor Phil was dusted. Belly’s left a message for Vince, and the Wayfarers know about it. Looks like the gardaí know now, too. And meddling Martin. I suppose the guards told him before they drove off.’

‘Not necessarily,’ Teesy responded. ‘Martin phones Vince every day, filling him in on the town’s news – and nagging him about when he’s coming back, of course. If Vince got Belinda’s message, then he might have passed it on to Martin during this morning’s call.’

I felt a little ill at what she said. Teesy sat on the town council along with Martin, so she knew what she was talking about – and if Vince was the one to break the news to Martin, then he must have received my message. Pulling out my phone, I saw that there were no messages or missed calls from him. Shouldn’t he have at least wanted to check up on me? I’d just seen a man die before my eyes, someone I’d known my whole life. If the situation were reversed, I would have rushed to Vince’s side.

But … maybe he couldn’t. Maybe he was busy sorting out his return and delegating tasks to the town’s officers. Or maybe he didn’t get my message yet, and Martin found out another way.

I put an arm around Teesy’s shoulder. ‘I’m so sorry,’ I said as we looked around at the activity.

Dr Hannity had rushed out of his clinic and was talking to Hun, insisting that she come with him for a checkup.

‘Phil is dead, Dr Hannity,’ she said, swaying on her feet and looking incredibly pale. ‘I don’t really care about myself right now. I need to go and see him, see it for myself.’

Martin shook his head. ‘There’s nothing to see, my darling. It’d only be like looking at the contents of an ashtray. But we’ll stick him in a lunchbox or something for you, not to worry.’ He patted her on the back and added a ‘There, there,’ probably feeling the eyes of the townsfolk upon him. ‘And of course, I was only joking about the ashtray and lunchbox thing. He’s been killed by a – a falling boulder, at Dead Man’s Cove. Yes, that’s right. A falling boulder. Everyone knows that place is a death trap.’

There were some frightened murmurs in the crowd. If they weren’t already terrified of Dead Man’s Cove, they would be now.

‘Now,’ Martin went on, all business once more, ‘you must know who has it in for the pair of you, Hun. It’s time to name names. What if that stake – I mean, that boulder – wasn’t an accident, hm? What if someone pushed it? You must have an idea of who’s behind this.’

The doctor rolled his eyes and stood in Martin’s way. ‘Come on now, Hun,’ he said. ‘We can worry about all of that later. For now, you really need to come with me. Smoke inhalation is a dangerous thing.’

This time, Hun put up no argument, and allowed the doctor to lead her away.

I felt a little overwhelmed with all of the activity, and had the vague notion that I should be doing something about it, though I wasn’t sure what. Egg made some murmurs about talking to the firemen to find out if it was arson or not, but they were far too busy for interruptions. It seemed to me that the best thing I could do right now was to get Teesy home (she was ever so pale, and looked like she might keel over), and I was just about to suggest leaving when Martin marched over to us.

‘Well now,’ he said, his gaze on Teesy. His eyes were a light shade of green, and his hair was dark red, almost auburn. He was an attractive man, objectively speaking – well-built and always taking charge. At only thirty-two, he had the air of someone much older.

‘Isn’t this just awful convenient?’ he went on. ‘You, fighting with Phil, and now the poor man is dead. But what your problem was with his lovely girlfriend, now that’s what I don’t understand.’

‘What?’ Teesy stared in horror. ‘I wasn’t fighting with Phil. He was my friend. Honey, too.’

‘Oh, give over!’ He lowered his voice, moving closer to us to be sure we heard every single word of venom. ‘We all know you’ve been sore with Phil ever since he decided your goats were walking blood banks.’

‘He was just drunk, though,’ said Teesy. ‘No harm came of it – sure, he’d barely sunk his teeth in when we found him. Anyway, that was nearly a year ago.’

‘Mm hm. But witches are known to hold their grudges, aren’t they? Oh yes, you bided your time until you thought no one would be suspicious, and then you struck, so you did. Killing him, and then using your magic to set this here fire.’

‘I did no such thing!’ Teesy cried. ‘Sure, it was me who called the fire brigade.’

‘And isn’t that yet another awfully convenient fact?’ said Martin. ‘Why call the fire brigade when you could have doused the flames with a spell, I wonder?’

‘I couldn’t!’ she protested. ‘I tried to, I did, but there was nothing I could do. The doors and windows were locked, and there was no spell that would open them, so I had no way of putting out the fire inside.’

Martin snorted. ‘A likely story. You’d better hope for your sake that this fire was an accident, Teesy O’Mara. Because if I find out that you weirdos are fighting your turf wars in my town, then I shall be turfing you out.’ He treated me to a sneer. ‘All of you.’

I squared up to him, seething with anger. Martin was never the most reasonable of men, but today he was surpassing himself. ‘Teesy’s done nothing wrong, Martin. But I’ll be taking her home now – and don’t you dare try to follow us.’

‘Or what?’ he challenged. ‘You’ll put some voodoo on me, will you? Oh, I’d like to see you try, Belinda. I’d like to see you try.’


Chapter 5

A Delusional Dinner


Voodoo was not in my repertoire, but I sure would have liked to punch him. Instead, I headed back to the Nine Hundred with a deeply distressed Teesy. Neither of us wanted to risk clicking our fingers to travel with so many humans out for a look-see, so we walked.

‘So, Dead Man’s Cove,’ Teesy said, as we reached the gate of the Nine Hundred. ‘I wonder what he was doing there. In one of the caves, you said? And the pallet really just disappeared?’

‘Uh-huh,’ I replied. I’d already told her the entire story about half a dozen times during our homeward walk. I wasn’t sure what more I could say about it, but Teesy seemed to want to hear it over and over again.

‘And this bottle – did you see what it said on the label?’

‘Not that one, specifically.’ It was Egg who fielded this question. ‘Like I told you already, I saw some bottles that said The Greatest Day and some that said The Greatest Night.’

‘So … the bottle Phil was holding when you saw him, it wasn’t necessarily the same as the bottles on the pallet,’ said Teesy. ‘It could have been something else.’

‘Oh, I doubt it,’ said Egg. ‘Same size, same colour label – purple and pink, like the others. It was the same stuff all right, if I had to put a bet on it. What I want to know is … could the potion have been the thing that killed him? Because we didn’t see a stake, and surely a stake is the only way to dust a vampire.’

‘Well, it is, as far as I know,’ said Teesy. ‘I’ve certainly not heard of a potion that could do it. Some say they can be beheaded, but you’d need a lot of strength to do that.’

‘And we would have noticed if his head fell off before he turned to dust,’ Egg pointed out.

‘Exactly,’ said Teesy. ‘So there must have been a stake – the person could have been invisible, and the stake, too. Or it could have been another vampire who killed him, perhaps. They move very fast sometimes, don’t they? Plus, they can vaporize themselves.’

‘I don’t know about that,’ I told her. ‘I mean yes, they can turn themselves into vapour, but I don’t think they can do much in that form, can they, except squeeze through small spaces without being seen? And yes, they can move fast, but … I dunno. He didn’t seem like he was fighting anybody off.’

‘There was no other vamp,’ Egg confirmed. ‘I would have sensed or smelled if there was. I suppose … I suppose it could have been someone invisible, though – a witch or a wizard, maybe, cloaking themselves. It must have been, right? Because whoever it was must have been the one to make the pallet of bottles vanish.’

‘Yes.’ Teesy nodded. ‘Yes, that must have been it. Well … I have to get off now. I have an awful lot to do today.’

She was off before I could say goodbye, rushing along the path to her house. She lived on the far side of the Nine Hundred from us, so I turned the other way, and walked home with Egg at my heels.
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I spent the remainder of the day in a state of restlessness. Vince still wasn’t answering my calls, but Seb had phoned me three times. We’d swapped numbers ages ago, when Essie and I were helping him organise a surprise party for Kim’s birthday, but I’d hoped he would have deleted it from his phone by now. Of course, I hadn’t deleted his just yet, so …

I felt a little bad as I ignored his calls. With Vince clearly ignoring me, I didn’t want to make anyone else feel like I did right now – but it was Seb, so it was doubtful he would get emotional about it.

I had a lot of work to do at the vineyard, and stopped only for a bar of chocolate and a glass of milk. Not the healthiest of lunches, I admit, but I wasn’t in the mood for more. I would be dining alone this evening, too, as Aunt Ava was having dinner with a friend and Uncle Rick was working late at his shop. I’d probably go crazy and make myself some beans on toast. If I grated some cheese on top, it’d be close to a gourmet meal.

At half past six I was still working, repairing a hole on a barn roof, when I spied Teesy’s husband out flying.

‘Well for some, isn’t it?’ Egg commented. I hadn’t seen him arrive on the roof, but he was now beside me, somehow looking incredibly relaxed despite the fact that he was sitting at a severe slant. ‘That broom’s got to be worth a few hundred gold rounds, doesn’t it? That’s the third new one I’ve seen him with this summer alone. And Sean doesn’t even work.’

I couldn’t reply right away, as I had a hammer in my mouth. Once my mouth was hammer free, I said, ‘A lot of people don’t work when they’re eighty, Egg. You think we should all work until we’re in the grave? There’s nothing wrong with enjoying your retirement.’

‘Well, Teesy certainly keeps herself busy enough for both of them, doesn’t she?’ he retorted. ‘And I think one actually has to work for a few years before one can retire.’

‘Oh, does one?’

‘All I’m saying is he’s a lazy git. Anyway, shouldn’t he be using an invisibility spell? What if a human sees him?’

‘I guess we’ll deal with it, won’t we?’ I said. I wasn’t too happy about it myself, but I wasn’t about to go and tell an eighty-year-old man what he could and couldn’t do. That part of the Nine Hundred was fairly out of sight, anyway, with a grove of tall trees surrounding Teesy’s house and fields. I could only see Sean because I was on a roof. Maybe someone walking on the cliffs might spy him, but at that distance they probably wouldn’t realise what they were seeing.

‘You know, I was thinking,’ I went on. ‘Essie can see through invisibility spells, can’t she?’

‘Yes. But the point is, he’s not invisible.’

‘Not Sean. Whoever staked Phil. If it was a witch, then maybe Essie could … you know …’

‘You’re suggesting that you ask your twin sister to use her Time Witch powers to go back and witness the murder, and tell us who did it?’

‘Well, she can time travel as much as she likes as long as she doesn’t interfere, can’t she?’ There was a slight catch to my voice as I spoke. If I could turn back time the way Essie could, I doubted I would have her control.

There was only one circumstance in which she’d been allowed to use her power consequence-free to change events, and that was when she saved her husband’s life. She’d gotten away with it because they were True Bonded Mates – they were separated at the time, so if he had died, then she would have died, too.

It wasn’t something she could do whenever she liked, though I knew there were times she’d been tempted. Once, when she’d had a few beers, she cried her eyes out and told me she could barely sleep sometimes because she wanted to go back and save so many people – our parents, our cousin Etain, and friends who had been killed by the Trent brothers.

Somehow, she stopped herself, though it was clearly a weight on her shoulders, and a weight which I didn’t think I could bear. I would be far too tempted to save Vince from his kidnap. If I could do that, consequence-free, he would be here with me now instead of ignoring my calls.

‘I suppose if all she’s doing is bearing witness to a murder, she might do it,’ Egg said. ‘We should ask her – the worst she can say is no.’

My phone had begun to buzz as he talked, so I pulled it from my back pocket, praying that it was Vince. ‘Oh,’ I said, looking at the screen. ‘It’s Essie – she’s inviting us over for dinner. Julian’s cooking a roast chicken.’

‘And you sound disappointed why?’ asked Egg. ‘Ah, I know why. Because you thought it was Vince. Well, let’s get going, then – Julian’s chicken is like food from the goddess herself.’
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‘Come in, come in,’ said Essie, grinning at me as she pulled me into the hallway. ‘I was afraid you wouldn’t come at all, and I know what you’re like when you’re on your own – a tin of beans and a bar of chocolate, that’s what you would have resorted to.’

‘Not true,’ I fibbed. ‘I might have stretched to some scrambled eggs.’

‘Yeah, yeah, we all know your feelings about eggs.’ She beamed down at my familiar. ‘Julian’s about to pop some chicken in a bowl for you, so you’d better hurry up if you don’t want Marbles to steal your share.’

Egg zoomed off to the kitchen, and Essie and I followed him at a more sedate pace.

As always, when I came to Pendulay Manor, I found myself staring around in awe. For decades, this house had been just about the ugliest place I’d ever seen. But since Essie and Julian had moved in some months ago, they’d completely turned it around. The rooms were now bright, airy and welcoming, instead of creepy, creepier and creepiest.

The bathrooms were their biggest success, it had to be said. At some point in the late seventies or early eighties, those rooms had been renovated – which in this case meant the addition of a lot of peach, plastic, and carpeting. When Essie and Julian took the place over, they redid the bathrooms first, dragging up the carpeting and putting the original baths, sinks and toilets back in, with some sensitive updating so that there was decent plumbing and – of course – some amazing showers. It was very nicely done. I especially liked the lack of a squelching noise when I walked on the floor.

The kitchen was pretty amazing, too. They’d kept the Aga and the old table and units, but cleaned them up and repainted them. A wall or two had been knocked, and it was now more of a family room, with dining, cooking and relaxing all in one.

Essie made it clear that the house belonged to all the family, but even with the renovation, Pendulay contained a far different magic than the Nine Hundred. It was magic I didn’t quite understand and couldn’t fully feel, but it made me a little dizzy if I stayed there too long. Whatever that magic was, it was the stuff of Time Witches, and I was much more comfortable at the vineyard.

‘So what are you going to do, now it’s all finished?’ I asked as we moved around the kitchen, laying the table for our meal. ‘Fill it up with kids?’ I winked at Julian, who blushed wildly. He was a truly gorgeous guy, but far more self-conscious than his best friend, Seb.

‘Well, there are hundreds of rooms,’ Essie pointed out. ‘Witches live long lives, but I don’t think even our fertility will stretch that far.’

‘We’d thought about a hotel,’ Julian said as he delivered the chicken to the table and began to carve (I could see that he’d already given quite a lot to our cats). ‘But that might not be the safest idea – what with the tunnels, secret passageways, portal doors and magic clocks.’

‘Oh, I dunno about that,’ I mused. ‘You could tell the humans it’s a haunted house. They’ll eat it up – and they’ll think anything weird is just a special effect.’

Julian looked far more impressed by my dumb idea than I’d expected. ‘You know, that just might work. So how are you, anyway? We heard what happened this morning at the cove.’

‘Oh.’ I took a sip of wine. ‘Yeah, I mean … it wasn’t fun. Did you hear about Hun and the house fire?’

‘Adds a whole other element to the mystery,’ said Essie. ‘Seb is going to love solving this.’

‘Well, it won’t be him though, will it?’ I said. ‘It’ll be Vince. He’s coming back.’

As soon as the words were out of my mouth, Egg spun to stare at me. I knew what he was thinking, what they were all thinking (delusion, thy name is Belinda), but I carried on talking anyway, because if I didn’t keep on deluding myself, I would have to face the truth.

‘Okay, so he hasn’t actually answered my calls today,’ I amended. ‘But he told me he was ready to come back. He promised he’d be back at some point today, in fact, so … he’s probably just busy, because he’s working on this case.’

Essie blinked, then looked away from me for a moment before smiling carefully and saying, ‘Well, of course he’ll come back eventually. Would you like some more mashed potato? I don’t think I’ve put nearly enough on your plate.’

The awkwardness soon subsided, and we enjoyed the rest of our meal. We followed it with cake in one of the house’s living rooms, where we sat eating, sipping some tea, and looking out at the waves. Essie was about to make more tea when Julian suggested popping to the Crab Man’s for a nightcap.

Egg’s eyes lit up. ‘We might get to chat to the firemen, mightn’t we? Davey Maher goes out with Lauren who manages the bar. He’s bound to be there. And his brother Danny’s a fireman, too. He hangs around the bar a lot and boasts, even if all he’s done is get a cat out of a tree. One of these days he’s going to realise we’re just messing with him.’ He gave me a plaintive, big-eyed stare. ‘Can we go to the pub, Belly – pretty please?’

‘All right,’ I agreed reluctantly. I was getting tired, but it was probably better than going home to an empty house (with my head so full of thoughts of Vince, it was doubtful I would sleep).

As we walked into town, I broached the subject of taking a little trip back in time so we could see what really happened at the cave this morning. ‘I just thought, you know, because you can see through invisibility spells, there’s a chance you could see who staked Phil.’

‘If there was an invisibility spell I’ll definitely be able to see the killer,’ she agreed. ‘You could even come back with me, if you like.’

‘Really?’ I felt ridiculously excited at the thought of time travel. She’d taken me on ride-alongs when we were little, but back then we weren’t aware of how amazing it was; it was simply something my sister could do, just like I could make it rain.

‘Really. You know, though, that even if we find out who the murderer is, it can’t be used as evidence,’ she warned. ‘My magic can’t be used in a court case – it’d reveal what I am, and we all know how things go when people figure out there are super-powerful Time Witches in the world.’

‘I know,’ I assured her, shivering. The night was a little chilly, and I hoped I wouldn’t have to resort to more weather modifications. I could see smoke billowing out of chimneys as we walked past a row of houses. ‘If you see the killer I’ll tell Vince who it is, and he’ll build up the case against them.’

‘Yeah.’ She gave me a tight smile. ‘Look, Bell, I don’t quite know how to put this, but–’

Whatever she was about to say, I tuned it out, too excited by what I’d just seen. ‘Stell!’ I shook her arm eagerly, reverting to the name I’d called her in our childhood. ‘Stell, look – there are lights on in Vince’s house. He’s come home!’


Chapter 6

A Proper Prince Charming


Istood on the front step, shivering. Should I knock, or use my key?

I glanced out onto the road, watching Essie and Julian disappear around the corner. My sister had been reluctant to leave me here on Vince’s doorstep. I’d gotten the sense that she was quite angry with Vince, though she wouldn’t come right out and say so. I didn’t blame her; there were times when I was angry with him, too. All day I’d wondered about him, where he was and whether he was coming home. The least he could have done was call.

But he was here now, and I was sure he had his reasons for ghosting me. The last thing he needed, after finally making this leap and returning to Granvar Bay, was a bad atmosphere – and if Essie came into the house with me, there would definitely be a bad atmosphere.

‘My key,’ I muttered, pulling it from a zipped pocket inside my bag. ‘I’ll use my key.’

Decision made, my hand shook a little as I stuck the key in the lock and opened the door. What if Vince thought I was being presumptuous? Yes, I’d always had a key to this place, but he hadn’t given me one to his Dublin flat. I wasn’t sure what the rules were, these days.

Still, I’d done it now, so I might as well act light and airy. As I stepped across the threshold, I called out (in a tone which was aiming for jokey), ‘Hey honey, you’re home!’

My smile fell away as I saw him: Sebastian McGinty, standing in the doorway between the hallway and living room.

‘That’s both the funniest and most welcoming thing I’ve heard all day,’ he said.

For a few seconds I couldn’t say anything at all. Even when I did speak, it was far from a complete sentence. ‘I … I thought …’

The sympathy on his face was painful to witness. I might not have used all the words, but he knew exactly what I meant.

‘Ah. I see. The town council told me this place was available for me until I solved the murder. But now I see that it used to be Vince’s house.’

‘There’s no “used to be” about it,’ I said, fighting back tears. ‘He hasn’t officially handed his notice in for the Granvar Bay role. And only this morning, he said he’d be back.’

Seb arched a brow. ‘Tell me, was that before or after Phil Rafferty was killed?’

‘It … does it matter? I mean, Vince is a garda, and you’re a Wayfarer. The council would never let a Wayfarer take charge of this investigation. And when did they make that decision, anyway? Their next meeting won’t be until tomorrow night at eight. Even that one might get cancelled, seeing as they’re now one councillor short – Phil was a member.’

‘They held an emergency meeting this afternoon, actually,’ he informed me. ‘And they replaced poor Phileas with another supernatural, as per local law. They had the full complement of councillors. There were eight humans, and two – as a councilwoman called Denise referred to them – freaks. So it was all above board.’

In Granvar Bay, the town council had been formed to represent a population split of eighty percent human to twenty percent supernatural. I doubted there were anything like twenty percent supernaturals living here these days (it felt more like ten percent, at a push). The hidden, witch-run enclaves weren’t nearly as exclusive as they once were, and a lot of people had chosen to move to one of those areas instead. Those who remained in Granvar Bay were the die-hard, anti-witch rule brigade.

‘Who’d they replace Phil with?’ asked Egg, rubbing up against my legs.

‘Davey Maher,’ said Seb. ‘He’s a werewolf, I believe.’

‘Sure is,’ said Egg. ‘And he’s also not a big fan of anyone who comes from the hidden enclaves, so I’m very surprised that he voted for you.’

‘He didn’t,’ Seb replied. ‘Neither did your own coven member, Teesy O’Mara. The whole experience was tense, to say the least. I barely got the job.’

‘By the skin of your shiny white teeth,’ I muttered.

‘Exactly,’ Seb said with a chuckle, before giving me another far too sympathetic look. ‘You look like you could do with a drink – and I know I certainly could. Matter of fact, I was just about to pop to the Crab Man’s for a pint. Fancy joining me?’

‘No. I – Essie and Julian are there. Did they know about this? About you moving in here?’

‘Nope. I planned on surprising them in the morning. Thought it’d be a hoot. Look, if you don’t want to go for a drink, then will you please come in and close the door? It’s getting chilly out there.’

It was only then I realised I’d left the front door hanging open, and a cold wind was blowing in upon us. I softly closed it and followed him into what used to be Vince’s living room.

Sebastian had lit a fire, and his familiar, a spaniel called Conrad, was dozing on top of the fireside rug. The place looked very homely, considering they’d only moved in this afternoon or evening. Egg headed to the rug and plopped himself down next to Conrad, where he promptly began to snore.

‘Don’t you just love animals?’ said Seb, taking a seat and indicating that I should do the same.

I felt a little irritable as I took a seat on an armchair while he took the couch. Technically, the furniture belonged to the town council, but it felt like it was Vince’s. Seb seemed far too comfortable for a guy who’d only just moved in; but from what I’d seen of him since we first met, he made himself comfortable wherever he went.

‘Where’s Kim?’ I asked.

At the mention of his sister, he laughed softly. ‘Oh, Kimmy would just love to move to Granvar Bay, as I’m sure you know. It’s become our favourite place in the world. But she doesn’t think this job is going to last more than a week. Her exact words, when I asked her to move in this evening, were: “It would be like touching Heaven right before you’re kicked back to Earth – why would I do that to myself, Seb, why?”’

He shrugged. ‘I see her point, I suppose. It’s very clear that they wanted anybody but me. They’ve assigned the two local guards to help me with the case, but if they trusted those two to solve it themselves, it’d be: “Bye, bye, Sebastian,” before I could even unpack my socks.’

‘Yeah, well, unfortunately those two aren’t going to be up to the job,’ I remarked. ‘Although Vince always maintained that if you needed to solve the mystery of who ate all the pies, Terry and Pat would be a big help.’

Seb laughed. ‘They had to leave their car at your coven land this morning and walk the rest of the way to the cove. They were a bit red in the face on arrival. They suggested that the next time I decide to report a murder, I ought to make sure it’s in a more convenient location.’

I found myself laughing along with him, and abruptly stopped. This was how guys like Seb reeled you in – oh, they were pleasant and charming, right up until they had no more use for you.

‘Well.’ I stood up. ‘It’s getting late, so I’d better be going. I’d say welcome to the neighbourhood, but I think Kim’s right – you won’t be here long.’

He stood up, too, blinking at me. ‘Wow, that was kind of rude, even for you. You really don’t like me, do you, Bell?’

I winced at his words. He was right to call me rude, and I wished I could take it back. ‘I … I mean, I don’t hate you or anything, Seb. I don’t really think anything about you, either way.’ Well done, me – talk about a humble apology.

He blinked again, but surely he was only pretending to look hurt. Guys like Seb didn’t get hurt feelings. Warlocks were practically psychopaths.

‘Okay, then,’ he said, his face taut. ‘Well, look, I’m going to have to get your statement, so do you want to do it now, or can I call over to the Nine Hundred tomorrow?’

‘I’m busy all day tomorrow,’ I told him. It wasn’t technically a lie. I had a lot to do tomorrow, although I could easily make some time for him if I wanted to. ‘And I really have to go now.’

‘Of course you do,’ he said with a sigh. ‘Look, Bell … how do I put this? I …I know it’s hurting you that I answered this door tonight instead of Vince, and believe me, if I could do anything to make that better for you, I would. But this is a murder investigation, and I am in charge, so either you arrange a time with me, or I’ll pull you into the station by force.’

I gawped at him. ‘You wouldn’t do that.’

‘I wouldn’t want to. But I’m not about to mess this investigation up just because you have some weird hate-on for me. Why do you hate me, by the way? I’m pretty sure I’ve been my usual charming self since I’ve known you.’

‘Oh, you’re a proper Prince Charming, so you are,’ I said. ‘But then, most warlocks are, right up until they aren’t.’

Next to the fire, Conrad peeled one eye open, sniggered, and closed it again. Although Egg didn’t open an eye, I could have sworn he sniggered too.

‘Oh boy, your sister really can keep a secret,’ said Seb, sounding impressed. ‘Though I thought she might have at least dropped some hints in your direction by now. She certainly seemed like she was itching to.’ He leaned casually against the mantlepiece, looking even more annoying than usual. ‘You weren’t even the littlest bit curious about how I managed to just walk in to the role of Wayfarer detective?’

‘I expect they’re not very fussy,’ I retorted, but there wasn’t a lot of energy behind my words. I was far more focused on the meaning behind what he was saying. It sounded rather similar to remarks Essie had made, on more than one occasion.

I usually wasn’t paying attention (I had a habit of tuning her out when she started talking about Seb), but as I now recalled all of the times she spoke about him, I realised that there were strange intonations in her voice, or funny little darts of her eyes, especially when she talked about his time in the Warlock Society, or how good he was at solving insurance fraud cases.

Once, when we were talking about a fraudster he had just dealt with, she said, in an overly nonchalant manner, ‘You’d almost think he was a proper detective, wouldn’t you?’

Even Egg seemed to drop the odd hint where Seb was concerned. Only this morning he’d said something about how Seb had never really been a warlock, and when I pulled him up on it, he’d responded with an infuriating smile.

‘Wait … you were never a warlock, were you?’ I said, as the duh finally dawned. ‘You were undercover.’

He shrugged. ‘I mean, wasn’t it obvious, after a point? You knew Essie was close to Captain Wood and I was close to Essie. You knew my sister went from hating my guts to suddenly liking me again – that was around the time when Essie forced me to tell Kimmy the truth.’

It had been obvious, every bit of it, and yet I’d been oblivious until right now. Maybe if I hadn’t been so wrapped up in Vince, I would have noticed.

‘Isn’t it dangerous, though?’ I asked, suddenly curious about it all. ‘If you were only pretending to be one of those warlocks, won’t they be pretty ticked off that you lied to them, befriended them, all so you could spy? I mean, now you’re officially a Wayfarer, surely they’re bound to make the connection.’

His blue eyes filled with pain. ‘I have nightmares about that very scenario. I probably would have kept my head down a lot longer, but Kimmy saw how miserable I was working in insurance and convinced me to go for it. She knew I hated sneaking around, so once I got the company back in profit, she told me to go be a Wayfarer and leave her to manage things at work. My sister says life’s too short for looking over your shoulder, but … honestly, I don’t know if I made the right decision. I kept it a secret for so long mainly to keep her safe, you know. And I’m not saying she can’t look after herself – Kimmy’s a hellion when she wants to be – but I just worry, you know?’

‘Oh.’ I looked at him, studying him far more closely than I usually would. He seemed genuinely anxious about his decision to out himself as a Wayfarer and, though I agreed that it was probably dangerous for him, I was surprised that he thought so. I’d been convinced that he was cocky, thoughtless, selfish … a typical warlock, really. Except he wasn’t one, and he never had been.

I must have been looking at him a touch too long, I think, because his eyes caught mine, and I blushed. ‘Well, that’s … I don’t really know what to say to any of that,’ I told him. ‘But like I said, it’s getting late, so Egg and I really have to go.’

He nodded. ‘Of course. So, I’ll come over to the Nine Hundred tomorrow, then. Around noon, maybe? For your statement, I mean.’

‘Sure,’ I said, grabbing Egg and rushing to the door. ‘Noon is fine.’


Chapter 7

Bell and Stell’s Excellent Adventure


Islept in fits and spurts that night. My periods of sleep came along with bad dreams: dreams of burning faeries and dusted vampires; dreams of Vince saying, ‘I used to love you, but that’s in the past’; dreams of Essie and I on a wild adventure through time, meeting the Beatles and dancing with our ancestors (those last dreams were strange rather than bad, I suppose).

After yet another Vince dream I got up early, long before Ava had so much as stirred, so that I could set the vineyard to rights. There had been another frost, and I wasn’t sure how much more the grapes could handle before they began to suffer. The worst thing was that this morning, I wouldn’t be able to hide it – Ava might not be up, but as I headed outside I spotted Rick walking towards the cliff path, probably heading for a lesson with Essie.

He would have noticed the frost, I was sure of it, which meant that he would tell Ava. I wasn’t looking forward to the conversation. No doubt she would want us to drink her special hot chocolate while we talked.

After I’d seen to the weather, I rushed around doing all of the tasks that would normally take me all morning, so I could free up plenty of time, because once I was done with Essie, I had somewhere else I needed to go.

It was a little before eight when I arrived at Pendulay, and she led me into the kitchen. ‘Tea? I could do you some toast and eggs if you’ve not eaten yet.’

‘I’ve eaten,’ I lied, though the smell of warm toast in the air was making my stomach rumble. ‘I’m good. If it’s okay with you, I just want to get this over with. I’ve got a lot to do today.’

‘Oh?’ She looked at my fingernails, then my windblown hair. ‘Judging by how bright-eyed you are, and the amount of soil under your nails, I’d say you’ve been up for hours, rushing around the vineyard. I … I heard, Bell. Seb joined Julian and me in the Crab Man’s last night and told us what happened.’

‘Oh. That’s … yeah, it was weird. I’m sorry I didn’t tell you, I just – well, I dunno.’

‘I get it.’ She squeezed my palm. ‘You were expecting Vince, and you got my great big galumph of a friend instead. I am glad that he finally told you he’s not an actual warlock.’

‘Uh-huh. Well, whatever he is, the sooner we do this, the sooner he’s out of here.’

My sister frowned. ‘You know we’re not actually in any rush, right? What we’re about to do won’t take up much of your morning at all. I’ll get us back to the present at the same time as we left it.’

My head spun a little as I thought over what she was saying. ‘But doesn’t that get exhausting? You leave a lesson with Rick at seven, travel back two hundred years, you could stay there minutes, hours, even days, and come back to your own timeline at the exact point you left it. Technically, no time has passed, but you’ve done so much.’

She laughed lightly. ‘I definitely need to pace myself when I do this. Once, when I was on an undercover gig with Seb, I kept a time stop going for a whole lot longer after I found what I was looking for, all so I could take a shower and have a rest.’

‘See, I knew you did investigative stuff, and I knew you were spending a lot of time with Seb, but – how did I not put it together? You tried to tell me so many times.’

She gave me a strange look. ‘You have a way of actively not listening when I talk about Seb. Your eyes glaze over and your teeth clench.’

‘Yes, but that’s only because he irritates me so much.’

‘Why, though?’ she pressed. ‘I mean, if I didn’t happen to be madly in love with Julian I would be all over Seb. Not only is he sweet, and loyal, and funny, but the man also happens to be an Adonis.’

‘He’s not that good looking.’

‘Yeah, right. And on an unrelated topic, when’s your next optometrist’s appointment?’ With a roll of her eyes, she said, ‘Okay, fine, I can see you don’t want to talk about him. So I guess we’ll get started. I want to take us back to a few minutes before the murder. Can you tell me roughly what time it was yesterday morning when you happened upon Phil in the cave?’

‘Five to nine,’ said Egg, glancing our way.

‘How do you know that?’ I questioned. ‘I don’t even know that.’

‘Cats have a very strong sense of these things,’ he said. ‘Plus, Seb was wearing one of those waterproof watches with the big digital display, remember?’

‘No. I didn’t pay any attention to what he was wearing.’

‘Oh, give me strength, Bell!’ cried Essie, shaking her head. ‘It’s all right to look, you know.’

‘I know it’s all right to look.’ I crossed my arms. ‘But I didn’t. Now that we know what time it was, can we just get on with it? What do I have to do? I know you’ll do the time stuff, but I can’t remember how you used to take me with you when we were kids. I think you just grabbed my hand.’

‘I think I did, too,’ she told me. ‘But I talked to Rick about this during our lesson this morning, and he thinks it’ll be safer if I use this, since it’s been so long since I’ve done it with you in tow.’ From her jeans pocket, she pulled out a long length of golden ribbon. ‘I swear, ever since I was almost forcibly bonded, I’ve been allergic to ribbons, but I think Rick’s right – we should do this sensibly. It’s what he calls a brief-bond ribbon. It just makes it easier for you to be sort of … inside of my power, you know? He and I did a practice run this morning, and it worked fine. This way, even my invisibility spell will encompass you – it can be kind of mind-blowing and a little bit nauseating to jump through time, so trying to hold an invisibility spell of your own at the same time could be hard. Hey.’ She gave me a quick hug. ‘Don’t worry, okay? If Bill and Ted can handle time travel, then so can we.’

As we pulled apart from the hug, I laughed at her reference and blew out some air. ‘I can’t tell you how relieved I am to have one less thing to worry about.’

She grinned, clasping my right palm with her left, using her other hand to bind our hands and wrists together. ‘Glad to be of service. So, from now until we jump, I’m going to have to concentrate really hard, okay?’

‘You’re saying I need to shut up.’

She grinned again. ‘Precisely.’ She then looked down at her watch, focusing hard. An almost blissful look came over her face, and I felt the strangest pulse in her palm – as though a deep rhythm was coursing through her, and into me – and then … then it all went psychedelic. Everything was spinning, blurring before my eyes. My body felt light, and it was nice at first, like the lift in your stomach when you’re on the top deck of a bus going over a hill, or when you’re on a broom taking off. But it all got a bit sickening after a while, and by the time my feet hit the ground again, I thought I might throw up.

‘Okay?’ asked Essie.

‘Mm hm. Never been better.’

‘Uh-huh? You look pretty green to me.’

I scowled at her – or at least I think I scowled at her, but as I could no longer see her, I couldn’t be sure about my aim. ‘It’s not fair that you can see me but I can’t see you.’

‘It’s not fair that you can control the weather but I had to put up with rain in Rome last month.’

‘Touché.’ I looked around at the cave, glad that I could see that much, at least. The pallet of bottles was there, stacked neatly and wrapped in clear plastic, but Phileas hadn’t yet arrived. I peered closer at the labels, and saw that Egg had been perfectly accurate – about half were labelled The Greatest Day and the other half The Greatest Night. Oh, my cat was going to be so smug when I told him about this.

Essie pressed a finger to her lips, and nodded at the mouth of the cave. A small bat was flying in, hovering over the pallet. In a seamless and awe-inspiring motion, the bat changed into Phil, landing on the cave floor in a far more graceful manner than my own arrival here.

Phil smiled contentedly as he looked at the bottles, pulling the plastic wrap aside a little and easing one out. The bottle he chose was labelled The Greatest Day.

No one else had arrived in the cave that I could see, and I didn’t hear so much as a footstep, but hopefully Essie’s eyes were picking up more than mine. The sound arrived, then, the same strange noise that had sent me running into the cave – a single, beautiful, whale-like note. It was followed by something I hadn’t heard the first time around, a sort of clicking sound. It was familiar to my ears, though I couldn’t place how.

At the sound, I felt a tug on my wrist, and I walked along attached to my sister, hoping she’d made us inaudible as well as invisible. She must have done, because Phil made no indication that he heard us, even when Essie drew up short and I banged into her with an ‘Oof!’

I could see why she’d suddenly stopped: there was a boombox behind the bottles, an old one with two tape decks, a little beaten-up and dirty looking. That’s what the second sound had been, the one following the beautiful note – it was that clicking sound a tape makes when it’s come to an end and the Play button pops back up.

We glanced over the top of the pallet, and I saw my yesterday-self, along with Seb and Egg, standing there and staring as Phil took a drink, clutched his chest while shrieking, and turned into a pile of dust.
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When we arrived back in Pendulay’s kitchen, I shivered. ‘It wasn’t any easier on the return journey,’ I said.

As Essie untied us, she said, ‘No, I wouldn’t imagine it was. It was probably a bit weird seeing yourself from yesterday, too.’

‘A bit? Try mega.’

‘So?’ Egg sprang across the floor and up into my arms. ‘Was there someone there, using an invisibility spell? Did you see who staked him?’

‘No.’ Essie patted his head, looking just as confused as I felt. ‘There was no one.’

‘You’re sure?’ Egg questioned.

‘I’m sure, Egg. You know I can see through that magic or you wouldn’t have suggested I do it – yes, I know it was your idea.’ She moved to the Aga. ‘I’m making Bell eggs and toast. Have you eaten?’

Egg reluctantly admitted that he’d been given an enormous breakfast.

‘I’m fine too,’ I said. ‘Honestly.’

‘No, you’re not. You need to eat something after a time jump like that. It takes a lot of energy out of you, even if you’re not the one controlling the magic. What did you think of the tape machine?’

Egg managed to lift those probably-eyebrows of his. ‘A tape machine?’

‘There was a boombox behind the bottles,’ I told him. ‘There’s no way we would have seen it yesterday. I think it must have been how that note played. The whale song sound. But it vanished along with everything else just as Phil died.’

‘You know,’ said Marbles, sidling over to join the conversation, ‘a pal of mine once told me that the fae sometimes sing notes that sound like whale song. They do it for different kinds of magic – they travel with song, I’ve heard, among other things.’

‘I’ve heard that too, now you mention it,’ Essie put in. ‘Gretel – Captain Wood – she was going on about a fae friend of hers from Riddler’s Edge who can travel by singing instead of finger-clicking. Hey …’ She turned around at the Aga and stared at me. ‘Honey. You know I think she’s fae.’

I nodded slowly. ‘Yeah, and I think you’re right about that, after I saw how quickly she healed from her blisters yesterday. You don’t think …’

‘That she killed Phil through the medium of song?’ said Egg. ‘She only just moved in with him a few months ago. Hard to think it could have gone so badly wrong in such a short timeframe, but you never know, do you? Though she seemed genuinely surprised at the house fire yesterday, so …’

‘So that’s another mystery,’ I said.

‘Well, I’ll tell Seb and Captain Wood what we found out,’ said Essie. ‘It’ll give them something new to go on, at least. I don’t see how this music that was played explains Phil being staked by an unseen force, mind you.’

‘No,’ I agreed. ‘Neither do I. Tell you what I do know, though – Bill and Ted had a way more excellent adventure than us.’


Chapter 8

Visiting Vince


It was just after ten when I left Essie’s and headed into Dublin. If there was more time, I would have taken the train, all so I could delay my arrival. I was about to confront Vince, and I was terrified. But I’d agreed to meet Seb at noon, and after my rudeness of the night before, I didn’t want to let him down. So if I was going to do this, I had to make it fast.

A quick finger-click teleported me to a grove of trees near the garda headquarters, and for a good five minutes I simply stood and watched the comings and goings at the building, reluctant to go inside.

I didn’t even know where I would go, precisely. Vince hadn’t told me what department he was working in, only that he was on ‘desk duty’ there, whatever that meant. It was going to be embarrassing, to say the least, but I couldn’t go on this way.

I’d called him again this morning, only to have him ignore me. I could simply walk away, accept my ghosting like a good girl. That was what he wanted me to do, no doubt – let things between us fade out, rather than give them an official end.

But I was sick of playing things Vince’s way.

Squaring my shoulders, I headed inside and went to the front desk. The garda ignored me for a while, even when I cleared my throat. It wasn’t until my third, ‘Excuse me,’ that he glanced up at me and grunted something that might have been, ‘Yeah?’

I wasn’t in the mood for an argument, so I simply said, ‘I’m looking for Vince Brady. I’m his fiancée.’

I didn’t know if I was, anymore, but I thought it might grant me a little more leeway than if I said I was a random member of the public.

‘Yeah? Well, I can’t let you down to see him. His department’s off limits.’

So much for pulling the fiancée card. ‘Okay. Well, can you call him for me?’

‘He’s very busy sorting out the pens down there – or whatever it is he does. Doesn’t like it when we interrupt him. But if you’re his missus-to-be, then I suppose you can ring him on his mobile, can’t you?’

I gritted my teeth. ‘If he’s sorting out pens then he’s hardly uninterruptable. And I don’t have my mobile with me. It’s broken.’ Hopefully it wouldn’t ring right this minute and expose my fib. ‘Can you just phone him for me, please, and get him to come up here? It’s an emergency.’

He wrinkled his nose, looking far from willing to comply with my request. Then something like relief washed over his face, and he nodded his head towards a nearby door. ‘Here he is now.’

I followed his gaze and saw Vince walking into the foyer with a curly-haired blonde; he was laughing at whatever she was saying.

I stood dumbly for a moment, just watching them. I hadn’t seen him laugh like that for a very long time. His happiness soon left his face, though – right around the moment that he spotted me.

‘Belinda,’ he said, striding to the reception desk. ‘I … well … why are you here?’

‘Oh, you’re Belinda,’ said the woman with a sugary smile. ‘You look exactly like I thought you would.’

It occurred to me then that I ought to have cleaned my nails and changed out of my wellies before I came (she was certainly dolled up, in a tight-fitting suit and shiny heels), but there wasn’t a lot I could do about that now, short of performing a public display of magic.

Ignoring the woman, I said, ‘Look, Vince, can we go somewhere private, please? We need to talk.’

He gave her an apologetic look. ‘Can you go ahead to the canteen without me? I won’t be long.’

‘Of course I can, gorgeous,’ she replied with a wink. ‘I’ll have your usual on the table as soon as you’re done.’

Quickly, his eyes darting around as though he were embarrassed, Vince led me outside. ‘You shouldn’t have come here,’ he said.

For a few seconds I gazed at him, stunned by his demeanour. ‘You’re serious? I came here because you’re not answering your phone, Vince. Weren’t you at least curious about how I am? I witnessed a murder. I saw poor Honey almost burned alive. And I know you know about that last thing, too, because I heard all about your daily phone calls with Martin Huxley.’

‘He’s head of the council, Belinda. I can’t exactly ignore him, now can I?’

‘You can ignore me, though.’

He sighed, then rubbed his temples as if my mere presence was giving him a headache. ‘I’m sorry, Belinda, really I am. But you must have known that this would affect me in a big way. I wasn’t ready to talk to you yet. It’s just all too stressful, you know? I’d been about to move back to Granvar Bay, and then this happens. For all I know, it could be Time Witches behind it – they’re usually the ones behind things in that town.’

‘Time Witches?’ I stared at him, mystified. ‘You know perfectly well that the Trents are behind bars. It was when you heard about Grady’s sentencing that you agreed to come home.’

He gave me a pointed look. ‘That’s not true, though, is it? Not all of the Trents are behind bars. Your sister’s married to one of them. And she’s a Time Witch, too.’

‘Essie saved you,’ I exclaimed with a gasp. ‘If she hadn’t opened that Time Lock and found you, the Trents would have left you down there in that cave room until you died. And Julian did everything he could to make sure all of his brothers got what they deserved. They are good people, and you know it. You’re not seriously suggesting they’re criminals, are you?’

He at least had the sense to blush. ‘Well, no, of course not. But you can’t deny that there are plenty of other bad elements in Granvar Bay. Dodgy potion deals, wayward werewolves, rampaging vampires.’

‘I mean, I don’t think that’s quite true,’ I argued. ‘No one knows what was in those potion bottles, and there’s been no waywardness or rampaging that I know of.’

‘Yes, but you’re always here with me, and when you are in that town, I think you probably look at it through rose-tinted glasses, don’t you? And after everything that happened to me there, this latest killing is bringing it all back.’

He put his hands on my shoulders and looked into my eyes. ‘I didn’t mean to ignore you, Belinda. I went into a bit of … I don’t know … a panic attack, I suppose, when I heard about it. And yes, I should have answered your calls, but I was too bloody embarrassed to tell you that I was freaking out, yet again. I knew I was letting you down by not coming like I promised. I thought … I thought I could pull myself together, you know, and come later instead. But I just haven’t stopped freaking out since yesterday morning. Please, say you’re not mad with me. I love you so much, Belinda, I can’t stand to disappoint you.’

‘I … I am disappointed, though,’ I told him, unable to lie anymore. I’d been lying to him for a really long time, putting him first because I loved him so much. But dishonesty was getting us nowhere.

‘Not with the fact that you had a panic attack,’ I continued. ‘I get that, I do, but … even if you didn’t feel up to talking to me, you should have at least sent me a message. I mean, I only knew for sure that you weren’t coming back when I walked into your house and found Seb there.’

His eyes narrowed. ‘Seb? As in Sebastian McGinty, the warlock?’

‘He’s – it doesn’t matter what he is, does it? He’s investigating this murder. And probably the fire, too, if it turns out to be arson.’

‘Huh.’ He broke away from me, sitting on a bench and tapping his heel on the ground. I hadn’t expected this news to agitate him so much. ‘I thought another garda detective would go in, in my place. Martin did say that no sensible human would want the job, but I thought he was bluffing.’

‘So what are you going to do about it?’ I asked, sitting next to him. ‘Are you going to come back?’

‘I …’

‘No, I didn’t think so.’ I put my hand on his. ‘Vince, you need to make a decision, and it needs to be your final decision. You’re either coming back, or you’re not. Tell me, because I can’t go on like this. I just can’t.’

He laid his head on my shoulder and sighed. ‘I know, Bell. I’m sorry. Just give me one more day to think about this, okay, and I swear I won’t mess you around, ever again. You’re the love of my life, baby, you know that, don’t you?’

I didn’t reply, because the truth was, I didn’t know anything for sure. Instead, I put an arm around him and laid my head next to his. As long as we stayed quiet and close like this, it was almost as if nothing had changed.


Chapter 9

A Dose of the Tingles


When I got back home it was a little after eleven. There probably were things I could do to keep busy until Seb’s arrival (I’d spotted a few winomites on the vines earlier, and they needed to be dealt with) but instead I decided to hide in my room – in fact, I took myself directly there, so that I could avoid bumping into Aunt Ava.

Unfortunately, she’d somehow foreseen my cowardice, and was waiting on my bed with two cups of hot chocolate in her hands.

I goggled at her. ‘How did you know when I’d be getting back?’

‘Egg told me. He always knows when his witch is on the way.’

I looked around so that I could tell him exactly what I thought of his betrayal, but he was nowhere to be seen. ‘I’m not drinking that. I know you do something to it.’

‘Oh, well,’ she said, taking a long sip of chocolate. ‘Your loss.’

It really did smell delicious, but I wasn’t about to be fooled.

‘Did you have a good visit with Vince?’ Ava asked, ever so casually. My aunt always looked scatty and innocent, with her floaty dresses and wavy hair, but she was probably the canniest woman I’d ever known.

‘I suppose Egg told you about that as well.’

‘He might have, if you’d told him where you were going. But I put two and two together.’ She put down the cups with a sigh. ‘Look, Belinda, I don’t want to have to drag the details out of you. You and Vince are clearly going through something, and if you want to keep it private, then the last thing I want to do is butt in. But … it’s Lughnasadh tomorrow. You avoided it last year, but–’

‘The Lughnasadh festival isn’t as important as the harvest,’ I said, interrupting her. ‘And I went to the harvest, didn’t I?’

‘Oh, you went, yes. Only you might as well have stayed away, seeing as you refused to perform the incredibly overdue ceremony to cement you as my heir to this land. Look, the Lughnasadh festival is very important, and you know it. We hold it close to the beginning of August every year so we can be sure of a decent harvest.’

I looked down at my dirty nails. I knew she was right. This year, especially, I would need to make offerings if our vines were going to survive. And it wasn’t just us who would be affected. Almost every O’Mara relied on the food they produced on this land.

‘Plus, Gil O’Mara is jumping the broom,’ she went on. ‘You can’t miss yet another coven-member’s wedding, Bell. It doesn’t look good for someone who’s supposed to become the anchor.’

Still looking at my nails, I said, ‘I don’t think Vince is ever coming back, Ava. If he doesn’t …’

She gritted her teeth, looking angry. I wasn’t used to seeing Ava angry, so I didn’t know how to react.

‘If he doesn’t, then what?’ she challenged. ‘Do you really think the land will just propose another anchor, another heir, just like that? It wants you, Belinda, and it can sense your indecision. Why do you think the weather is so strange for the time of year?’

‘Oh, screw it,’ I muttered, grabbing the hot chocolate and gulping some down. I’d been avoiding telling her what was on my mind for so long now, but what was the point in hiding the truth from my aunt, when she already knew? The drink might give me the courage to finally say it out loud – it was certainly making Ava speak her mind. Plus, it smelled too good to resist.

‘If you don’t think I feel terrible about this,’ I said, wiping my lips after a good long glug, ‘then you don’t know me as well as you think. I’ve felt completely crappy every day since Vince moved to Dublin, because no matter how many times he tells me he’s coming back, I’m afraid that in the end he won’t. And if he finally makes up his mind about what he wants and asks me to move with him, to live away from here, I don’t think I can say no. So it doesn’t really matter what the land wants, because if I move in with Vince, I can’t be the anchor.’

I glared into my cup. It was a truth potion, it had to be, and yet … I wanted to drink more.

Ava’s anger morphed into sadness – a deep, absolute misery that made me just as miserable to see.

‘Oh, Bell,’ she said with a shake of her head. ‘Why? He’s not the man he was, my love, and you know it. And I am so very, very sorry about that, but it’s just the truth. Sometimes an event can change you, change you so much that you won’t ever be the same again. And that’s what’s happened to Vince. I wish we could have the old him back, the version of him that made you happy. I wish he would work harder to try and get his old self back, because he hasn’t even accepted counselling, has he? But … that’s not going to happen, and we both know it. Things are what they are, and we have to act accordingly.’

I took another drink, and looked her in the eye. ‘Things are bad, Ava, and I – I am so mad with Vince right now, and I hate the way he’s messing me around, but you don’t give up on someone you love just because they’re going through something. You stick with them, through thick and thin, because otherwise, love is just an empty word. I mean, if it was Rick, would you give up on him?’

Blinking, she said, ‘Well, I did give him up, actually, Belinda. Have you forgotten the sacrifices Rick and I made, all to keep Essie safe, to keep the Trents away from this door? I loved him with all my heart, but I let him go. I lived without him for twenty-four years, and I would do it again, for you, or your sister – and yes, for the sake of my connection to this land.’

‘You would give him up for the Nine Hundred? Really?’

‘Yes, I would, because if Rick asked me to leave here, then it would mean he didn’t love me as much as I love him – you don’t ask someone you love to do something that hurts them, do you? Belinda, you just… you just don’t get it. You can move away with Vince, if he even asks you to, but if you do, you will miss this place just as much as it will miss you. You need the Nine Hundred. The connection works two ways, and it is not some chore, it is a gift. If you walk away from it, you’ll regret it for the rest of your life.’

My mouth grew a little slack, as I tried and failed to get some words out in response. By the time I’d managed to say, ‘I …’ and nothing more, she had rushed out of the room, tears falling from her eyes.

She was right, and I knew it, but it didn’t change anything. I had fallen in love with Vince the moment I saw him, and I didn’t think I could ever stop.

But everything she said came from a place of caring, and I cared about her just as much. I couldn’t stand to leave things this way – we hardly ever argued, and certainly never as badly as this – so I ran out after her, hurrying down the stairs and catching her up in the kitchen.

She was at the sink, furiously washing some dishes. I tapped her on the shoulder, and when she turned around I pulled her to me, hugging her tight.

‘I’m sorry, Ava. I’m so sorry. I’m just … I’m all messed up now. I want him back, you know? I want him to be the way he was, so much. And I have to believe that it’s going to happen because otherwise … otherwise, I don’t know what I’ll do. But I – I’ll come to the Lughnasadh festival tomorrow, okay? I promise you, I’ll come, and I’ll make offerings, and I’ll make all of this weird weather better.’

She nodded, softly sobbing against my shoulder, making me feel worse than ever. ‘I only ever want you to be happy, sweetheart. That’s all I ever want. I love you, my beautiful Belly-Welly, with all my heart.’

‘I know,’ I said with a sniffle. ‘I love you too.’

As we sniffed and wept together, it took me a moment to realise that someone was standing in the open doorway, clearing their throat. I looked up to see a red-faced Sebastian.

He cleared his throat once more and said, ‘Sorry, ladies. I would have walked away when I saw you were having a love-in, but I really need to talk to you, Belinda.’

With decidedly flushed cheeks, I separated from my aunt. ‘Of course,’ I said. ‘Let’s go talk outside.’
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As we sat down on the patio chairs, Seb wiggled his brows. ‘Belly-Welly? I thought only Egg called you Belly.’

‘I think you’ll find that Belly-Welly is very different from Belly,’ I retorted. ‘Also, she doesn’t usually call me that. There’s a first time for every embarrassing moment, I guess, Sebby-Webby.’

He chuckled. ‘I take your point, and I shall never speak of it again. Is everything all right, though? I could have sworn I heard arguing when I was walking to your house, and then I found the two of you all emotional in the kitchen.’

‘We had a fight,’ I admitted. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen Ava so mad with me, and I don’t ever want to see it again.’

‘Wow. I can’t quite picture Ava being angry. What was it about?’

‘Nothing.’ I lowered my gaze. ‘This can’t be what you came to talk to me about, can it? You want my statement, I’m assuming.’

He heaved out a breath and sat back in the chair, his hands behind his head and his legs outstretched. ‘Yes, but I want to talk about something else, first. I have had a nightmare of a morning, I’ll tell you. Essie let me know what you guys found out during your time travel, and I’ve been rushing around ever since. As soon as Ess told me about the tape, I went to talk to Gretel Wood about it. Ess thought it could be fae song, and the captain knows some fae. She confirmed that there is a little-known substance called Shake and Stake, and if you drink it and you’re a vampire, it kills you in the same way a wooden stake would. Not only is it incredibly rare, but it needs a note to activate it, a specific note that can only be sung by a member of the fae.’

I gasped. ‘The recording was played so it would set off the poison that killed him?’

Seb nodded. ‘I’ve sent a sample of his remains to Gretel’s fae contacts for testing. They’ll be able to tell us for sure if he imbibed Shake and Stake. It would be handy if we could test the bottles, too. Ess says she was tempted to try and nab one, but touching anything or removing it could have caused time consequences. The dust will confirm if we’re right, though, and as soon as I get the results, well …’

‘You’ll have to pay Honey a visit,’ I guessed. ‘This is so sad, Seb. They weren’t together very long. You’d think they’d still be in the loved-up phase, wouldn’t you?’

‘You’re talking to a man who’s never had a relationship that lasted longer than a month,’ he said. ‘So I’m hardly the expert, but … yeah, it’s very sad. I’d seen them together in the pub a few times, when I was down here visiting Ess and Julian. They looked happy together. I know people said Honey was depressed, but …’

He sighed. ‘Look, that’s not all. There’s something else I want to talk to you about.’ He sat forward, elbows on the table. ‘Belinda, what do you think about Teesy?’

‘Teesy?’ I frowned. ‘I think she’s awesome. Why?’

He bit down on his lower lip, looking tense. ‘Because as soon as we’re done here, I have to go and question her. You know how the cave was lit up with Solas spells when we arrived yesterday morning? Well, those lights came courtesy of Teesy. Her magical signature was all over them.’

‘No.’ I shook my head, staring at him. ‘No way. You’re saying Teesy and Honey worked together to kill Phileas? That’s just … I mean, Teesy would never.’

‘You’re sure of that? You can’t think of a scenario in which she might do that?’

‘No!’ I insisted.

‘Well let’s just spitball, okay? Like … what if, I dunno, what if Phil was being a prat to Honey, and Teesy found out and decided to help her get revenge? It’d explain why people say Honey went from bubbly and happy to depressed and drunk, right?’

‘Phil was not abusing Honey,’ I said. ‘I mean, I know you can never be sure of these things, but I’ve known Phil all my life. Teesy, too. She was very good friends with Phil – yes, despite the goatsucking incident – so even if he and Honey weren’t getting on, she would have tried to help them resolve it. She would not have helped Honey kill him. And if he’d been hurting Honey, she would have made sure he paid for it, yeah, but not like that. She’d have reported him, made sure he was arrested. And I’m not just spitballing here, by the way, about what Teesy might or might not do. I know, because I’ve seen her deal with things like this over the years. Anyway, if Teesy and Honey were behind this, then who set Honey’s house on fire?’

‘Good point,’ he said with a nod. ‘They’re all good points. And to be honest, I discovered telekinetic activity at the cave, too, which suggests … well, I’m not sure, but it could mean that Phil was the one to make those pallets vanish. Some vampires have that power, they can move things with their mind.’

‘I know, but why would he do that? Where would he send them?’

‘I don’t know. I’m hoping Teesy will be able to fill in those gaps.’

‘You’re going to question her?’

‘I am,’ he told me. ‘But at least now I know what you think of her.’

I looked at him carefully. ‘Why does it matter what I think?’

He shrugged. ‘It just does. Come on, let’s get on with your statement, shall we, before I head over to her house.’

‘Okay,’ I said, before beginning to tell him what he already knew. He wrote quickly, nodding and murmuring here and there, sometimes asking me to elaborate or confirm something. He had a funny smile on his face at those moments, almost as if he knew he was dragging things out.

Finally, he passed it to me and said, ‘Now, I just need you to read it, and if I’ve got everything right, stick your signature at the end.’

As I reached out to take it from him, my hand brushed against his and I got a dose of the tingles, just as strong a dose as when he pulled me out of the barrel last harvest. I yanked my hand away, wishing I hadn’t felt it again. Ever since the barrel incident, I’d done pretty well in avoiding him, but now … now I was stuck with him until this murder was solved.

I gritted my teeth, concentrating on signing my statement, but my hand still felt so gosh darned tingly, and I’d suddenly forgotten how to write my own name. It was Seb’s fault. He was far too close for comfort, so much so that I could smell the salt air on him, filling my mind with thoughts of yesterday morning, when I saw him coming out of the waves, walking onto the beach.

A shadow fell over the table, and I jumped, looking up to find Vince standing there. He’d probably arrived seconds ago, but I’d been too wrapped up in my thoughts to notice. Seb certainly seemed to have noticed, as the two men were glaring at each other.

I knew why Vince disliked Seb (because he thought he was truly a warlock) but I had no idea why Seb would be showing such hostility towards Vince. I waved a hand in the air and said, ‘Hello. If you’re finished locking horns, lads, could one of you at least say something? This atmosphere is very weird.’

Vince smiled tightly, pulling the statement from the table. ‘What’s this, then? Ah. You’re signing a witness statement for Sebastian, I see.’

Seb narrowed his eyes. ‘It’s good to know the gardaí can at least read, I suppose. But unless you’ve finally decided to do your job, then I’d like that back, please.’

‘Funny you should say that.’ Vince sat down next to me and took my hand in his. ‘Because I am here to do my job. Matter of fact, I’m taking over this investigation, so you can just toddle on back to the Warlock Society where you belong.’


Chapter 10

Losing Faith


Vince’s words hung in the air, as a sharp, cold hail began to fall upon us. It seemed to come from nowhere – the sky was clear and blue just moments ago, and now it was cloudy, dark, and threatening to unleash hours’ worth of bad weather upon us.

‘I have to go,’ I muttered, rushing from the table and into the vines. I needed to stop this hail, and I needed to stop it now. I couldn’t even begin to contemplate Vince’s announcement. The way he’d done it had annoyed me, and I wasn’t sure why – after all, this was what I wanted, wasn’t it? This morning, he had told me he needed a day to think about things, and now, only a couple of hours later, he was here.

He didn’t follow me, but I felt Seb’s eyes on me as I walked away, and heard him say, ‘You should go after her. She looks upset.’

‘If she’s upset with anyone,’ said Vince, ‘it’s you. Bell doesn’t want a warlock in her town, and neither do I.’

‘And you actually care about what she wants, all of a sudden?’ Seb shot back. ‘Look, I’m not leaving. The victim is supernatural, and the perpetrator probably is, too, which means it’ll be a matter for the Wayfarers. No matter what you might think about me, we need to work together on this.’

I glanced out between the vines, watching as Vince glared at Seb and said, ‘Granvar Bay is not under Wayfarer jurisdiction, warlock. When we’ve worked with you in the past, sent supernatural criminals to your courts, we have been doing you a favour – and getting the muck off our hands while we’re at it. If there’s a supernatural responsible for this, then maybe we’ll send them your way, if that’s what we feel like doing. But we don’t have to work with you in the meantime.’

‘Fine.’ Seb stood up and snapped my statement from Vince’s hands. ‘Have it your way. But when you need my help, I’ll give it. Wayfarers always do.’ Seb stomped away, along the path that would lead him back to town, and I breathed out a sigh.

‘I thought it would come to fisticuffs,’ Egg remarked, suddenly appearing at my feet, his yellow eyes bright. ‘Why did you run away?’

I held my palms out, catching the hail. ‘Duh. Because of this.’

‘Mm hm. And yet you haven’t begun a spell to stop it. You were running away from Vince, Belly, admit it.’

I peered out once more. Vince stood up, lifted his hand to click his fingers, and vanished. Where he had gone to, I didn’t know. ‘It’s just … he didn’t even say hello, Egg. He just looked at my statement and started arguing with Seb.’

And there it was, the reason I wasn’t as happy as I should be about his return: it was because it didn’t feel like he had returned to me, or for me. It felt like he had an axe to grind with the town I loved to my core.

‘Even when he finally held my hand,’ I went on, ‘it didn’t feel like a loving gesture. He grabbed me, like I was a piece of property. And now he’s just rushed off, without coming to check on me, talk to me. He’s been gone for so long, and now he behaves like this.’

‘You’re preaching to the converted, Belly. So what are you going to do about it?’

I gazed at the spot where Vince had been. I was so angry with him. This morning he’d insisted he couldn’t deal with this murder. And now, to turn up out of the blue, and start bickering with Seb when they needed to work together … it was beyond irritating. If I tracked him down now, all I would do was shout, and I’d had enough of arguing for one day.

‘I’m going to deal with the weather,’ I said. ‘That’s what I’m going to do.’
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I didn’t call Vince all day, and he didn’t call me either. It was strange, to have him so close again, but to feel further from him than ever.

Instead, I worked hard, got the weather back to normal, and ate lunch with Ava and Rick. When, at six, Essie called and invited me for fish and chips at Ruthie’s, I quickly showered and changed and headed into town.

I grinned when I reached the window of Ruthie’s and saw Kim sitting inside with Essie. I rushed to their table and gave Kim an enormous hug.

‘Oh, I’m so glad you’re not mad with me,’ she said as we broke away. ‘I should have called you and told you what my stupid brother was up to, moving into Vince’s house like that, but I just kept chickening out, and by the time I worked up the courage, he’d called to tell me that you already knew.’

‘It’s not your fault,’ I said, taking a seat. ‘Why on earth would I be mad?’

She shrugged. ‘Seb said you were pretty off with him last night.’

‘Well then he was putting it mildly,’ I told her. ‘I was a witch with a b.’

Essie sat next to me and rubbed my shoulder. ‘I can’t say I would have reacted any better, in your position. It was a shock. But … I’m not sure that what we’re about to tell you will make it any better. Unless – do you already know what Vince did this afternoon?’

‘No. He turned up at the vineyard sometime close to noon, argued with Seb and then vanished,’ I said. ‘I haven’t seen or heard from him since then. What did he do?’

Before anyone could elaborate, Ruth arrived to take our orders. There were a few minutes of chat (we knew Ruth from the Warlock Survivors’ Group, and we liked her a lot), before she went off to get our food.

‘So?’ I looked curiously from Essie to Kim.

‘So, after Seb had his little altercation with Vince earlier on,’ said Kim, ‘he walked into town. He was going to go to the council to see what was going on – the Wayfarers had been told nothing about Vince coming back. But when he was on his way there, he saw all of his stuff out on the street.’

‘Vince moved back into his house,’ Essie said, taking up the story. ‘And he just turfed all of Seb’s belongings outside, in the middle of a hailstorm. Even Conrad got the boot. The poor thing was soaking wet and shivering, trying to drag Seb’s clothes out of the storm, when Seb found him.’

‘Oh.’ I looked down into my glass of water, thinking about Conrad, and how he liked nothing better than to be curled up, warm and dry. ‘The poor little dog. I guess that’s why Vince rushed off earlier on. He probably wanted to make sure he got to the house ahead of Seb. What’s Seb going to do?’

Essie shrugged. ‘Captain Wood’s been trying to speak to Martin Huxley all day – it’s up to the council to decide who runs this case – but he’s refusing. He got his secretary to tell her it’s Vince’s case now, and she needs to butt out. Legally, he can do what he wants, as far as I know, as long as most of the other council members agree. Didn’t you tell me that years ago, Granvar Bay dealt with supernatural crimes themselves?’

‘Yeah, they did,’ I confirmed. ‘Not that there ever was much. There’s even a courthouse and jail behind the garda station, but it’s not in use. It’s crammed floor to ceiling with old files and furniture.’

‘Well, maybe they’re planning on cleaning it out,’ Kim mused. ‘Going back to the way they used to do things. They used to have special magic-suppressing shackles and everything, the means to suppress any supernatural, if they wanted to. Witches gave it all to them, centuries ago. It was part of the deal when so many of them wanted to live here instead of in the witch-run areas. Maybe they still have all that stuff, and they’re about to start using it again.’

I knew the history, but I was impressed that Kim did, too. Seb was right about how much his sister loved Granvar Bay.

‘Things have been peaceful between this town and the hidden enclaves for a few years now, though,’ I pointed out. ‘I don’t see why Vince or Martin would mess that relationship up, all of a sudden.’

‘You don’t?’ Kim arched a brow. ‘I mean, I can’t speak for Martin, but I’m pretty sure why Vince is behaving like this. He doesn’t like my brother being here, it’s as simple as that.’

She lowered her voice and leaned closer to me. ‘Maybe Seb should tell him he was never actually a warlock. He told me you finally found out about it, Bell. It was a big secret for a reason, but most people will figure it out, now that he’s officially working as a Wayfarer detective. So Seb might as well spill, right? If Vince knows Seb is a good guy, and nothing like Grady Trent or the rest of them, maybe he’ll stop being such a prat.’ She winced. ‘Sorry.’

‘No need to be.’ I smiled wanly. ‘He’s being a massive pillock right now, but … so was I. I’ve been awful to Seb. I don’t really know why, it’s just … maybe it’ll take me a while to get used to the fact that he was never really a warlock. And Vince, well, maybe he’ll come around, too. I mean, he’s come back, right? Maybe that’s the first step to becoming more like his old self.’

There wasn’t much conviction behind my words. Even a day ago, I might have believed what I’d just said, but I was losing my faith in Vince, and fast.

‘Yeah,’ said Essie, looking about as sceptical as I felt. ‘He’s bound to come around. Everyone likes Seb, and Vince will, too.’

My smile grew a little as I saw Ruth approaching with our food. ‘I hope so, but can we just forget about it all for a little while, and enjoy our meal?’

Essie and Kim grinned. ‘Sure,’ said Essie. ‘But only if you agree that we’re all having dessert.’
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Our fish and chip portions were enormous, and I just about managed to cram down some cheesecake before heading home. Kim was staying with Essie that night, so I walked as far as Pendulay with them (where Essie tried to tempt me inside with the promise of a nightcap) before heading on south to the Nine Hundred.

Egg joined me along the path, looking lively.

‘Been out hunting mice?’ I asked him.

‘It wasn’t my original plan for tonight, but yes. I’d hoped to have a lovely snooze back in our bedroom, but you’d left your phone behind. Vince has been calling and leaving messages, so I had to get out of there.’ My cat gave me a sly smile. ‘I take it you left it behind to give him a taste of his own medicine.’

Actually, I hadn’t even realised I’d forgotten my phone until now, but I couldn’t deny I was a little cheered to know that, for once, Vince was the one who couldn’t get me to answer. ‘It wasn’t on purpose,’ I said. ‘But it’s just as well. We would have only argued.’

‘Hm.’ Egg stopped in front of me, blocking my path. ‘Well, you might wind up having that argument, after all. He’s at the Nine Hundred as we speak.’

‘At the vineyard?’

‘Nope. I saw him heading for Teesy’s house as I was leaving. So it’s up to you. We can go and see why he thinks it’s a good idea to go calling on an eighty-year-old at half past ten at night, or we can just head on home to bed.’

Oh, how I wanted to take the bed option. But if Vince had gone to Teesy’s so late, the reason couldn’t be good.

‘I guess we’d better go and check it out,’ I said with a sigh.


Chapter 11

The Billygoat’s Gruff


The closer I drew to Teesy’s house, the louder the shouting became. A small portion of that was coming from Sean O’Mara, Teesy’s husband, and a little of the shouting sounded like Vince’s voice. The noisiest cries of all, though, were coming from three voices I recognised very well – those of Billy, Bane and Merry, Teesy’s three goat-familiars.

I slowed my steps as the scene finally came into view. Teesy’s small house was usually so peaceful looking, nestled between her fields and trees, with peeks of the sea in the distance. Tonight, it was a battle ground. The goats were butting Vince in the rear, while he bellowed, ‘Call these maniacs off, Teesy O’Mara, or so help me …’

‘What?’ Sean O’Mara, standing in the doorway with his arms folded, glared at Vince. ‘What exactly are you threatening here? Listen, I’ve told you three times that my wife doesn’t like to be disturbed when she has work to do, so scram.’

Teesy stood beside her husband, clenching her apron in her hands, squeezing it and looking at the ground. I had no idea what work she could possibly have to do so late at night, particularly considering what a trying time she was going through, but her apron bore the signs of busyness, with stains and splashes, while her usually lovely curls were a messy frizz. Sweet smells wafted out to greet me, and when I looked up I saw that the smoke billowing from the chimney was sparkly and pink.

‘We were thinking,’ said Billy, the largest of the goats, ‘that you’d come over here because of the chickens, but oh, no – you’ve come to harass our witch instead, about something that’s got nothing to do with her! Go on! Get! Before I do something I might regret.’

From what I could see, Billy had already done something Vince might regret, anyway – his horns had ripped a tear in Vince’s slacks. I might not know everything that was going on here, but given Vince’s recent behaviour, my gut told me he was the one in the wrong – whereas Billy the goat, I guessed, probably had every right to be gruff.

‘Hello!’ I called out, quickening my stride and rushing closer. ‘What’s going on? Can I help?’

‘A wolf’s been at our chickens!’ shouted the goat called Merry.

‘A wolf?’ I frowned. Merry could only mean a werewolf, seeing as your average Canis Lupus Lupus hadn’t been seen in Ireland for centuries. ‘But it’s not full moon.’

‘That’s what I said!’ Vince cried. ‘I mean, don’t get me wrong, I’ve heard a lot of stories about the werewolves in this town just lately, but wayward wolves are not the current problem. I’ve come here to bring Teesy in for questioning, and these freaky talking goats are trying to distract me by making up stories about chickens being killed instead.’

‘Actually …’ For the first time since my arrival, Teesy spoke up. ‘… it’s not a story. It’s true. Two of my best layers were stolen tonight, and judging by the trail of feathers and blood, they weren’t whisked off for a nice night out. But it was probably a fox, I suppose, as like you say, it isn’t full moon.’

‘It was a wolf!’ insisted the goat called Bane. ‘I knows a wolf when I smells one.’

‘I don’t care if it was a wolf or a fox or a troupe of hungry actors!’ roared Vince, while Billy ran at him from behind yet again. ‘I’ve found evidence that implicates you in a murder and in arson, Teesy O’Mara, and I want you to come in for questioning.’

‘Whoa!’ I rushed between Teesy and Vince as Vince reached out his hand; he looked ready to perform a freezing spell. ‘No need to get magical here, is there?’ I eyed Vince. ‘Especially when we profess not to like magic, anymore. Look, can we all just talk calmly about what’s going on, please? Vince, how could you possibly have evidence to connect Teesy to any crime? Everyone knows she’s not a murderer or arsonist.’

As I spoke, I tamped down a tiny bubble of guilt – Seb had discovered Teesy’s magical signature at the cave where Phil had been killed, hadn’t he? But it was only on the Solas spells. Making a few magical lights was hardly proof of murderous intent.

‘Honey hasn’t been seen since she left Dr Hannity’s yesterday,’ said Vince, his voice low and dangerous. ‘But she left something behind at the house.’ From the breast pocket of his jacket, he produced a sheet of paper. It looked like a note, blackened and singed around the edges. ‘She says here that Teesy and she hatched up a drunken plan to kill Phileas.’

He rounded on Teesy. ‘You wanted revenge for your goats, didn’t you? That’s what Honey says here. And she wanted revenge because Phil didn’t love her enough! She didn’t ever think you’d go through with it, but now she realises you did. And you tried to kill her as well, while you were at it. She says here that you tried to burn her house down.’

‘What?’ Teesy’s face had gone white. ‘Of course I didn’t. I tried to get in, to stop the fire. I tried dozens of spells, but that house was locked down tight!’

‘Oh yeah?’ Vince gave her a dubious stare. ‘Funny, because when I examined the house this afternoon, there was no trace of magic. What do you have to say about that?’

Teesy blinked at him. ‘That can’t be right.’

‘Oh, none of this is right,’ said Vince. ‘It’s all about as sinister as you can get. Could it be that you made that up just so you could have an excuse to stay outside, rubbing your hands together with glee while Honey – the one woman who could tie you to Phil’s murder – burned to death?’

‘Again, I’m going to have to say whoa.’ I looked into Vince’s face. His eyes were glinting with anger – menace, even. I barely recognised the man I loved. ‘Did you just say the note was found in the house?’

‘It was found by Danny Maher, one of the firemen, when they were battling the flames. He was barely in that house five minutes when he came across this. He handed it over to the gardaí as soon as he could.’

‘But Vince, you said he was barely in the house for five minutes,’ I pointed out. ‘So … it was found while Honey was in the clinic with Dr Hannity?’ I lifted a brow. ‘She … what? Took the time to write that down before running out of the house? At which time she didn’t even know Phil had been murdered?’

Vince’s mouth opened and closed, then opened again. ‘Well, I … she would have known if she was in on it, wouldn’t she? Danny must’ve got his times wrong, that’s all. Honey must’ve come back and written the note before she scarpered.’

‘Huh.’ Egg casually licked a paw. ‘So you think she came back to her house, while the fire brigade were there, without any of them seeing her? And yet the note is burnt round the edges, as if it was left there before Honey escaped and the fire brigade had the blaze under control? As if it was written before she heard about the murder – a plan she didn’t expect Teesy to go through with, but for some reason detailed in her note? So which is it? Did she leave it before she got out of the house, or after? Are you saying she’s an accomplice of Teesy’s, or a victim? Have you had a handwriting expert compare the note to a sample of Honey’s handwriting?’

‘Can you just quit it with the questions, cat?’ Vince cried. ‘Look, there might be one or two things I need to confirm, but it doesn’t lessen my case in any way.’

I looked at him with disappointment. ‘Seriously? Vince, don’t Egg’s questions seem like the kind of details you ought to be sure of? You know, before you go accusing Teesy of murder. Because right now, there are a lot of holes in the story of that note. It could look very much like someone’s been planting false evidence, couldn’t it?’

Vince clenched his teeth and scowled at Teesy. ‘That is not what’s happening here, I’d bet my last fiver on it. Everything is pointing your way, Teesy. And if you are the killer that I think you are, then I’ll have no choice but to arrest you.’ He turned to me. ‘Can we talk, Belinda? Now.’
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I’m not sure why I agreed to talk with Vince. It got him away from Teesy, at least, which could only be a good thing. But really, if I had my way, I would stay far away from him until I calmed down and sorted through my thoughts and feelings.

Egg seemed incredibly settled on what he thought about it all. He didn’t say it out loud, but I could see and sense my cat’s emotions, and it was clear to me that he was done with Vince, for good. He didn’t walk beside us as we left Teesy’s place, but I could see his eyes glowing a few feet behind.

As I performed some simple Solas spells, setting lights dancing in the air to illuminate our path to the beach, I saw Vince frown.

‘I have a torch, you know,’ he said. ‘Do we always have to resort to spells?’

‘Don’t.’ I shook my head. ‘Just don’t.’

‘It’s just that–’

I glared at him, the fury on my face cutting him off. ‘It’s just that it’s a bit hypocritical of you, Vince, to start having this sudden problem with magic, isn’t it? You were about to freeze Teesy not five minutes ago.’

He gritted his teeth. ‘Fair enough.’

While he might have shut up about it, he still had a quarrelsome sheen in his eyes. Vince wasn’t used to me arguing back, and it was clear that he didn’t like it. For those first few blissful years together, there had been no need to argue. And for the last few months, well … I had been careful not to say the wrong thing in case I upset him.

As we stepped onto the sand, I almost resented his being there. The O’Maras liked this stretch of beach to be for everybody, but I got the strong sense that tonight, the strand was just as irritated by Vince’s presence as I was (though I accept that I could have been projecting).

‘So,’ I said. ‘What do you want to talk about?’

He gave me a wounded stare. ‘You ignored my calls all evening.’

‘Are you being serious with me, Vince?’

The wounded stare remained. ‘I wasn’t ignoring your calls, Bell. I was too ashamed of myself to speak with you. We went over things this morning, didn’t we? And actually, it was because of that conversation that I came back. I was so afraid I was about to lose you, so I forced myself into doing the last thing I wanted to do – coming back to this cesspit. I thought you would be happy to see me, but you just took off.’

‘You didn’t even say hello to me!’ I cried. ‘You rushed headlong into an argument with Seb and ignored me!’

‘You see? I knew you were ignoring my calls just to get back at me. And showing me up in front of Teesy like that …’

I wiped my hands across my face, feeling exhausted, irritated, and sad to my bones. ‘I wasn’t ignoring your calls. I went out and forgot my phone. I would never simply ignore someone I love, Vince. Even if that person has treated me like crap for months.’

‘Treated you like crap?’ His voice was an indignant squeak. ‘I’ve been going through something, Bell. I thought you of all people would understand what the Trents put me through, considering that their coven murdered your parents.’

He blew some air through his nose and said, ‘Look, this isn’t getting us anywhere, is it? I wanted tonight to be different. I wanted you to come over to my place, so we could talk about things properly, but it didn’t quite work out that way.’

I thought of Seb’s clothes, and of Conrad, chucked out onto the kerb. ‘No, it didn’t. And I think we’re both too emotional right now to be sensible about any of this. What matters is Teesy. I have known that woman all my life, Vince, and I am telling you, she is not a murderer. And she certainly wouldn’t kill one of her closest friends just because he got a bit sucky with her goats last harvest.’

In the faint light of my Solas spells, I could see him lift one dark brow. ‘Belinda, you don’t know the half of it. I think Teesy was sore with Phil over a lot more than her goats. I think the two of them were in cahoots together, and she decided to cut him out. She got Honey to help her, somehow – Honey mentions a poison called Shake and Stake, and something called fae-song in her note. I don’t know how that connects to what happened in the cave, seeing as Sebastian won’t share his findings with me, but–’

Once again, I cut him off. ‘He was perfectly willing to work with you! You’re the one who cut him out of this case. And you threw his familiar out in the middle of a hailstorm.’

‘You know I’ve never been a dog person.’

I gaped at him, but he carried on talking.

‘Hear me out, Bell. Teesy’s up to something. She wouldn’t let me in her house tonight. I think she and Phil were selling illegal potions together. Phil was a potion runner in the old days, so it wouldn’t be out of the realms for him to have got back into the business again. And that husband of hers, Sean, he likes the finer things in life. Maybe Teesy now needs much more money, and she couldn’t afford to share the profits with Phil anymore. So, when she found out Honey had a problem with Phil, too, she realised that they could work together.’

‘I …’ I looked away from him, thinking it over. I’d thought he simply raced to Teesy’s because of some dodgy note, but there was clearly more behind his suspicions. And I’d seen a pallet filled with potions in that cave – a cave lit up with Teesy’s magic. What if she had been working with Honey? Perhaps Honey had given her that tape recording, with the one note of fae-song needed to set off the Shake and Stake.

‘No.’ I shook my head. ‘No, I … I don’t believe it. I mean, I saw Honey’s face when she heard Phil had been killed. You can’t fake that kind of shock. And anyway, Teesy doesn’t brew anything illegal. She’s always sold the odd bottle of potion to people in town, but it’s good stuff. There’d be no need for her to sneak around with Phil. And even if they were in business, and she wanted to cut him out for one reason or another, she wouldn’t kill him.’

He grasped my wrist, and I jolted. Vince’s touch had always felt good to me, but not tonight.

‘Belinda,’ he said softly. ‘You haven’t been keeping up with things, have you? Martin and the council signed a decree, months ago now, to make it illegal for any supernatural living in Granvar Bay to sell a potion to a human. Any kind of potion, no matter what. Teesy and Phil voted against it, but Martin won the vote six to four. So maybe you’re right – maybe she didn’t want to cut him out. Maybe, instead, Phil was having second thoughts about breaking the law, and planned on leaving the business, or even reporting her to the other council members. As far as I’m concerned, her motivation really doesn’t matter. What matters is that Teesy’s hands are all over these crimes – dusting Phil, and setting his house on fire. She did this, Bell, I know it in my gut. And it’s only a matter of time before I find the proof.’


Chapter 12

Teesy’s Troubles


That night, I slept far better than I thought I would. I’d expected a night of tossing, turning and agonising over Vince, but perhaps I’d had enough of nights like that, because sleep came easily. When I woke the next morning I felt ready to face the world – well, my own little corner of it, at least. Vince, on the other hand, would have to wait, because I still hadn’t sorted out my thoughts about his return.

I had a busy day ahead of me, with preparations for tonight’s festival, and a winomite infestation at the vineyard. Where yesterday there had been only a few of the tiny pests on our vines, now there were many. They had probably hoped that I’d be too distracted with the festival to deal with them. But if I left them another day, they would drain half our grapes dry.

Essie came over to help, and we spent most of the morning talking over the mysteries in our midst. She mentioned that Seb had stayed at her place the night before, along with Kim. She said it was so that they could all ‘catch up’, but her tone made me think there might be more to it; maybe he was looking into the recent crimes behind Vince’s back.

Teesy was in and out of the vineyard, organising some of tonight’s rituals with Ava and the other coven women. She looked worried, and I tried on more than one occasion to talk to her, but she suddenly had to rush off each time I approached.

At lunchtime, it was just Ava, Essie and I at the table, and as Essie handed round the sandwiches, she told Ava of Teesy’s evasive manoeuvres.

‘Ah.’ Ava nodded. ‘She spoke to me about that. She said she felt bad avoiding you, Belinda, but, well … the thing is, she’s worried that anything she says to you will get back to Vince.’

‘But I defended her last night,’ I said. ‘Even though even I think there are questions she should probably answer. I’m not saying she’s guilty of murder, but she’s been up to something involving potions. Did you know that she and Davey Maher voted against Seb working on this investigation?’

‘That is odd, actually,’ Essie murmured. ‘And with all the complaining she’s been doing about Vince too, well … it seems like she doesn’t want anyone investigating.’

‘Much as I like Seb, I can see why she voted against him,’ Ava argued. ‘I don’t think it’s odd at all, not when you think about what this town stands for, how the O’Maras came to be here. The witch-run enclaves might be nice enough these days, but until very recently they were far from pleasant. Can you blame some of us for not having one hundred percent trust in a police force that comes from that place?’

‘Yeah, I guess,’ I conceded. ‘Though … Vince said something weird, something that made me think that this place might not be all that wonderful for supernaturals right now, either. He told me it’s now against the law for any supernatural to sell a potion to a human in Granvar Bay. I mean, I get why it would be shady to sell someone something when they don’t know the score, but a lot of folk in Granvar Bay do. As long as they know something’s been made by a witch, shouldn’t it be up to them to decide if they want it or not?’

Ava sighed. ‘I told you about this when the vote was happening, Belinda. But you were wrapped up in Vince’s issues, paying attention to nothing else. A lot of people were unhappy about it – Teesy and Phil were raging, of course. For a long time, he’s been helping her distribute her potions around town, and overseas. Nothing harmful in any of her brews as far as I know – I mean, Teesy hasn’t got a bad bone in her body, has she? I’m not surprised she carried on selling her brews, decree or not – how else could she have managed Sean’s upkeep?’

Essie reached for a second sandwich, looking troubled. ‘I suppose I did always wonder where he got the money for his three trillion gadgets and watches and things. I assumed he came into the marriage with a fortune.’

‘Oh no.’ Ava shook her head vehemently. ‘Far from it. You girls won’t remember, but Teesy’s first husband was a lovely man. Human, though, and he passed away young. She was lonely, devastated, and I suppose it made sense to her to shack up with a witch the second time around. If she married a man with a witch’s lifespan, the chances of him dying before her were much smaller. But Sean … well, I’d never tell a grown woman what to do with her life, but I was never sure she made the right choice, there. He seems to always want things, and expensive things at that. Though of course he never gets her anything extravagant. Most of her birthdays, he barely stretches to a card. It was his suggestion that she scale up her business, and she went along with it for some bizarre reason. She’s made a lot from her potions, but she really does work hard for it. Maybe she’s afraid he’ll walk out on her otherwise.’

‘You don’t think…?’ Essie shook her head. ‘Forget it.’

Ava regarded her. ‘I can guess what you were about to say, love. It’s hard not to wonder, I suppose. Maybe Phil’s cut of the business was too much, and Teesy thought it might be better to get rid of him altogether.’

‘Vince made that very suggestion,’ I told them.

‘I don’t doubt it,’ said Ava. ‘And I can almost understand why it would at least be something to consider – except for the fact that I know Teesy. She babysat for me when I was a child, and for the two of you girls, too. She’s brought us potions and soups and warmth when we’ve been ill, she’s been with us for good times and bad. She’s family. So we stick by her, okay, just as she would stick by us.’

The conversation was making me feel uneasy (I really didn’t want Vince to be right) so I mumbled my agreement, and changed the subject.
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By the time evening fell, the Nine Hundred looked stunning. The festival was taking place in a field beside the vineyard, where Gil O’Mara usually kept his cows (they were sharing a field with Teesy’s goats tonight). Lights had been strung up, tables, chairs and food had been arranged, and – of course – a huge amount of cow dung had been removed. There was also a small dance floor, a dais for ceremonies, and a section where the band would play.

For many covens, the festival of Lughnasadh was, understandably, about Lugh. Offerings were made to the god and his foster-mother, Tailtiu, or his wives Nás and Bói, in the hopes of a bountiful harvest and a good year ahead. The O’Maras, though, simply offered our gifts to the land itself. Oh, we had some games and rituals honouring old gods and goddesses, but I’m not sure how many really believed in them, these days – most witches worshipped at more modern churches, now, if they worshipped at all.

Still, most of the O’Maras knew, through years of being here, that our magic came from the land beneath our feet, seeping into the water on our shores, mingling with the air that we breathed. So, on this night, we gave a name to that magic, and called her Mother Land. Vines were twisted and shaped to create a figure of Mother Land, and there would be offerings made to her all night long, with the most important of those offerings coming from the August King and Queen.

The party might have been fun, if I weren’t so preoccupied. Vince knew about it, of course – we had been regulars until the previous year – but I doubted he would show up. I tried to take my mind off him, off all of my worries, but even surrounded by friends and family it was hard. Everyone seemed to be having such a good time, and many were feeling the romance of the occasion. Ava and Rick, as well as Essie and Julian, were looking lovingly into each other’s eyes. Kim had brought her boyfriend, Brendan, and they were giving each other the googly-eyes, too.

Seb had come along with them, on Essie’s invitation, but I hadn’t spent any time with him. I could pretend it was because we didn’t have the opportunity, but the truth was that I was ashamed to face him. Vince had treated Seb and his familiar terribly; while I knew that it wasn’t really my fault, I couldn’t deny that I’d been pretty unpleasant to Seb too. I owed him an apology, and I would give it to him. I just needed to work up the courage.

For now, I tried to focus on the marriage ceremony, because I was truly delighted for Gil.

Regan, his wife-to-be, was a flower-seller at the Granvar Bay market. She was a woman who seemed at first human, but she had uncanny gifts for growing and tending. She was also gifted with Gil’s cows – they would follow her everywhere if they could. I suspected there was some magic in her, perhaps an ancestor who had been a witch. Either way, I could see that she and Gil were blissfully happy during their handfasting, and as they jumped the broom.

We followed it with cake and bubbly, but anyone who chose to marry on this day knew that their wedding wouldn’t be the only celebration, and so, the festival soon moved along.

‘And now …’ Teesy stood up. ‘… it’s time for Mother Land to pick the August King and Queen.’

Teesy opened a box, revealing a well-worn leather pouch which I had known since childhood. Inside the pouch were dozens of small tiles, tiles which were said to have been made from the clay beneath our feet, bearing runes which the land itself was said to have put there. Each rune represented a letter. When the tiles were thrown, names would form – one man, and one woman, who would be August King and Queen. This couple would wear crowns of flowers, and bring up the coven’s offerings. After that, they would dance in front of everyone, thus sealing the magic which would ensure our good harvest.

This year, I was afraid that things might be too far gone even for the August King and Queen. Would their gifts be enough to keep the weather in check and ensure a good harvest, or would things remain unsettled until I accepted my fate as anchor?

I drifted off, not really paying attention as Teesy shook the bag of tiles, preparing to choose this year’s couple. It had never once been Vince and I, and, though I told myself it didn’t matter, it had always stung a little.

There was a saying: Those who dance the August Dance shall marry the very next year. I pretended I didn’t believe in it – I would remind myself that we were each other’s one true love, and that it didn’t matter – but nevertheless, each year as Teesy threw the tiles, I would hold my breath, and hope.

Last year, I hadn’t come to the festival, but I knew that Teesy’s predictions had indeed come true, because the tiles had spelled out Gil’s and Regan’s names. They weren’t even a couple, back then – Regan had provided some flowers, and had been invited by Ava to join the party. It was unusual for the tiles to choose an outsider, but it seemed they were right, because as Regan and Gil danced, they fell in love, and now, just one year later, they were married.

I sighed and looked down into my wine. I didn’t feel like drinking, but I was tempted – if I took the edge off, maybe I wouldn’t be thinking such miserable thoughts about what might have been.

I jolted, as Essie squeezed my shoulder. She wasn’t the only one trying to get my attention. I looked into the faces of my friends, and of Rick and Ava, and saw that they were all staring at me.

Seb was the only one who wasn’t looking my way. His gaze was firmly focused on the ground.

‘Wakey-wakey,’ Essie said softly. ‘You both have to get up and make your offerings, now.’

‘What?’ I gawped at my twin. ‘My offerings?’ I’d planned to make some of my own, once the chosen couple were finished, but it was far too early for that. ‘I haven’t missed the August King and Queen’s dance, have I? I mean, I knew I was daydreaming, but I didn’t think I’d nodded off.’

Essie frowned. ‘Bell, you really didn’t hear? Teesy just announced it, and Ava looked at the tiles to confirm. You and Seb are the August King and Queen.’

Finally, Seb lifted his eyes and met my stare with a sheepish smile and a wave.

‘I don’t have cooties,’ he said. ‘Promise.’


Chapter 13

Dancing at Lughnasadh


Iwas in a bit of a daze as the others ushered me forward, along with Sebastian, up onto a flower-decked dais. I’d zoned out as Teesy threw her tiles, and it seemed I would remain zoned out for most of this, too.

I was vaguely aware of the coven’s elder-women blessing us, chanting their spells, and setting crowns of flowers upon our heads. Offerings were placed on trays in front of us, which we had to pick up and take to the end of the field, where our vine-effigy of Mother Land stood atop a mound, surveying all around.

‘I thought the offerings would be, I dunno, different,’ Seb said as we began to lay them down. ‘But this is ever so earthy and wholesome.’

I looked down at what we’d brought – some of this year’s first fruits, along with items saved from last year’s harvest – wine, fermented cheeses and vegetables, seeds, dried flowers …

‘As opposed to sacrificing a maiden?’ I whispered back with a slight laugh. ‘Ava tells me we’ve never done such a thing in this coven, though I suppose she could be lying.’

He laughed along with me. ‘I think you know she’s not. Kim often regales me with the history of Granvar Bay. A lot of witches made some pretty horrific bargains in the past, but never the O’Maras. It’s said that you lot were chucked out of the witch-run enclaves centuries ago, all because you were such a bunch of goody two-shoes.’

I clicked my tongue, smiling. ‘That’s us – we never could just get with the programme.’

‘That’s exactly why I love your coven so much.’

I felt my cheeks begin to flame, which was a bit of an overreaction. He said he loved my coven, not me. Still, there was something so deep and raw in his voice at certain times, times like now. Usually, I would walk away when he got like this – a little too intense, a little too focused on me. But now, I couldn’t go anywhere.

I laid my last offering, last year’s wine, at the feet of Mother Land, and in my mind a voice rang clearly, a woman’s voice, deep and resonant, saying, ‘You know in your heart what’s right.’

That was all she said, no more, and then she was gone. I blinked in shock, wondering: had I just heard the land, the way Ava could?

There was no time to mull it over; the rest of the coven were watching us expectantly, some of them making a corridor from the effigy to the dancefloor, while the band members took their places and struck up a tune. It was a tune I knew well: Damhsa Lúnasa, the August Dance. Seb and I shuffled forward awkwardly, moving to the middle of the outdoor dancefloor while everyone looked on.

Now that we’d taken our places, the coven surrounded us once more, forming a circle around the dancefloor. In all the years I’d witnessed this part, it had seemed so joyful, so celebratory. Now, I felt like I was hemmed in, like I was one of those sacrifices Ava assured me our coven never made.

Sebastian stood in front of me, looking red in the face as he reached out his hands. I took them, keeping a little space between us, but unable to avoid the tingles that came along with his touch.

We shuffled together awkwardly, watched on by hundreds of O’Maras from all over Ireland, stamping their feet and clapping their hands. There were some simple steps and jumps which he soon got the hang of. The most difficult thing about this dance (as I was discovering) was that there were parts where he had to hold me, one hand on my waist, the other holding my palm, as we did a sort of jumping, spinning thing.

He, Essie and Julian often joked about what terrible dancers they were, and whenever I saw them dance I completely agreed. But tonight, our rhythm somehow matched, and once we got into the swing of things there wasn’t one single out-of-step move. I couldn’t say when, exactly, but the gap between us had narrowed slightly more than necessary. I could feel the heat from his body, just inches from mine.

The tingles I’d felt became hazy, warm and buzzy, spreading all through me and making me feel ever so nice. I liked this feeling. I liked it so much that I didn’t mind when he moved even closer – or maybe I moved closer, it was hard to say.

Somewhere in the crowd, a raucous voice shouted, ‘Kiss your queen!’ and I felt a sudden flush of embarrassment. For a brief moment I looked at Seb, and he looked at me, and I almost thought he would kiss me. I was incredibly relieved when I heard the last notes of the familiar song – in about five seconds this would be over, and I could forget all about it.

There was a sudden hush. The music kept on playing, but with a little less verve, and the stamping and clapping had ceased. I looked around, feeling like I was waking from a dream, as Vince stormed onto the little wooden dancefloor. Snarling, he said, ‘Get your filthy warlock hands off my fiancée.’

Seb blinked, confused and sleepy looking, completely unprepared as Vince wrenched him away from me, and hit him square in the face.


Chapter 14

Sparks on the Sand


It was so quiet, as everyone stared at Vince. For a moment I, too, did nothing but stare in shock, though I soon reached out to help Seb to his feet (Vince’s surprise punch had knocked him to the ground). As soon as I moved, others did too. Julian, Essie, Ava and Uncle Rick rushed onto the dancefloor, with Kim and her boyfriend not long behind them.

Once there, no one really knew what to do. My friends and family made a sort of protective wall around Seb and me, while they looked warily at Vince. Egg and Marbles were right at my feet, practically sitting on top of me, their fur standing to attention.

‘Why did you do that?’ I asked quietly.

Vince was working his jaw, shaking out his wrist. ‘He – I – why were you dancing with him? He was all over you, Bell.’

‘They’re the August King and Queen,’ Teesy shouted, hands firmly planted on her hips. ‘Though you’d already know that if you’d bothered to turn up on time.’

‘There was nothing romantic in it,’ Ava said. ‘The August King and Queen have to dance together, you know that. Look, why don’t you come over to the house, Vince? I’ll make you a nice cup of tea, and we can all calm down.’

The suggestion had the opposite of a calming effect. Instead, Vince’s face turned puce, and his eyes bulged. ‘The August King and Queen?! You have to be messing with me. You can’t be serious.’

‘Serious as a heart attack,’ Teesy informed him. ‘As per tradition, the tiles picked the couple who will ensure a good harvest for the land. Of course, I don’t need to tell you what else usually happens to the couple picked by the tiles.’

Oh, dear goddess! I couldn’t blame her for being irritated with Vince, but she was just riling him now. His eyes became all the more bulgy, and he looked ready to start fighting again.

‘Well, it’s a good thing I don’t believe in your nutty traditions, isn’t it?’ he retorted. ‘Otherwise I might have something to worry about. Luckily, I know that even if your tile nonsense actually meant anything, my Bell would never marry a warlock.’

He tried to reach out to me, but I shrank away.

Turning to Essie and the others, I said, ‘I’m so sorry, but I have to get out of here.’ With that, I clicked my fingers and left the party.
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I teleported myself to the part of the beach which bordered the town, landing in a sheltered spot behind the public toilets. I hadn’t put a lot of thought into my destination; it hadn’t mattered to me where I went, really, as long as I got away from the party, and from Vince. I needed to be alone, so I could calm down and process what the heck had just happened.

How had things gone so wrong? Vince had come back to town, moved back into his old house, and yet … it didn’t feel like he was back at all. The Vince I’d loved had left here last summer, and I had to face it: he was gone for good.

My Vince would never call O’Mara traditions nutty, or call the town I loved a cesspit as he’d done the night before. My Vince would want to work with Seb on this case, not punch him in the face.

But perhaps … perhaps he was right to be jealous. I couldn’t deny that Seb and I were dancing very closely. It had all started to feel incredibly intimate towards the end, right before Vince’s arrival.

Oh, I didn’t want to think about this, about any of it. I wanted things to go back to normal, back to the way they used to be, before Vince changed.

I heard a sudden burst of music and laughter, and looked up to where the Crab Man’s was situated. The fiddle and the bodhrán were going strong, and I knew they were having a seisiún of their own inside the pub. They often had quite the trad session there at this time of year. Last year I’d walked down to look at it (it was easier than being at the O’Mara festival without Vince), and I arrived just as the fiddlers were leading the way out onto the street, followed by the rest of the players, with the locals not far behind.

Tonight, it seemed that I’d come at the same time, as the patrons hummed and danced their way onto the street, following the musicians.

I drifted towards the bar, smiling and greeting the locals, getting caught up in a dance for a minute before heading inside. The Crab Man’s interior was quiet, with only two people inside: Lauren, the manager, who was pouring a drink, and her boyfriend Davey, who was sitting at the bar.

‘I guess you can’t blame everyone for heading outside,’ I said, taking a seat next to Davey. ‘It’s a beautiful evening.’

Lauren placed a gin and tonic in front of Davey, giving me a slow smile. Everything about Lauren was slow and calm. She was a curvy, curly-haired blonde, and being around her was incredibly relaxing.

‘Well I never thought I’d see the like,’ she said. ‘Lughnasadh, and you here in my pub instead of having the time of your life at your family party.’

‘I just needed to get out of there for a little while.’ I glanced at Davey’s drink. ‘I’ll have a gin and tonic, too, Lauren.’

As she turned around to pour it, Davey slid his drink towards me. ‘Here you go, Belinda. On me. You look like you need to get it inside you quick.’ Raising his voice, he said, ‘Another for me, love.’

I thought I saw Lauren’s shoulders stiffen, which surprised me. She was hardly the sort to be jealous about Davey buying me a drink. Davey was right, though – I needed this – and so, I raised the glass to my lips and took a good long glug.

‘How’s Teesy doing?’ Davey asked. ‘I’ve been worried about what’s going to happen to her, ever since, you know …’

‘I take it you know about the note, then. Your brother Danny found it, didn’t he?’

‘That he did,’ said Davey with a sigh. ‘That he did. Hard to believe, isn’t it? Teesy’s not the killing sort. A good woman, is Teesy.’

‘I agree,’ said Lauren, planting a fresh drink in front of her boyfriend. ‘I’d trust any of ye O’Maras with my life, so I would. And Teesy? She doesn’t have a bad bone in her body.’

I would have liked to ask Davey more about the fire, and about the note, but a group came back in from outside to buy some drinks, and soon there was such a loud din that I could barely hear myself think. I ordered a return drink for Davey (to even things up just in case Lauren was having an uncharacteristic fit of jealousy), and after that I headed back out.

The conversation about Teesy had made my problems surge into my mind again, and I knew it was time to go home. Just as I stepped foot on the sand, though, Seb came around the corner of the sea wall.

‘Hi,’ I said, a little hoarse, shocked to see him there. ‘Your cheek looks swollen. Beneath your eye a bit as well.’

He didn’t call me Captain Obvious, to his credit. Instead, he said, ‘Are you okay? I was worried about you when you vanished off like that. I was on my way to the Crab Man’s to find you.’

‘I was just there,’ I said with a surprised laugh. ‘How did you guess?’

‘Because nearly every time I come to visit Essie, you take off to the Crab Man’s for a G and T.’

‘I like Lauren,’ I said with a shrug. ‘She makes a good gin and tonic.’ I let out an unexpected burp. ‘Although this one is suddenly repeating on me.’

‘Are you going back to the Nine Hundred, or …?’

‘I’m going back. I want to say sorry to everyone for what happened, and for taking off. Then, I think, I’m going to have a talk with Vince if he’s still around. I’m so sorry he hit you, Seb.’

‘Not your fault,’ he told me. ‘He’s not there anymore, though. I don’t know where he’s gone. Ava and Rick tried to bring him inside and get a cup of tea in him, but he just ranted and raved about how there’d probably be a potion in the tea, and then took off.’

‘Oh, no.’ I hid my face in my hands. ‘I can’t believe how pear-shaped this has gone. I can’t believe you’re still being nice to me. But … you always are. Even when Vince kicked you and your dog out in such a nasty way, even when I’ve sometimes been an absolute cow.’ I groaned. ‘I’ve been truly horrible to you, haven’t I?’

Blinking, he said, ‘Well, I wouldn’t say horrible. But you haven’t exactly rolled out the welcome mat, no.’

‘I’m sorry, Seb.’ As I said it, a weight lifted. ‘I just … I don’t know why I’ve been that way with you.’ I really didn’t; if I was honest with myself, I’d never truly understood my animosity towards him. Now, it was as if all of my former irritation had simply drifted away, and being around him felt like the loveliest thing in the world. ‘You’re a good guy, I know that now. You were never a warlock and I just – I don’t even know if that’s why I didn’t like you, but again, I’m sorry.’

‘It’s fine.’ He gave me a laid-back smile. ‘Apology accepted.’

‘Really?’ I grinned at him. ‘It’s that easy? You don’t want to torment me, make me grovel?’

‘Friendships shouldn’t be hard work, Belinda. You’ve apologised, and now we’re going to move on. That’s all there is to it.’ He said it without an ounce of bitterness or spite.

We walked along happily together, chatting and occasionally stopping to pick up a pretty shell or stone. Darkness was falling, but as we drew nearer to the Nine Hundred, the lights from the festival lit up the shoreline.

‘Look.’ He pointed suddenly, out to one of the nearby small islands. ‘The seals are teaching their kids to fish.’

As we stood watching them in the waning light, I felt ever so blissful and relaxed. Moments like this were why I loved Granvar Bay so much: the simplicity of nature, spending my days with the sea and the earth.

I don’t know at what point I stopped watching the seals and started watching Seb instead. But there I was, studying his face, his smile, his eyes – the way they crinkled up in the corners as he enjoyed the seals’ antics.

With the music from the festival drifting towards us, the words bubbled from my mouth before I could stop them: ‘Dance with me?’

‘What, here?’

I nodded, putting my hands on his shoulders. ‘I think we might have missed out on that vital last moment. It’s ceremonial, you know. Mother Land won’t be happy until the August Dance is complete.’

I was trying to sound jovial, but I didn’t feel it. Yes, in many ways I felt so much lighter than I’d felt for weeks. But this dance, it didn’t feel like a trivial matter. I wanted him to dance with me again, so much. I didn’t know if it was because I really did believe, in some part of me, in the importance of finishing the ceremony. The alternative was that I simply wanted to dance with him, Sebastian McGinty, a guy who no longer irritated me, not even slightly.

At that first touch against his shoulders, I felt a spark, stronger even than the tingles I’d felt when I’d touched him before. I think maybe he felt it too, because he shivered quietly and gazed at me in the strangest way.

The spark soon calmed, becoming warm, delicious heat which spread all through my body. We swayed together on the wet sand, his hands barely touching my waist as though he was afraid I’d change my mind at any minute.

I wouldn’t.

A persistent thought was playing over and over in my mind, and it went like this: being with Seb this way, it felt right. We were August royalty, the two of us – bound, destined. Teesy’s tiles had said so. Why on earth would I fight the inevitable?

The persistent thought became an insistent instinct: I wanted to kiss him. I was going to kiss him because, really, that’s all I’d ever wanted to do. The moment that thought arrived, I understood why I’d been hostile to him for so long. It was because, down at the bottom of my irritation, I had always felt the strongest sense of attraction. I’d denied it, ignored it, refused it, but no longer.

I reached up, put my hands around his neck, stood on my tiptoes, and pressed my lips to his. It was all that I wanted to do – it felt as if it was all I’d ever wanted to do. The tingle intensified as my lips met his, but soon calmed down again, becoming warmer and lovelier than anything I’d felt before. His smell wafted over me, that salty-sweet scent he always had hanging about him. The smell of all my favourite things: the sea and the soil and the fruit. The kiss grew and grew, until our bodies were pressed together, as close as we could get.

Suddenly – so suddenly I groaned in surprise – he snapped himself away.

‘What? Seb, what’s wrong?’

He was looking at me carefully, studying me, staring into my eyes. ‘Bell, I just … don’t get me wrong, this is by far the nicest thing that has ever happened to me. But … have you been drinking?’

‘What? No. I had one gin and tonic at the Crab Man’s, and like … two sips of wine at the festival. I’m not drunk, Seb. I know exactly what I’m doing.’

He touched my forehead. I realised, as his hand pressed against my skin, that I was slightly warmer than I should be.

‘You’ve been given a potion,’ he said, grasping my hand. ‘Come on – let’s go to the bar and find out exactly what it was.’


Chapter 15

Stress Eating


As soon as we walked into the Crab Man’s, it was clear that Lauren knew why we were there. Before we said a word, she beckoned us up the stairs to the flat she lived in above the pub. The flat and the pub were her uncle’s, really, but he spent most of his time at sea.

‘What was in Belinda’s gin and tonic?’ Seb asked without preamble.

Lauren cast me a short, guilty glance. ‘It wasn’t meant for you, Belinda. Davey gave you his drink before I could tell him not to.’

‘What was in it, Lauren?’ Seb pressed. ‘Some sort of love potion, right?’

She gave him a surprised smile. ‘Oh, I see. You two …?’

‘Just tell us what it was, Lauren,’ said Seb, sounding thoroughly unamused.

‘It wasn’t a love potion,’ she said. ‘It – look, I don’t want to get anyone into trouble.’

‘Anyone?’ I sat forward, suddenly finding my voice. ‘Lauren, did you buy this potion from Teesy?’

For a moment, she squeezed her eyes shut, then opened them with a sigh. ‘Yes, but there’s no harm in this potion – in any of Teesy’s potions. This is something Davey’s taken before, called The Greatest Night. And despite how the name sounds, I’ll say it again – it’s not a love potion. So whatever happened between you two to give you that impression, well … it’s all on you.’

Seb seemed to be doing his best, now, to avoid looking my way. If it wasn’t a love potion, then that meant that what happened on the beach was all my fault. Crap. I was really hoping I could blame it on magic.

‘Well it does something,’ Seb insisted.

‘It relaxes you,’ Lauren told him. ‘De-stresses you. All of those thoughts and tasks that seem so urgent and impossible, they just fade away, so you can focus on what’s important. In fact, it’s like your mind gets so clear that you know what’s important, what really matters. And if you go to bed within an hour or two of taking it, you’ll have the most amazing night’s sleep you’ve ever experienced. When you wake in the morning, you’ll feel better than you have in an age. And Davey, he’s been stressed for a while. You know he’s a …’ She lowered her voice. ‘… a werewolf. They don’t have a big pack here in Granvar Bay, but Davey’s the alpha, and it’s just hard for him sometimes. It’s going to be even harder, now he’s on the council. He used to take this regularly whenever things got a bit too much, but with the council cracking down on potions, he’s stayed away from it.’

‘So he didn’t know it was in his drink?’ I asked. ‘That’s why you looked a bit freaked when he slid it across the bar to me, right?’

‘Exactly. I figured that, you being a you know what like Teesy, you’d know straight away, and … well, maybe you’d rat me out to Vince. Yes, Teesy shouldn’t have sold it to me since I’m human, but there’s a huge fine for me, too, if it’s found I knowingly bought a potion from a witch. The rules are getting stricter every day. I really can’t afford a fine right now, and I – I know what I did was wrong, I do, but … Davey’s so tense lately, worse than usual, and I just wanted him to feel better. Please, don’t rat me out. It’ll come down on Teesy, too, if you do, and you know as well as I do, her potions help, they don’t harm. People need them, and making them illegal is just plain wrong.’

I wriggled miserably in my seat. I hated that things had come to this – Teesy, and now Lauren, assuming that I’d go tattle to Vince. I couldn’t blame them for seeing me that way. After all, for the last year, I’d pretty much ignored everything and everyone but Vince.

‘I won’t tell him,’ I said. ‘I promise. And now, I’m going to go home, because I think that the sleepy part of the potion is beginning to set in.’ I yawned as I spoke, and felt exhausted in the loveliest way, sure that when I made it to my bed, it would feel as though I were sinking into a marshmallow.

‘I’ll get you home,’ Seb said softly. ‘And Lauren, seeing as you’re clearly in the know about these things, you won’t mind if we take the quick way out.’
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Seb held onto me with one arm, as he clicked his fingers and took us directly to the vineyard’s kitchen. Ava, Rick and Essie were there, and Seb let go of me so that Essie could take hold. I let out a mournful-sounding sigh, causing Essie to lift a brow in question.

‘You okay?’ she asked.

‘Mm hm.’ I yawned, then yawned again. ‘I just didn’t want to let go of Seb.’

Seb bit down on his lip a moment, then said, ‘She doesn’t really know what she’s saying right now.’

My mind began to feel a little fluffy, like candy floss, and I didn’t hear much more of what was said. Seb murmured an explanation, I think, about why I was so sleepy and smiley, but by that time, Essie was already leading me to the hallway.

I still had so much to do – I wanted to apologise to everyone at the festival, and I absolutely had to talk to Vince before things got further out of hand – but none of that seemed to matter as much as it should.

Instead, all I was thinking about was Seb, and our kiss on the beach. I looked back at him as Essie led me away, but he was already clicking his fingers and vanishing from the house. As I gazed at the spot where he’d been, a strong sense of sadness engulfed me. Had I only imagined how fiercely he’d kissed me back?
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As I drifted off, with Egg curled up beside me, everything made sense. In a deliciously sleepy way, I was certain: I’d been wrong, all along. Vince wasn’t the man for me. Seb was. Even Mother Land thought so. She’d told me that I would know in my heart what was right, and I did. He had kissed me back. He had felt the same way I had, and those feelings hadn’t come from a potion.

My eyes closed, and I sank happily into the most peaceful, dreamless sleep.

It was only when I felt a warm hand shaking me that I finally stirred. I blinked my eyes open, looking at my sister through my lashes.

‘What time is it?’

‘Nine.’

‘In the morning?’ I sat up, staring at her.

She gave me a half-smile, half-frown. ‘I feel like there’s a great opportunity to tease you here, but I’m afraid I’m going to have to let it go. I did come over to make sure you joined the rest of us for the wedding breakfast Gil and Regan are having at Pendulay, but I encountered a problem outside, and I think you’ll deal with it a lot better than I will.’

‘A problem with the breakfast?’ I asked, rubbing my eyes and yawning. Gil and Regan had stayed in one of the newly decorated Pendulay suites last night, and Julian and Essie were arranging a big breakfast for them and most of our coven this morning. ‘Are they mad with me? Gil and Regan? I meant to apologise last night, but I was a little on the sleepy side.’

Essie shook her head. ‘You have nothing to apologise for, Bell. Vince caused a scene, not you. But no, the wedding breakfast isn’t the problem.’

‘So what is?’ I asked, reaching out automatically for Egg. I always wanted him whenever bad news seemed imminent (purrs were medicine, as far as I was concerned), but it seemed he was gone. ‘Hey, Egg isn’t here. Where’d he go?’

Essie shrugged. ‘Dunno. I mean, I assume he’s gone out with Marbles, seeing as he’s nowhere to be found this morning, either. But look, the problem is that Teesy’s goats are destroying Ava’s herb garden. I’ve phoned Teesy, but she’s not picking up.’

‘She’s not at Pendulay?’

‘Nope. She’s a no-show.’

‘Huh, it’s not like Teesy to miss a wedding breakfast,’ I mused as I stumbled across the floor, looking down in horror at the sight before me. Every one of Teesy’s goats, along with many of Gil and Regan’s cows, were in our garden, chewing on Ava’s patch of herbs.

Opening the window, I called out, ‘Bane, Billy and Merry. What are you doing?’

Still chomping, Billy looked up at me. ‘Morning, Belinda. Sorry about the intrusion, but we really need some sockweed right now.’

Sockweed was one of the many herbs Ava grew. It only seemed to exist on the Nine Hundred, and had a lot of uses, none of which involved socks. Ava used hers as a natural fertilizer, but it was also used to calm goats down.

‘Teesy’s got plenty of sockweed,’ I said.

‘Not anymore,’ Merry replied. ‘We had another werewolf in the early hours of the morning. Two more chickens gone, and we only just got the kids and the calves out of the way. You know how we are when we’re stress eating.’

Oh, I knew. This wasn’t the first time they’d exhausted Teesy’s stock and moved onto Ava’s, but it was the first time they’d taken a herd of cows along with them.

‘Do you have to rush back, or can you help me?’ I said to Essie. ‘Because this lot need to be walked home. They’ll never find their way back when they’re on this stuff. It makes them a little too relaxed, and they tend to wander.’

‘I can go with you,’ she said. ‘Julian, Ava and Rick will look after the guests. But we will have to rush off once we get this lot to Teesy’s – we don’t want to miss the wedding breakfast altogether.’

‘We’re not going back!’ cried the goat called Bane. ‘We need more sockweed.’

Sighing, I said, ‘I’ll make them up some nose bags.’
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The goats and cows stumbled along, the goats busy chomping on the leaves I’d stuffed into their nose bags, paying no attention to their surroundings. Both Essie and I had tried calling Teesy a few times since we set out for her house, but she still wasn’t picking up. I really hoped everything was okay.

‘So,’ said Essie. ‘Seb stayed at Pendulay again last night. He seemed a little off, though. Do you have any idea what could be wrong with him?’

‘Me?’ I concentrated on the animals, afraid to meet her eyes. ‘How would I know? I guess he was still upset about Vince.’

In a while, when I’d dealt with the goats and the wedding breakfast and the many other things, I would take a moment to think about what happened last night, and what it meant, if anything. Right before I went to sleep, it had all seemed so simple, but now … now, I just didn’t know.

She shrugged. ‘Yeah, maybe. I guess it took a lot of self-control for him not to hit Vince back.’

I hadn’t thought of that, but she was right. Seb was a physically strong guy, but he’d stayed so calm last night instead of retaliating.

‘But … look, Bell, did anything happen because of that potion you took?’ she went on. ‘Seb explained what happened, he said it just made you relaxed and sleepy, but … I dunno. I feel like he was leaving something out.’

‘No,’ I said, possibly too quickly. ‘Nothing. Nothing at all. He noticed almost as soon as he found me that I wasn’t myself, and he marched me straight to Lauren to find out why.’

‘Mm hm.’ She sounded unconvinced. ‘Well, can I ask you something?’

‘Sure.’ My voice came out a little strained, as I was running at the time, trying to catch Merry who’d strayed off the path. As I finally got hold of her and turned her in the right direction, I said, ‘You know you can ask me anything.’ Inwardly, I prayed that she was finished with questions about last night.

‘If … well, if you could change things, would you? I know we’ve chatted about this before, but I’m being serious right now. If you could do what I do, go back in time, and make it so that certain things never happened and Vince wasn’t kidnapped, would you do it?’

I looked curiously at my sister. ‘Why are you asking me something you already know the answer to? I’ve told you before – of course I would, if there were no consequences. But there would be, wouldn’t there? So the question is pretty pointless.’

‘Well, it’s just–’ She broke off, her face turning deathly pale. With her hand over her mouth, she said, ‘Um, Bell … I think I’ve just bumped into a body.’

I walked over to her, my legs feeling weak as I saw him. Essie had stepped back, and she looked like she might vomit. I felt a little nauseous myself. There he was, in the middle of the path, naked, and definitely dead – and by the looks of things, he had vomited, right before he died.

‘Oh crap,’ I said. ‘It’s Danny Maher.’


Chapter 16

How to Kill a Werewolf


Idon’t know who was more panicked – the animals, or us.

Billy the goat was screeching, ‘It’s him! He’s the werewolf who took our chickens!’ while Merry and Bane ran off in one direction, the cows in the other.

Somehow, Essie managed to pull out her phone. As I stood there in shock, I heard her call Seb and then Ava. Seb called her back soon after, explaining that with the relationship between the two police forces what it was, the Wayfarers wouldn’t be allowed to attend the scene. Vince would be coming to deal with things instead.

At the mention of Vince’s name, I panicked. The body was on Teesy’s land. And if the goats were right, and Danny had been the one to snatch Teesy’s chickens, then Teesy would be the main suspect.

While Essie watched the body, I decided I’d better round up the animals and get them into their field. It wasn’t easy, but I was glad of the distraction. Danny Maher was only twenty-two. I’d known him since he was a kid, clapped for him when he joined the fire service. Only the night before, I’d been chatting with his brother at the pub.

I shook off my sadness, carrying on with what I was doing. I’d rounded up most of the goats and all of the cows – only the three magical goats, Teesy’s familiars, were still on the loose.

As I worked to find them and calm them, time seemed to pass far too quickly. Before I knew it, I heard the siren of a garda car. Through the bushes I watched as the car stopped in front of Teesy’s house. Vince and his two officers jumped out, the officers banging on Teesy’s door while Vince marched towards the trees.

I tried phoning Teesy again (I had no idea if it was wise or not to warn her) but she wasn’t answering. As Vince drew closer, I heard a loud, metallic bang, and an ‘Ow!’ from Merry, followed by Bane saying, ‘I forgot the shed was there. Wait, why can’t we see the shed?’

My panic intensified. There was a shed there, right beside where the goats were standing – or at least there should be one. It was an old tin structure where Teesy kept some of her tools, along with her largest cauldrons and potion-making equipment, but right now, I could see no sign of it. It was there, though, if the goats had banged into it – so why couldn’t I see it?

I looked over at Essie, who was still standing nervously by the body, her eyes flitting towards Vince. Had he heard Bane talking about the shed?

If there was an invisibility spell hiding it, Essie would be able to see through it, but … if Teesy was hiding it, then why?

I loved that woman, but the likeliest conclusion to all of this was that she was exactly what Vince thought she was: a murderer, who was trying to hide the evidence of her crimes.

Vince briefly glanced at the body, then at Essie. ‘What do you think, Essie?’ he asked. ‘You think there’s a shed over there?’

Well, that certainly answered the question of whether he’d heard Bane.

Essie gulped. ‘I … where do you mean, exactly?’ She nodded down to the body. ‘Anyway, isn’t he more important right now?’

Essie’s eyes were filled with terror and confusion, and I echoed both of those emotions. If Teesy was guilty, we should do everything we could to help Vince. But … it was Teesy.

‘Oh, his death is very important,’ Vince said. ‘I’d say he was killed by a potion called Jinx, by the looks of him. The pallor, the clear signs of vomiting right before death. You’ve heard of Jinx?’

Essie shook her head.

‘Let me explain, then. Jinx is a horrific poison, wolfsbane-based. It’ll kill anyone, really, but it’s specifically designed to target those who get a little toothy during full moon. In recent years it’s been used most often by witches in the murder of weredogs. You know my mother is a weredog, don’t you? Now, remind me again, of all of the witches around here, who is it who’s particularly talented at brewing up potions?’

‘I …’ Essie’s mouth hung open, and she looked at me.

I had no idea what to say, so I just looked back.

‘Girls.’ Vince stared at us both. ‘I understand, I do. Bell, you grew up with Teesy, and Essie, you’ve come back to this coven after years away, years of forgetting them, and you’ve been welcomed with open arms. I’ll bet Teesy’s made you some lovely soups and potions and whatnot, whenever you need cheering up and looking after. But there are now two bodies connected to her. Phil, who it seems she was on the outs with, and Danny, a werewolf, who’s now been killed directly after he might have nicked some of Teesy’s chickens.’

‘It’s not full moon,’ I said hoarsely.

‘No,’ Vince agreed. ‘It’s not. But it’s also not unheard of for werewolves to turn outside of the moon, is it? Not the wisest thing for them to do, but some of them do it, nonetheless. Belinda …’ He softened his voice. ‘I hate what’s happening right now, I really do. But you have to see that I’m just doing my job. So please, tell your sister to be honest with me. I know she can see through invisibility spells. If she refuses, I can arrest her for obstruction.’

With tears pushing at the corners of my eyes, I said, ‘Just tell him, Essie.’

Deflated, she said, ‘Yes. Yes, there’s a shed there, under an invisibility spell.’

‘Open the door, Essie,’ Vince ordered. ‘And tell me what’s inside.’

Miserably, I trailed behind my sister as she made her way to the shed. There was no need, though, for her to tell us anything else, because as soon as she opened the door it was clear that only the outside of the shed had been cloaked. I could see the inner contents perfectly well, and so could Vince.

Teesy’s shed held a pallet of potions, a large worktable with an empty cauldron and various bottles, jars and ingredients on top. And in the middle of the worktable there was an old boombox, just like the one we’d seen in the cave. There was also something quite macabre lying next to the cauldron: a dead chicken.

His face grave, Vince walked to the table. He sniffed the contents of the cauldron, then picked up an open vial and dropper, and sniffed those too. ‘I’d say what we have here is the perfect way to kill a werewolf, wouldn’t you? And I’d also say Teesy’s been experimenting before she laid her trap. She wanted to know just how much Jinx she could feed to her chickens, so that they’d stay alive just long enough for the real target of her poison to chow down on them. She probably lost quite a few chickens during testing, and then more of course, when they were eaten by Danny. Quite a cruel crime, wouldn’t you say, for a woman who’s supposedly so sweet?’

He gave me a sad smile. ‘You’re both going to have to go on home now, girls. Can’t risk you contaminating evidence.’


Chapter 17

The Rule of Vince


Essie and I did as we were told, and left Teesy’s property. We headed to Pendulay, where (unsurprisingly) the wedding breakfast was not the most jovial of affairs.

We tried to keep the meal focused on the newlyweds, but everyone, including Gil and Regan, wanted to talk about Teesy. No one could believe she was guilty, and I didn’t feel like it was the right time to list off all of the evidence against her, so I simply listened, nodded in the right places, and helped to serve the food.

Despite the sombre atmosphere, Pendulay looked beautiful this morning, brimming as it was with wedding guests. There were, however, some notable absentees. Egg and Marbles were nowhere to be seen. They did have a habit of disappearing from time to time, so hopefully they were just out on a prolonged hunt.

Kim and Seb were missing, too. According to Essie, they both had to work. Kim no doubt had a lot to do at the insurance company, but I wasn’t sure what Seb was working on. Perhaps he had another investigation on the go, but I feared he might simply be avoiding me.

The Greatest Night might not be a love potion, but it had certainly sent some of my thoughts askew – I’d been so convinced he’d kissed me back, that he'd liked it just as much as I did, but clearly I’d been wrong. If you could die of cringing, I’d be dead by now. It was bad enough that I was harbouring some hitherto unknown, pent-up attraction to Seb, but now he knew about it too – knew, and did not reciprocate.

It was just as well. I had enough problems with Vince, without adding another complication to the mix. I’d just have to forget that the kiss ever happened.

About an hour into the breakfast, I got word from Vince to say that Teesy had officially been charged with the murders of both Phil and Danny. His message went on to say that he and his officers had entered Teesy’s house shortly after Essie and I were given our marching orders. Both Teesy and Sean, Vince told me, had been at home.

It seemed that they hadn’t been ignoring my calls, or the officers’ knocks, on purpose. Sean was playing video games with the volume up loud, and Teesy had earplugs in while she polished the kitchen floor. Neither of them had been able to hear a thing, and had been shocked when the gardaí marched into the house.

Vince’s message was surprisingly long and detailed, and also asked that Essie and I head to the station at two to give our official statements about finding the body. So, just after lunch that afternoon, we walked into town together.

It was a little surreal to enter the garda station. I’d known the building all my life, and had often popped in with lunch or some tea or coffee for Vince. Today, though, it was a very different place.

Everything was spick and span, and through an open door I could see that the old courthouse was being cleaned. The door to the jail section was closed, and two guards I didn’t recognise stood on either side. They gave Essie and I long, suspicious stares, as though afraid we’d try to barge our way through. I was almost tempted, as I could hear Teesy’s voice from within, shouting, ‘Let me out, you shower of fascists! I’m innocent!’

Vince came out of his office and said, ‘Essie, I’m ready for you if you’d like to come through.’

Essie wasn’t in there long, maybe five minutes or so. When she came back out she sat next to me and murmured, ‘Be careful. Something’s seriously up with that guy right now.’

I groaned. ‘Was he nasty to you? I’m so sorry, Ess.’

‘Not nasty. The opposite.’ Vince had opened his door to beckon me in, so she lowered her voice and added, ‘I found it unnerving, to be honest. You want me to wait for you?’

‘No, but thanks. You go home, and I’ll call over to your place when I’m finished, okay?’

She squeezed my hand and left the building.

Vince was still holding his door open for me, wearing a tentative smile, so I went in and took a seat. He sat across from me, and said, ‘I’m so glad you came.’

‘I mean, we had to,’ I told him. ‘After all, you were pretty quick to tell Essie you’d do her for obstruction this morning, if she didn’t tell you about that shed.’

Spots of pink appeared on his cheeks. ‘I don’t like this, you know. She’s your twin, so I care about her. It’s not an easy job, this. But I came back because of you. Because I love you, and didn’t want to lose you.’

I felt a swell of sympathy intermingled with guilt, and said, ‘I know, I’m not trying to be difficult.’

With a self-deprecating smile, he said, ‘I know you’d never do that, Bell. If anything, I’m the one who’s gone and cocked this up – I played things all wrong, didn’t I, getting so jealous about Sebastian McGinty. I know you’d never go for a guy like him, but he just irritates me.’

Oh dear. Maybe Vince had a deep-down crush on Seb, too, hidden even from himself. Did he also get the tingles, I wondered, when they got too close?

I almost laughed, but quickly stopped myself. I shouldn’t be laughing about any of this. I’d kissed Seb, when Vince and I were still together. It didn’t matter how angry I was with my fiancé, or how relaxed that potion had made me – I’d behaved like an ass.

‘Are you all right?’ he asked. ‘Only your face is twitching between smiling and frowning.’

‘Sorry, just … it’s just a – a stressful situation, isn’t it? It’s making me uncomfortable and a little giddy, I guess. Sorry. You were saying Seb irritates you.’

‘Oh, boy, does he. I mean, all the Wayfarers do, if I’m honest. They act all holier than thou, like they’re this awesomely progressive supernatural police force, but we all know they’re just the same as what came before them. They have better PR, that’s all.’

Definitely not a crush on Seb, then. ‘Okay, so … shall I write out my statement about this morning, or are you going to record it, or …?’

He cleared his throat and said, ‘You talk, I’ll write, and I’ll get you to sign it at the end.’

Everything was very matter-of-fact for the next few minutes, as I detailed how Essie and I came to find the body.

‘Davey must be devastated,’ I said quietly once I’d finished my tale. ‘I know he has Lauren now, but Davey and Danny have been everything to each other for years. Maybe Ava and I should bring him over some food or something. She has this chuck eye dish she makes that werewolves love.’

‘He doesn’t want visitors,’ Vince said. ‘He’s been telling people to stay away. Too distraught, you know, and then there’s the funeral to organise – a lot of strange rituals involved in a werewolf funeral, from what I hear. Maybe in a few days he’ll feel more up to seeing people. For now, there’s just one or two points in your story I want to be sure of. Are you saying the goats were certain that Danny was the werewolf who’d stolen the chickens?’

‘Billy seemed sure,’ I told him. ‘But he was in a bit of a panic at the time, so he could have been wrong. Even if it was Danny–’

Vince held up a hand. ‘Don’t say it, Belinda. The evidence against Teesy is very clear. We’ve got the note that Honey wrote before she absconded, and now we have all of the evidence in Teesy’s shed, too.’

‘That note, though. Did you ever figure out how Honey could have left it if–’

‘That’s all been cleared up,’ he said, interrupting me once more. ‘I managed to speak with Danny, luckily, before he was murdered. I had the details wrong when I spoke to you about it before. They’d actually been working on putting the fire out for ages before he found the note, and given the time Dr Hannity says Honey left his clinic, she had ample time to dash over to the house and drop off the note.’

My belief in Teesy’s innocence ought to be growing weaker with every word he said, but there was still a part of me which refused to concede. I wasn’t sure whether I was arguing for Teesy or against Vince, all I knew was that I couldn’t fully accept what he was saying.

‘It was burned around the edges, though,’ I pointed out. ‘How could that be the case? Wouldn’t the fire have been under control by the time she left Dr Hannity’s?’

‘No, actually. The fire was very hard to put out. Possibly because it was magical – certain areas kept igniting again, according to Danny.’

‘And no one saw her come into the house to drop off this note?’

‘No one. But then, they were all a little busy fighting the fire, weren’t they?’ he replied.

‘Well, do you know where Honey is now? I mean, are you looking for her?’

‘I’ve looked into some of the things she wrote in her note, and it’s given me reason to believe she’s a faery, so she’s probably gone off to the fae realms. No point in looking for her if she’s hiding out there. They’ll look after their own. Bloody fae, you can’t trust that lot as far as you can throw them.’

‘Oh, right,’ I muttered, as I shifted in my seat, trying not to let my confusion show. Many supernaturals feared the fae because of their power, but from what I’d heard, their queen was always happy to help in any way she could. I felt sure that if Vince asked for her assistance in finding Honey, she would give it.

There were more things bothering me, too. Vince was yet to mention some very important facts, like the tape in the boombox, or Teesy’s magical signature being found in the cave where Phil was killed. Maybe he didn’t want to reveal his hand – he could be afraid I’d report back to my coven.

It would probably be best if I just dropped the subject for now, but I couldn’t stop myself from asking him about something else which was making me curious. ‘So … you said that the fire was possibly magical? You can’t tell?’

He stiffened. ‘If it comes down to it, we have methods, but we have plenty of other proof to make our case for now.’

I regarded him carefully. I knew Vince long enough to know when he was being straight with me. Right now, I was almost certain that he was talking through his behind, and that he didn’t know whether the fire was magical or not. ‘So, when you said that Teesy was lying about the house being locked by magic – she said that’s why she couldn’t get in to stop it, remember? – how exactly did you verify that? You’re not working with the Wayfarers, so without their magi-tech–’

‘I told you, we have methods. We don’t need the bloody Wayfarers!’ His jaw hardened momentarily, but he quickly relaxed his expression into a soft smile. ‘Oh, Bell, you know as well as I do that for a long time, I did try my best to maintain a good relationship with the Wayfarers, but … many Granvar Bay residents are beginning to think that the witch-run enclaves have far too much influence in our town.’

Even though he still wore that same soft smile, my heart began to race at his words. ‘What does that mean exactly, Vince?’

He sat back in his chair, swivelling slightly from side to side, looking out the window. Vince’s office had a view of Bay Street, where some of the town’s prettiest houses, shops and restaurants were situated, looking out over the market square and the harbour beyond.

‘You know I never wanted to work here,’ he said. ‘I got the job because it was discovered that I had magic. It didn’t matter that I wanted nothing to do with witches, or that I’d grown up in the human world with parents who had left the hidden enclaves for very good reasons. I was seen as the right fit for this job, no matter how much I protested. Funny, when I was seen as the wrong fit for so long. Back when I was a kid, I couldn’t even go to a witch-run school. My dad thought I ought to go to one, so that I could learn to use my magic, but the witches refused to have me. It didn’t matter to them that I’d inherited none of my mother’s weredog qualities – in their eyes, I was a weredog, not a witch, and to them, weredogs were less than human. Tainted, they called me, right to my face, when I was only a six-year-old kid.’

I’d heard the story before, but it never failed to upset me. The witch-run enclaves had been horribly elitest in the past. It was only in recent years that things had taken a turn for the better.

‘I know,’ I murmured. ‘I’m sorry you went through that, Vince.’

‘I came here, though,’ he went on. ‘And I did my duty, with the intention of leaving the second I could. But then, I met you. And I softened towards witches. I even enjoyed liaising with the Wayfarers from time to time, when I had to. For a while, I thought … maybe they’re not that bad, compared to the last supernatural police force, at least. I fell in love with you and your wine, with Ava’s Victoria sponge, with how pleasant the weather is here compared to the rest of Ireland.’ He moved his gaze to me. ‘You could say I was bewitched.’

‘Vince–’

He waved a hand. ‘Oh, it’s just a little joke. I know you’d never do anything so underhanded, Bell. You’re one of the very few witches I trust, these days. You’ve stood by me when I’ve been too traumatised to return. You understand what love is, what commitment is. You’re a truly good person.’

‘I … thanks,’ I said, feeling about as far from truly good as a person could get. I had a strong urge to own up to my transgression, but I knew I could never tell Vince what happened; it wasn’t Seb’s fault, but I knew Vince would blame him, nonetheless.

‘That’s why I want to give you the heads-up on how things are going to change around here,’ he went on. ‘Recent events have proven that places like Granvar Bay can never work. Witches, werewolves and vampires, living side-by-side with humans? It’s a recipe for disaster. What if a human had gotten on the wrong side of Teesy, instead of Phil or Danny?’

He stood up, rolling his chair around so he could sit beside me. Grasping my hands, he said, ‘I understand why the supernaturals who live here do so. They’re just like my parents, you know – they couldn’t live in the hidden enclaves. Maybe they had a relationship that the witches didn’t approve of, or maybe they didn’t approve of how the witches did things. For whatever reason, they chose to live apart from witch rule. But when you make that choice, you don’t get to set the conditions. You want to live with humans, fine – but you don’t get to put spells on them, or feed them dodgy potions, or do anything that gives you an unfair advantage over those around you.’

His hands were tight on mine, so I didn’t even attempt to pull away. ‘I don’t quite get what you’re saying, Vince. Granvar Bay is a good place to live for everyone, supernaturals and humans alike. People get along just fine, from what I can see. I certainly don’t think any local supernaturals are trying to get one up on the humans, are they?’

‘Oh, there’s a lot going on around here that you seem blissfully unaware of. And Teesy and Phil were acting like a pair of chancers, weren’t they, continuing to sell their potions long after the town council voted against it?’

‘Yes, but those potions were harmless.’ I reddened slightly as I thought about my own experience with The Greatest Night. ‘And they only sold to people who knew precisely what they were buying.’ I wasn’t going to hold Teesy responsible for my own little accident.

‘Are you sure of that?’ Vince challenged. ‘Of any of it? Given the ingredients we found in Teesy’s house and shed, she was making some very dangerous things. Look, I don’t see why you and I are arguing about this. It’s really very simple. From now on, if a supernatural wants to remain in Granvar Bay, then they have to abide by the rule of law – well, the rule of Vince really, as I’m currently helping to rewrite local law: no spells, no potions, no shifting, no blood-drinking, no rituals. It’s all perfectly straightforward.’

He grew a little fervent with those last few sentences, and his hold on me loosened enough that I managed to wriggle my hands free.

‘We rely on spells and rituals at the vineyard,’ I reminded him. ‘The weather in this town is good precisely because this is a magical place, whether you like it or not. Humans might be able to live here and come and go as they like, but the land beneath your feet, the air that you’re breathing, it is all imbued with magic, Vince.’

He stared at me. ‘There was a while when that wasn’t the case though, wasn’t there? When the Master Siphon was sucking the magic dry. Where is it now, the Master Siphon? Do you know?’

I staggered to my feet, feeling frightened. Essie had been right to be unnerved. ‘Of course I don’t know,’ I said. ‘I imagine the Wayfarers have it locked away somewhere.’

‘Do you? Funny, because knowing Essie and Rick and that stubborn streak of theirs, I would have thought they’d like to look after it themselves. Perhaps they’re using some of that infamous Time Magic to keep it hidden away. Come on, Bell, be straight with me. You do know where it is, don’t you?’

‘I’ve already told you I don’t know,’ I said, gazing at him in horror. ‘And if I wasn’t certain that the Trent brothers were in prison, I’d begin to wonder if one of them had taken your place again. Because right now, you seem just as obsessed with siphoning magic as they are!’

‘Do not accuse me of being a filthy warlock,’ he spat. ‘I’m nothing like those men. They wanted to siphon magic so they could use it for themselves. I want to siphon all of the magic out of this town because it’s clearly too dangerous to be in the hands of witches! There’s a very big difference, Bell.’

‘Is there?’ I questioned, my voice faint. ‘Seems to me that the results are the same. You’d still be stealing something that’s not yours, and destroying this entire town in the process. Plus, Ava would get sick again – I might, too, if I become the anchor like the land wants me to.’

‘Yes, but you’re not going to, are you?’ he retorted. ‘I mean, if you wanted to be some stupid anchor you would have done it by now.’

‘Stupid anchor?’ I gaped at him. ‘That’s what you think of me, and of Ava? Vince, I understand why you hate other witches, I really do. It’s crappy that they wouldn’t let you go to school with them, and that it was illegal for your parents to marry. But you should know by now that my coven are good people, and that this is a good town. Whatever fight you have, whatever anger you have, it’s with ghosts, Vince. It’s with a world that doesn’t exist anymore. It’s with a world that has never existed in Granvar Bay. And if you actually think for a second that it’s a good idea to drain the magic from this land, then I have to assume you’ve lost your mind.’

He sawed his jaw a moment, then said, ‘Look, this conversation has taken a bit of a sour turn, hasn’t it? I don’t know why I even asked you about the Master Siphon. It just came out, a train of thought, you know. Of course I don’t actually want it. Certainly not for myself. I just think things like that should be kept in safe hands, that’s all.’

He approached me at the door, where I was standing with my back pressed against the wood, my fingers wrapped around the handle. I would have gone by now, but the door seemed to be locked.

‘Look, I think you’re right,’ he continued. ‘Not all witches are bad, and your coven – with the exception of Teesy – are decent people. You’ve used your magic to grow your crops, and keep the weather in line. I’d have to be an idiot not to realise how important that is to the town. So as long as the O’Maras agree to use their magic only for what I say they can, they can stay. But any witch who wants to play by their own rules will have two choices: they can flip off to the hidden enclaves, or they can go to jail. Same for the other supernaturals.’

I tried to wriggle the handle again, but I knew it was futile. Vince was going to say his piece, and I had no choice but to listen. A display of my magic right now would not be a good idea.

‘Look, I think you’re getting really stressed, Vince,’ I said. ‘And it’s my fault, really. I – I put pressure on you to come back. A little while more in Dublin would be good for you, I think.’ I felt a little nauseous as I spoke. We both knew I was lying, and that I’d put absolutely no pressure on Vince to come back here. All I’d ever asked him to do was to decide. I would have been happy with whatever he chose, as long as he bloody chose instead of changing his mind every other day. But I didn’t think he was in the right frame of mind for anything but appeasement.

‘Oh, Belinda.’ He stroked my hair. ‘I love how you always, always want what’s best for me. But you don’t need to worry. I’m going to take charge of this town, but I’m not going to live here. I’m going to move back into my flat, I think. It was fun to kick Sebastian out of my house and everything, but I like it much better in the city. And after we’re married, you can move in with me.’ He pressed his lips to my forehead. ‘No more silly anchor talk, hm? You’ll be much better off in the city, with me, instead of living here, surrounded by so much evil, so much poison. You’re a good soul, Bell. It’s amazing that this place hasn’t tainted you yet.’

Finally, he reached across me and unlocked the door. All he had to do was press a button I hadn’t noticed on the handle, and it sprang right open.

‘I’ve got a crazy afternoon and evening ahead of me,’ he said. ‘But will you meet me at the café tomorrow? Say around eight-thirty, for breakfast?’

I nodded wordlessly, and rushed outside.


Chapter 18

Teesy Tells All


For a few minutes I simply stood on the street, catching my breath. I knew I’d been tense during that interaction, but I hadn’t realised quite how tense until it was over. Part of it was because something had hit home: none of what Vince said today was new. He’d always been clear about his opinion of the supernatural world.

Long before the Trents kidnapped him, he would talk bitterly of his childhood. He didn’t regularly complain, just when he’d had a bit too much to drink, or when something had upset him. Maybe what happened to him last year hadn’t made him hate witches; maybe all it had done was bring his old resentment to the surface.

I’d been overlooking that bitterness of his for a long time, making excuses for it whenever it reared its head, but now it was very clear: he might love me, but he hated what I was. He hated what he was. And if he ever got his hands on something as powerful as the Master Siphon, something that could truly suck every ounce of magic from this town, I had the sickening feeling that he would use it.

How could we ever come back from this?

Once I’d settled down a bit, I walked around the back of the building. I was about to click my fingers and take myself home, when a strange, harsh rattle hit my ears, followed by, ‘Psst! Belinda! Over here!’

I glanced all around me until I saw her: Teesy, looking out at me through some narrow metal bars. The cause of the rattling sound soon became clear – she had shackles around her wrists. There was a chain attaching them to the wall, giving her barely enough length to move freely about the cell.

At least it looked like she had water and food in there – there was a chicken sandwich and a plastic mug filled with water on a tray on the ground – although it didn’t look like she’d taken a single bite or sip.

I shook my head in shock. ‘I can’t believe they have your cell backing out onto the street like this. And just bars, no windowpane. What if the weather turns?’

‘Hopefully you’ll make sure it won’t,’ she replied with a wink. ‘This is the way it was always done in the old days. It was supposed to be humiliating, giving the public the ability to look in on you like this. And the nastier folk used to chuck all sorts of rubbish in on the prisoners.’

‘Pleasant,’ I remarked with a shudder. ‘Teesy, how are you? Are they treating you okay? Vince says … he says there’s all sorts of evidence against you.’

She narrowed her eyes. ‘Oh, I’ll just bet he does. Look, Belinda, I don’t have much time. The workmen who are kitting out the other cells have gone on a break, but they’ll be back soon. I need to explain things to you. I should have done it sooner, but I wasn’t exactly innocent of everything, and I was afraid you’d go and repeat it to Vince.’

Before I could respond, she was talking again. ‘It’s true, once they made selling potions illegal in town, I carried on doing it,’ she said. ‘But people wanted it – needed it, in most cases. To manage their pain, or their stress. All I’ve ever wanted to do is help people, you know that. So when Phileas came to me and suggested I carry on, with his help, I thought … well … what harm could it do? He’d been a potion runner to America in the days of Prohibition, so he knew all about keeping things quiet. He loved sneaking around, but I wasn’t having very much fun at all.’

Teesy paused, letting out a long, sad sigh. ‘Sean told me to keep going, except he wanted me to put the prices up, and to cut Phil out, too. Belinda, never marry a man who always puts himself first.’

I hung my head, thinking about Vince. He didn’t need to put himself first – I’d been putting him first for a very long time, forgiving him even when he was unreasonable, all because I felt bad about what he’d been through with the Trents, and his childhood experiences. I still felt bad about it (very bad, since the kiss with Seb) but I couldn’t carry on this way.

‘Yeah, I think you’re right,’ I said.

‘Of course I’m right. It’s very easy to be right when you’re giving advice to someone else – much harder to follow it for yourself. But look, Belinda, no matter how demanding Sean got, I didn’t do what he wanted me to – I didn’t cut Phil out. And I certainly didn’t kill him, either. He’s been my friend a lot longer than I’ve been married to Sean – and frankly, I’m getting a bit sick of that lazy sod of a husband.’

She gritted her teeth. ‘Anyway, look, I don’t know the reason behind all of this – I can’t for the life of me figure out why someone set Phil’s house on fire – but I want to tell you what I do know. See, our routine was always the same – we had a cave where I left the potions. Phil would go and check out the stock, take what was needed to distribute locally, then leave the rest for the boat to collect and take overseas that night. I’d leave one bottle of The Greatest Day for Phil, because it helped him get through the jobs a bit better. That day, though, when you walked with me back to the Nine Hundred, I noticed my shed door was open.’

Her face grew pale. ‘I walked inside and saw the pallet of bottles, and some sort of tape player, for some reason. The bottles made sense, sort of. See, me and Phil had a deal. If it looked like something was iffy any time we were making a sale or a drop-off, we’d send the stock straight back to my shed. And I suppose that’s what Phil must’ve done.’

‘Ah.’ I nodded. ‘Seb said there were traces of telekinetic energy in the cave. That must have been Phil using his vampy powers to move the stuff.’

‘Must have been,’ she agreed. ‘But our stock wasn’t the only thing that turned up in my shed. There was a boombox, too. And later on that day, even more stuff had turned up –all sorts of potions and whatnot that had never been in there before, some of it deadly, like Jinx.’ She shuddered. ‘Obviously Phil couldn’t have been the one to put the other stuff there, since he was dead by then. There was one jar, filled with powder, that I couldn’t even identify, so I dread to think what might be in it.’

‘Did you listen to the tape in the boombox?’ I asked.

‘I did, though I’ve no idea what it was. A sweet sort of singing, the like I’ve never heard before.’

‘It was fae-song,’ I told her, watching her reaction. ‘It was used to activate the poison that killed Phil. He was staked, basically, from the inside out.’

Her eyes rounded. ‘That’s impossible.’

‘It’s not,’ I said. ‘It’s what happened. And that powder you couldn’t identify? It’s probably Shake and Stake – that’s the name of the vampire-killing poison.’

Teesy gritted her teeth. ‘You see? I knew I was being set up. That’s why I made the shed invisible – I wanted time to figure things out. I even voted against Seb taking on the investigation because I thought that the delay would give me time to do some snooping of my own. But he got the job anyway – right up until Vince came back. I should have talked to you and Ava, I know, and asked for help. I should have been honest with ye both. What’s the point of a coven if we don’t turn to each other in our times of need?’

‘Well, what’s done is done, I guess,’ I said. I was inclined to believe what she’d told me, but I couldn’t simply take it on face value. I was biased where Teesy was concerned, because I loved her, but there were some points I needed her to explain. ‘Teesy, if you knew Phil was at Dead Man’s Cove collecting the potions, then why did you go to his house to drop him off some black pudding?’

‘I didn’t. I lied to you about that.’

‘Teesy!’

‘Hear me out, Belinda.’ Her chains rattled as she held up her palms. ‘It was only a white lie. See, I went there with black pudding, I really did. But it wasn’t for Phil, because I knew full well he was out and about. I brought the pudding over as an excuse, so I could call in on Honey while she was on her own. I could see she was struggling, and I thought she could do with a woman to talk to. Phil was a good friend to me, but I don’t think he was the greatest boyfriend. It seems you already know that Honey is a faery. Well, she missed the fae realms, and Phil knew it – he’d promised her they’d move there, but he was having such a great time sneaking around with the potions, so he kept putting it off. Yet another fella who always puts himself first, I suppose. Between the stress of it all, and the fact that Honey wasn’t happy, I was just about ready to give up on selling my potions – that way, maybe Phil would have moved away with Honey, like she wanted. And without the money I was earning – well, we’d soon see whether Sean stuck around, wouldn’t we? If I didn’t kick him out first.’

She let out a wicked chuckle. ‘Oh, the fantasies I have had of kicking that man out on his behind. He even tried to convince me to cut corners on my ingredients – heck, he once tried to get me to make illegal love potions, telling me we’d make a fortune. We? As if he ever lifted a hand to help. And as if I’d ever make dangerous potions. But I’m going off on a tangent here. When I got to Phil’s house the place was on fire, and I couldn’t get in. I don’t know how Honey got out – I suppose her fae magic must have been stronger than whatever spells there were on the house.’

‘But Teesy, Vince says there were no spells on the house. Although …’

‘Although what? I’m telling you, there was magic keeping me out of that place. A boundary spell of some sort.’

What I wanted to say – what I felt, deep down – was that I wasn’t sure I believed anything Vince said, anymore. What I actually said aloud was, ‘Well, anyway, he also says Honey left behind a note that blamed you. It even mentioned fae-song and Shake and Stake, the stuff that killed Phil. Vince doesn’t seem to know how those two things work together yet, but he’ll find out soon enough – he’s already found out Honey is fae – and if he tests the powder and finds out it’s Shake and Stake, that’s all the evidence he’ll need for a conviction. Heck, he probably has all that evidence, for all I know, because I feel like there’s a lot he’s not telling me. But anyway, Danny Maher was the one who found this note.’

She lifted one grey eyebrow. ‘Danny Maher who’s now dead, and can’t be questioned? Found a note by Honey, who’s supposedly absconded? Don’t you think that’s awful convenient? My darling, there is absolutely no way, without Wayfarer help, that the gardaí could know whether there was magic at Phil’s house, and you know it.’

‘Yeah, I think I do,’ I muttered. I’d already come to the same conclusion, but I was having trouble accepting it.

‘Exactly! Vince is either bluffing in the hope that I’ll confess, or …’ She looked away from me.

‘Or he’s lying,’ I said, feeling sick to my stomach as I finally voiced my fears.

‘Well, let’s just go with bluffing until we know for sure – he wasn’t in town when Phil’s murder happened, so it’s unlikely he’s behind this. But this is a set-up, and a nasty one. Whoever’s behind it, they put that Jinx in my shed, and that Shaky Stake or whatever it’s called, too. I’d never hurt Danny, and I certainly wouldn’t poison my chickens in order to do it. I need you to find out who’s framing me, Belinda, because once you know that, you’ll know who the real killer is. Get Essie and her husband, and that gorgeous Sebastian fella to help you. Sure, they all love sneaking around and finding things out, so they do. Between ye, ye can get to the bottom of this.’


Chapter 19

If You Could Do It All Over Again…


After parting with Teesy, I headed straight to Pendulay.

It was a bad time of year to even consider sleuthing – I had so much work to do at the vineyard – but I believed that someone was setting her up, and if Vince wouldn’t investigate this case properly, then I would have to do it for myself. I’d hopefully have some help, because Teesy was right about Essie, Julian and Sebastian. Those three really loved getting to the bottom of things. Kim was also skilled at getting to the truth, according to Essie.

Of course, if Egg had been with me when Teesy made her request, he would have scoffed and said, ‘I’ve been trying to get her to investigate all along.’

When Essie opened the door, her face was flushed and her hair was messy.

‘Am I interrupting something?’ I asked her with a wink. ‘I did say I’d call over after I was done at the station, remember?’

‘Oh. Oh, yeah, I guess I forgot. It’s just … it’s a busy day, that’s all.’

‘Well, it’s about to get even busier,’ I told her, before launching into what had happened at the station.

‘I have no idea where to start,’ I said once I’d brought her up to date. ‘I was thinking you could call Seb and ask him if he has equipment that could help. If we can find traces of magic at Phil’s house, it’ll prove Teesy was telling the truth about not being able to get in or stop the fire. And the magic might have left a signature behind, which could lead us to the culprit. I know Seb won’t be eager to snoop around Phil’s house, with the relationship between Vince and the Wayfarers the way it is, but if you could just ask him to, I dunno, leave one of those magic scanners of his lying around somewhere that we could accidentally find it. And we should check out Teesy’s shed, too. You can see aura traces with some of the Wayfarer tech, can’t you? So we might be able to figure out who planted the Jinx there.’

I was so busy reeling off my ideas that it took me a while to notice the reluctance on her face. ‘I am interrupting something, amn’t I?’ I guessed.

‘Well … yes. I’m a little busy right now, but I agree with you – something’s off about all of this. It’s, what …’ She glanced at her wristwatch. ‘It’s just gone three now, and I think we’re going to be busy here for at least two or three more hours. But I’ll come over to the vineyard at six, and I’ll help you out then, okay.’

As she spoke, I heard a loud, explosive bang from somewhere inside the house.

I stood on my tiptoes, trying to peer over her shoulder. ‘What was that?’

Her eyes widened. ‘It’s – renovations.’

‘You’re finished the renovations.’

‘Nope.’ She shook her head emphatically. ‘There’s a whole section of the north wing we’ve not even touched.’

‘Really, but I thought–’

‘Listen, sorry, Bell, I’ve got to go sort this out. I’ll come over later, okay?’

Before I could reply, she’d closed the door in my face.

I stared at the shut door, feeling confused and irritated. One advantage of being a twin is that you know when the other one is lying, and Essie was lying right now. There were no renovations going on in Pendulay, but something was happening to make all that noise. Even now, I could hear what sounded like sawing.

I thought over my options. I could try to enter through the back door or even come up through the tunnels, so that I could see for myself what was going on in that house. But Pendulay was well-warded, and if Essie didn’t want me in there, then I probably wasn’t going to get in, no matter how hard I tried.

Another option was to phone Seb myself, and ask him for his help. But that would mean speaking with him, which would be mortifying.

‘Stop being a big baby and get over yourself, Bell,’ I muttered, pulling out my phone.

Once my phone was in my hand, it took me another few seconds before I actually drummed up the courage to make the call. It rang out, eventually going to his message-minder. I dithered for a second, wondering what I could say, and then decided to hang up and try again. This time, the call went straight to the message-minder without ringing.

‘It’s Belinda,’ I said. ‘Don’t worry, I don’t want to talk about anything … well, anything weird or awkward, y’know. I just need your help with something to do with Teesy. Call me back.’

I could feel my entire face flaming, right up to my hairline, as I ended the message and stuck my phone back in my pocket. It was done now (not in an especially eloquent way, unfortunately) so hopefully he’d call me back soon.

While I waited, I rushed around the vineyard, doing as much as I could in between checking my phone, checking my watch, checking my phone again. When an hour had passed and I still hadn’t heard from him, I sank down onto an empty barrel, and thought about what to do next.

Teesy was in jail, and hanging around waiting for Essie or Seb wasn’t going to get her out. Much as I wished those more experienced sleuths would do the job for me, I was going to have to figure this out for myself.

[image: ]


Forty-five minutes later, I was on Davey Maher’s doorstep. I’d rung the bell three times before he responded.

‘Whoever it is, can you just go away?’ he shouted from somewhere inside his house. ‘I’m not in the mood for visitors.’

I pushed open the letterbox in his door, and shouted through: ‘It’s Belinda, Davey. I brought you chuck eye steak. I cooked it to Ava’s recipe – seasoned with sea salt.’ When it came to pleasing the werewolf palate, you didn’t need a large ingredient list.

‘I just want to make sure you eat something, that’s all,’ I added, which wasn’t quite true – I also wanted to talk to him about why Danny had been stealing Teesy’s chickens – but I could steer the conversation that way once he let me inside. He might not know what Danny had been up to, but it wouldn’t hurt to ask. I wanted to know why he’d voted against Seb, too. Maybe, like Teesy, he had his own reasons for trying to delay this investigation.

‘Thanks, Belinda,’ he called back. ‘But I’m not hungry.’

Oh, now I knew he was lying. Even when Davey’s parents had died, he’d devoured Ava’s chuck eye. Still, there was no point in pushing things, so I left the food on his doorstep and headed to the Crab Man’s.

The pub was quiet (I suspected some people were nursing all-day hangovers from the night before) and Lauren was polishing the bar.

‘I just dropped some food over to Davey’s,’ I said as I sat on a stool in front of her. ‘He said he wasn’t hungry. Is he okay? I mean, obviously he’s not okay, but …’

Lauren sighed. ‘He’s far from okay. He won’t see anyone. Not me, not even his pack. They want to know what’s happening – when they can get the body and have the funeral, you know. It’s not like him to ignore everyone. As the alpha, he always takes charge of things, even when he’s stressed. I was at his place this morning when he got the news. He said–’ She shook her head and cut herself off. ‘Oh, never mind. You want a drink?’

With a half-smile, she added, ‘I swear there won’t be a potion in it this time. Although I doubt most women would need any help to kiss Sebastian McGinty. You did kiss him, didn’t you? He wouldn’t have been going on about love potions, otherwise.’

‘The less said about that incredibly embarrassing event, the better. I’ll take, um, a sparkling water, I guess. But Lauren, what did Davey say? Because someone killed Danny, and I don’t think it was Teesy. So whatever Davey said, it could be important.’

She looked away from me, busying herself with preparing my drink. ‘I don’t think it was Teesy, either. And neither does Davey, which is pretty odd, seeing as Danny supposedly found that note from Honey.’

I sat forward, eager to hear more. ‘Supposedly? Lauren, did Davey say anything about that note? Did he say he thought it was a plant?’

‘No. He didn’t quite say that, but he just kept saying he didn’t think Teesy was the culprit. You heard him hint at it yourself, when you were here last night. I think – I think Danny was mixed up in something. Davey’s said as much, over the last few days, though he wouldn’t say what. And right after Vince left Davey’s place this morning, Davey turned to me and he said … he said, “Oh, God, they’re going to stick the blame for this on poor Teesy too, aren’t they?”’ She passed my drink to me. ‘I don’t know what he meant by that, Belinda. If I did, I’d tell you.’

I believed she would.

‘I hope I’m not speaking out of turn here,’ she went on. ‘But … is Vince okay? I was so happy when I saw him coming back. But he seems a little … off. He was in here last night. He arrived a couple of hours after you and Seb came to see me. He was already three sheets to the wind. I shouldn’t have served him, maybe, but he …’

‘He what, Lauren?’

‘He said he knew I’d been one of Teesy and Phil’s customers, and he’d do a full search of my premises if I didn’t give him a drink. So I did. He was ignoring his phone, and muttering angrily to himself about “low-down dirty warlocks” and, well, to be honest, he said some horrible things about many of our not-quite-human residents. He fell asleep in a booth. I wasn’t sure what to do – I figured you’d been trying to talk to him, what with all of those calls he was ignoring. But then–’

‘Then what, Lauren?’

‘Well, he was asleep, and I was going to answer his phone – thinking it was you, so I could maybe ask you to come pick him up. But it was someone called Mariella. I just shook him awake then and told him he had to scarper. It must have been three in the morning by then.’

‘Oh.’ My voice came out a little flat. I had no idea who Mariella was, but I was fairly sure I knew who the “low-down dirty warlock” was. I’d never gotten around to telling him Seb wasn’t a warlock, and I doubted, after his reaction to the August Dance last night, that he’d be happy if I said anything in Seb’s defence. ‘He’s not really been himself, Lauren, and things between us are … I don’t know what they are. I’m sorry he was so bad.’

‘Meh. He’s not the first drunk to spout off angrily about local supernaturals, and he won’t be the last. I just thought it was a little odd, since he’s a witch himself. Then again, everything’s odd around here lately, isn’t it? Did you see today’s paper?’

I shook my head. ‘I take it you mean our local one?’

She gave me an affirmative grunt, then prodded about behind the bar and pulled out the newspaper, sliding it across to me.

‘Huh.’ I looked curiously at the front page, which was entirely taken up by an article about last night’s trad music session in the pub. Leafing through the rest of the paper, I saw that there wasn’t a single mention of Phil’s death, or Teesy’s arrest. Usually, even Danny’s death would have made the paper, despite the body being discovered only this morning. Dr Hannity was the editor, writer, printer – he ran the whole shebang, really – and if any last-minute sensational news came in, he printed up an extra sheet and made it the new front page.

We didn’t have a special supernatural edition in Granvar Bay, just the one paper we all read, called Bay News. But Dr Hannity was very much in the know where our supernatural population was concerned, and he always found a way to drop clues that only our sort would understand. He would have covered these stories, so what had stopped him?

‘Maybe I should pay our doctor a visit,’ I murmured. If someone had put pressure on him to keep important news out of the paper, then I wanted to know who. And maybe, while I was there, I’d quiz him about what time Honey left his clinic, and see if Vince had been telling the truth.

I had just drained my glass and was about to leave, when Seb came striding into the pub, heading in my direction.

‘Oh my.’ Lauren feigned fanning her face. ‘Seems like Mister Gorgeous is back for round two.’ She grinned at Sebastian. ‘What can I get for you?’

‘Nothing, thanks,’ he said, putting a hand to my shoulder. ‘Can we talk, Bell?’

I turned to face him, trying to ignore the tingles I still felt at his touch. He looked ever so serious, so it was doubtful he was experiencing quite the same rush as I was.

‘Sure, we can talk,’ I replied. Lowering my voice, I went on: ‘Did Essie tell you about the favour I asked for? I know you’re not supposed to get involved, but I need some way to help Teesy out of this mess.’

‘She told me. But right now, we need to talk about something much more important. Can we go for a walk on the beach?’

‘Okay,’ I said with a frown, getting down off my stool. ‘Let’s go.’
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I wished he’d suggested anywhere else for us to have this talk. The fact that he had suggested the beach proved that he wasn’t obsessing about last night, though, so that was a relief. I was obsessing more than enough for the two of us.

‘I’m sorry about earlier,’ he said, when we’d been walking almost a full minute.

‘Earlier? I haven’t seen you all day. Oh, do you mean because you never replied to my message? I mean, you’re here now, so I won’t hold a grudge.’

‘It’s not about the message. Well, it is, I suppose, in a way. Belinda, when you called round to Essie’s earlier, I was in her house. I never went home. Neither did Kim. You might have noticed Rick’s been absent for a lot of the morning, too.’

I hadn’t seen Uncle Rick since the wedding breakfast, and now that I thought about it, I hadn’t seen a lot of him even then. He’d been in and out of the dining room, disappearing for long periods of time, looking flustered when he returned. I’d assumed his behaviour was because he simply needed some alone-time – we were all having difficulty processing the news about Teesy, after all – but clearly I’d been wrong.

‘What were you all doing, then?’ I shook my head. ‘You know what, it doesn’t matter. The most important thing right now is Teesy. She’s not a killer, Seb, and I need you to help me prove that. I know that the Wayfarers have been told to stay away from the case, but–’

‘Belinda.’ His voice was barely above a whisper, and yet it was enough to stop me in my tracks. ‘I said there’s something more important we have to talk about, and I meant it. And before you say it, it’s not that I don’t care about what’s happening to Teesy – you believe she’s innocent, and I trust your instincts. It’s because once this happens, everything will be different.’

He looked ever so intense, and a little despondent, too.

‘Once what happens?’ I asked. ‘Sebastian, what are you talking about?’

‘Belinda …’ Again, his voice was barely a whisper, and he looked away from me and out at the sea. There was a fishing boat in the distance; it looked like Lauren’s uncle’s, coming back to the bay. ‘If you could do this all over again, it would all be different, wouldn’t it? Vince wouldn’t be the way he is, he’d be the way he was, and when you told him Teesy was innocent, he’d listen to you, wouldn’t he?’

‘Seb, you’re talking in might’ve beens,’ I said with a frown, studying his face, his body language. He was holding himself so stiffly, continuing to stare out at the ocean rather than meeting my eyes. ‘I’d rather talk about what we can do for Teesy.’

‘But he would listen to you, wouldn’t he?’ he went on. ‘The old Vince, the way he was before the Trents kidnapped him, before they locked him away down in those caves. He was a different sort of guy. He’d be working with the Wayfarers, he’d believe you when you told him there’s more to this than meets the eye, wouldn’t he?’

I shrugged, not really sure where he was going with this. ‘I mean, there was a time, maybe, when he first moved here, when he wasn’t the biggest fan of you guys, or of witches in general. But after we started going out, he softened. He became a little more open-minded, and yeah, he would’ve listened to my opinion. And maybe he would’ve worked with you guys and taken his time to figure things out properly. But Seb, how the old Vince might or might not have behaved isn’t really worth wondering about, is it? I still don’t know what you’re saying here.’

‘I’m saying …’ His voice broke a little, his eyes bright and wild. ‘I’m saying maybe you can do it all over again.’


Chapter 20

Seb’s Sacrifice


‘Belinda,’ he said, rushing on before I could react, ‘do you remember how your uncle gave Essie the means to go back and save Julian’s life?’

‘Of course I remember. He stuck some of his Redo Stones in her boots. It’s about the only good thing Uncle Gerald’s ever done.’

‘Actually, he did something else decent. He told Rick and Essie how he managed to create those Redo Stones. It wasn’t easy. Gerald couldn’t make the stones go back very far in time, but Rick and Essie have been working on perfecting it for months now, making stones that will take you back far enough to make a difference. They would have told you, but until they got it right, they didn’t want to get your hopes up.’

I blinked, my eyes feeling dry and itchy. ‘They thought I’d want to use them to go back and change things with Vince. Oh – that’s why Essie was asking me about it this morning, just before she found the body. She asked me would I change things, if I could.’

He nodded. ‘They’d just about perfected the stones, but they had one or two glitches that needed to be worked out. And there’s – well, there were steps that needed to be taken, but that’s all been sorted out this afternoon.’

‘This afternoon.’ I let out a breath. ‘And tell me, were there explosions involved?’

‘The spell turned out to be a noisy one, yes. But it’s all done now.’ He pulled out a small box and an envelope from his pocket. ‘You know how Redo Stones work, right?’ He opened up the box, revealing two rough-looking, pebble-sized stones. They were whitish-coloured – made, I guessed, from the incredibly powerful Pendulay Quartz.

‘Yeah, I know how they work. Essie got to go back to just before Julian died. She – she remembered it all, so she was able to change things and make it so he stayed alive. But Seb, Essie got to do that because she and Julian are True Bonded Mates. They’ve got this special Time Witchy deal going on, where they get to save each other because if one of them dies, so does the other. No one else has that. I don’t get to go back and save Vince, not without consequences, and you know it.’

My heart was beating a little erratically as I spoke. He wouldn’t be showing me these, mentioning all of this, unless there was some kind of Get Out of Jail Free Card attached. Was there really a way to turn back time, to save Vince from being kidnapped, consequence free?

‘You do, actually,’ he said in a gravelly voice. ‘Here.’ He pulled something else, a watch this time, from his pocket. ‘Essie’s channelled some of her magic into this watch, so you can use it to power your time jump. But like you said, you will remember everything – everything that’s happening now, even. That’s how you’ll get to save Vince. But it’s also why you have to be so, so careful. Essie’s gone through all of the possibilities, and she’s sure it'll work. These stones are sort of pre-programmed, to take you back to the night when Vince got kidnapped. And in that envelope, Essie’s written down every single step you have to take to make sure that only that, and nothing else, will change. It won’t be easy. No one else will remember things – well, Essie will, in a weird way, because even undone timelines seem to stay in her head, these days. And maybe Egg will remember, too, because he’s your familiar. But you can’t talk, even with them, about the future that would have been. And when there are other things that you might want to change, or warn people about – like Phileas being killed, or Danny, or anyone – you absolutely can’t. You get to change one thing, and one thing only.’

He still wasn’t looking at me, so I took his hand, and stood in front of him. ‘I get it,’ I said. ‘I can’t use my knowledge to affect the timeline, blah, blah, blah. But I still don’t get how I can do this.’

‘It’s easy. You have to put the stones under your feet, click your heels together three times, then jump down hard – you don’t even have to think of the moment you want to go back to, because Essie and Rick’ve sorted all of that. And once you go back, once all this starts to happen all over again – Phil, Danny – even that’ll be easy. I mean, not easy, because they’ll still be dead. But you’ll have Vince on side, and he’ll work with the Wayfarers. Together, we’ll be able to get to the bottom of it, figure out who the real killer is, without chucking Teesy in jail.’

‘No, I mean … that’s all great and everything,’ I said, opening the envelope and scanning what was written on the pages inside – every single move I had to make, from now until, well, until it was now again. ‘Amazing, actually. I can’t believe the effort Essie has gone to, and I can see that you’ve all thought about this so carefully. But I’m a weather witch, Seb, so I know perfectly well that if you ask for something this big, there has to be a balance.’

‘Nope.’ He shook his head. ‘Not with these Redo Stones.’

‘Yes, but–’

‘I’m telling you, Bell, it’s all taken care of. You just need to follow those directions to the letter, okay?’

Before I could make another interruption, he clicked his fingers and vanished.
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For a while after he left, I simply stared at the stones. I should have been so happy to have them in my hands. This was an opportunity I’d prayed for, the chance to change everything, to turn back time and bring the old Vince back to me. But now that I could finally do what I’d wished for so long, reservations began to creep into my mind.

Seb had been evasive, to say the least. There was more to these stones, more than he was saying, and before I used them I needed to know the full story.

I walked to Pendulay again and banged on the door. The house was quiet now, and Essie answered almost immediately.

‘Belinda.’ She looked surprised to see me. ‘Did em … did Seb manage to catch up with you?’

‘He did,’ I said. ‘Can I come in?’

Slowly, she drew open the door and let me inside. I followed her to the closest sitting room (there were a lot of sitting rooms in Pendulay), where she took a seat.

‘Have you seen Egg or Marbles?’ she asked, grabbing her half-drunk glass of wine.

I stood by the mantlepiece, observing her. She’d been strange when I called in earlier on, but she was even stranger now.

‘No,’ I replied. ‘I have no idea where the cats are. I’m here for another reason. Although seeing as you know that Seb was going to talk to me, then you’ll also know exactly why I’m here.’

She downed her wine in one gulp. Gasping, she said, ‘I don’t, actually. I assumed you’d be off using the Redo Stones, but I know you haven’t, because I’d sense it. So I’m really not sure what you’re waiting for, or why you’ve come to see me.’

She reached for the wine bottle. ‘Want one?’ she asked as she poured herself another glass.

‘What’s wrong with you? You look all gloomy, Ess, and you’re being, I dunno, shifty.’

‘I’m not being shifty.’

‘You won’t look me in the eyes. I’d say that’s pretty shifty behaviour, wouldn’t you? And why didn’t you give me the stones?’

She twirled her drink around. ‘Why does it matter who gave them to you?’

‘It matters,’ I said. ‘I mean, why was Seb even involved in helping you in the first place? He’s not a Time Witch like you and Rick, or even Julian. One of you should have come to give them to me, shouldn’t you? Since you know better than anyone how all of this works.’

‘Well, was there something Seb said that you need me to clarify?’

‘That was just plain testy! And you still won’t look at me. Have I done something to make you mad?’

‘No, of course not,’ she said, giving me a combative stare. ‘See? I’m looking at you, all right? But honestly, Bell, I don’t know what you’re waiting for. I’m sure Seb gave you the very detailed instructions that I wrote, didn’t he? As long as you follow those directions and don’t stray, don’t get tempted to change anything but that one thing, it’ll work.’ She gritted her teeth a moment. ‘And before you ask, it will be consequence free for you.’

I frowned. ‘For me?’

She looked away once more. ‘Who else would there possibly be consequences for? You and Vince will be fine, all right? You’ll live happily ever after, or as much as anyone can, I’m sure.’

‘No.’ I shook my head so hard that it hurt. ‘No, I know you. You’re lying to me. And so was Seb. If there are no consequences, then there must be some sort of bargain, some sort of balance in play. I’m not using these stones until I know what it is.’

She slammed her glass down. ‘Yes, all right, there’s a balance! An act of sacrifice, if you really must know. But I’m telling you, it won’t affect you, so please stop going on about it and just go and do what we all know you’re going to do, okay?’

‘An act of sacrifice? Look, I don’t know about Seb’s coven, but we O’Maras have never gone in for sacrificing animals or virgins or – or even virgin animals – and I’m not about to start. Please tell me you left Teesy’s chickens alone.’

She gazed at me, her brow raised, and laughed hysterically. She laughed so hard, in fact, that tears began to stream from her eyes. When she’d wiped her eyes and gotten her breath back, she said, ‘Oh, I’m sorry, Bell. I know that none of this is funny. It’s all so, so horrible, but … you know when you’re so tense about something, and you just feel like you might crack?’

‘Everyone’s bloody tense about this,’ I grumbled. ‘Seb just wanted to dump it on me and get the heck out of there. I mean, jeez, was kissing me so bad that he wishes it never happened?’

Essie stood up, blinking, walking towards me. ‘Say that again.’

My neck and face felt very, very hot. ‘I didn’t mean to say it out loud.’

‘But you did. So say it again.’

‘It … I … we … there was a potion.’

‘The Greatest Night, yes, I know you wound up with Davey’s drink. Seb told me that much. But he said it only made you dozy. What happened, Bell? You kissed him, didn’t you? That’s why he insisted he had to give you the stones alone. He knew if I talked to you, if I found out about the kiss, I’d never be able to stop myself from telling you the truth. Sod him, anyway.’

‘What truth?’ I asked in a whisper. ‘The sacrifice, right? What is it, Essie?’

‘Just …’ She rubbed her eyes. ‘Just give me a second to think about this. But you kissed him, right? I mean, you really kissed him?’

‘I’ve already admitted it, haven’t I?’ I said sullenly.

‘Yes, but did you like it?’

I was feeling hotter than ever. ‘It …’ I squeezed my eyes shut and sighed. Sinking down into a chair by the window, I said, ‘Yes, I liked it, okay? A lot, actually, if you must know. But it really doesn’t matter how I felt about it, does it? Seb clearly wishes it had never happened, given he was in such a bloody rush for me to go back in time and undo it all. Tell me, Essie, what’s the act of sacrifice?’

She pinched the bridge of her nose, looking troubled. ‘He made me swear not to tell you. It’s not chickens, though, and definitely not virgins – I mean, we’d have trouble finding one of those these days, wouldn’t we?’

‘Come on, Essie. Just tell me, will you?’

Taking a seat in the armchair next to mine, she grasped my hands in hers. ‘Don’t you get it, Belinda? Don’t you see it? Seb is the act of sacrifice. He’s the one giving something up.’

‘But what could he give up? Surely, given that the spell concerns my life with Vince, any sacrifice would have to involve one of us.’

She gave me a duh look. ‘Oh, Bell.’ She shook her head. ‘Do I really have to spell it out? It involves you, yes, because Seb is madly in love with you. That’s the act of sacrifice. He’s giving up his hopes of ever being with you, all so you can be with Vince.’

I gawped at her, feeling dizzy with shock. ‘But … he … Sebastian? McGinty? Is in love with me?’ Even as I remembered our scorching kiss, I managed to dismiss the notion, because he had been the one to end that kiss. ‘No. No, you’re wrong. I mean, why would he love me? I’ve been horrible to him.’

‘Oh, he’s aware of that. He says you’re only crabby because you’re fighting your feelings.’ She laughed dryly. ‘He was joking, of course, doing his usual Mister Nonchalant act, but for what it’s worth, I think he’s right. And it doesn’t matter to him how unpleasantly you’ve treated him, anyway. He’s been in love with you for a very long time, and I think he’ll carry on loving you no matter how moody or wrong-headed you are. He’d do anything for you, including this.’

‘But … we barely know each other. He can’t love me. Maybe he … maybe he just fancies me, a little bit.’

‘Well, when Time agreed to accept his sacrifice and finally allowed us to make the right set of Redo Stones this afternoon, I think that kind of settled the matter of how much he loves you, don’t you? And why does it matter how well you know each other, anyway? You fell for Vince from the beginning. I fell for Julian from the beginning. It’s hardly impossible for someone to know they love someone the moment they see them, is it? Look, Bell, if you’re settled on Vince and no one else will do, I’ll support you. But you have to think about this, really think about it, because if you kissed Seb and you felt something, then that’s kind of a big deal, don’t you think? Ava’s been telling me all about that particular potion. It’s not just a relaxant, it makes you see things clearly, understand what really matters.’

I hung my head. ‘Yeah, Lauren said the same.’

‘Well, she was right.’

I looked up at her. ‘Wait … glad as I am that we’ve had this out, it still doesn’t explain why you were so testy with me, or why Seb was afraid you’d tell me the truth. I mean, yes, it’s a big deal that he loves me.’ I blew out some air. ‘A huge deal. But you were so upset about this, Essie, so I know there’s a bigger reason. What else is it you’re leaving out? He … he is just giving up on me, right? That’s the full extent of Seb’s sacrifice? He – he’ll still get to be happy, to love someone else, to have a good life, won’t he?’

She looked down, but not before I saw that her eyes were wet. ‘It means he’s giving up on love altogether, actually,’ she revealed, her voice hoarse. ‘He won’t remember making this sacrifice. He won’t know why, but once you go back and save Vince from the Trents, Seb will never be in love, or have a full, happy relationship, for the rest of his life.’

Meeting my eyes, she said, ‘He’s okay with that. He thinks it might even be easier than having to love you and not have you love him back. I’m not sure I’m okay with it, but … this was his choice, and I have to respect it. I just … I couldn’t be the one to tell you because he was afraid I’d spill the truth, and, well, that’s exactly what’s happened, isn’t it? And you know what? I’m glad, actually. Because now we’ll see, won’t we? We’ll see whether you’re actually dumb enough to choose Vince over all else, once and for all.’

She flinched a little, looked down and said, ‘I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have put it like that.’

Blinking back tears, I shrugged. ‘It’s okay. At least I understand why you’ve been so grumpy with me now. But do you really think I could actually do that, Essie? You think I could consign Seb to a life of misery all so I can turn back time? All for Vince?’

‘I dunno, actually,’ she replied. ‘I’ve not really understood you for a long time, now. Oh, I know how Vince used to be, I get why he’s different now, and I feel sorry for him, Belinda, I really do. But for the past year, I’ve watched you work and work to get him better, while he’s done sweet fudge all to help himself. I’ve watched you break Ava’s heart day after day, refusing to commit to being the anchor. I’ve watched you battle the weather with spell after spell, never admitting it’s gone screwy because of your own indecision.’

She held up a hand, sensing I was about to respond. ‘I know, I know,’ she said. ‘I know you’re not a cruel person, Belinda. I know you’ve been this way because you’re in love with Vince, and you’re not the sort of person who ever gives up on love. I’m pretty sure I’d choose Julian over all else, too, if I’m honest. It’s just … it’s hard, to see you so sad, and so desperate to go back to the way things used to be. And I love you enough, and I get it enough, that I’ve worked really hard to make it happen. It was my idea to make these stones. But I just – I didn’t know what it would mean, when I started. I’ve been trying for a while now to get it right, but in every test I did, it became very clear that a sacrifice would be required. I was going to give up on it altogether, until Seb came to me last night and told me he’d make that sacrifice himself.’

She drew in a shaky breath before continuing. ‘I’ll tell you what, though, if you do go through with this, I will try my utmost to find someone who’ll make him as happy as possible, and I’ll expect you to help me – it mightn’t be true love, but we can make sure it’s as close as can be. He deserves it, Bell. He deserves far more, if you ask me, but …’ She raised a brow. ‘So, are you going to do it, or …’

Before I could say anything, we were interrupted by a loud, insistent, ‘Meow!’

I stood up and said, ‘Egg is here. I’m going to go and let him in.’


Chapter 21

The Mystery-Solving Moggies


Essie and I rushed to Pendulay’s front door. She’d grown a little tipsy, staggering on the approach, so I opened the door and looked down at Egg.

After another loud meow he said, ‘Where’s Marbles? I thought he’d have sent out the search party for me by now.’

‘Search party?’ I questioned. ‘Egg, Marbles isn’t here. I thought the two of you were off hunting together or something.’

‘Not quite,’ said Egg as he pranced in past us, heading for the sitting room, where he hopped up onto the chair closest to the fireplace. ‘He’s really not back yet? When did you last see him?’

‘Last night,’ Essie said. ‘He went off sometime during the night, I guess, because he was nowhere to be seen when I woke up. What the heck were you two up to, Egg? Oh God, oh God, oh God, you are not about to tell me my Marbles is lost, are you?’

Egg sniggered, then cleared his throat. ‘Sorry, it’s just … how do you say that with a straight face? Look, I don’t know where he is, but if he’s still not back, I’m worried. I – I’ll try to tell you what I know, but I’m not sure where to begin.’

‘Begin with where you went last night,’ I suggested.

‘Yes,’ he said. ‘That’s probably sensible. Recently, when it became blatantly clear that the two of you were far too busy with your own dramas, Marbles and I decided to look into certain murderous matters for ourselves. We’re calling ourselves the Mystery-Solving Moggies. It’s got a ring to it, don’t you think?’

‘Egg,’ Essie said warningly. ‘Get on with the story, will you?’

Egg sighed. ‘A story needs more than facts. But yes, if you want the dull and beige version, I’ll just get on with it. Marbles and I have been tailing various people. Last night we went out and situated ourselves outside the Maher house. Something was off about that note found at Honey’s, and when you add it to the fact that a werewolf had been at Teesy’s chickens, it seemed like the place to be.’

‘Did you hear anything?’ I asked. ‘See anything?’

‘They argued a lot. Davey accused Danny of planting the note after the fire. There was a bit of growling and fighting – I think some of their furniture might have suffered – and it all went quiet when their food delivery arrived. Lamb bhuna, if you’re wondering.’

‘Dull and beige, remember,’ Essie reminded him.

‘What do you want me to say? They ordered lamb bhuna, not porridge.’

‘You know what she means,’ I said with a shake of the head.

‘All right all right,’ said Egg. ‘So, they ate their food, followed by a drink I won’t describe, and a dessert I won’t bore you with. They argued a bit more, and we thought they’d gone to sleep. Then, lo and behold, in the early hours of the morning, just as we were about to leave the house, Danny emerges, throwing off his clothes by the back garden gate, with Davey in hot pursuit. Davey was very much in his manly form, but Danny was in the early stages of wolfing out. As Danny shifted and loped off into the night, Davey called out, “I know he’s paying you to sneak around and do all this dodgy stuff. You can’t trust him, Danny. He’s not a good man.”’

‘Who?’ I asked.

Egg looked at the floor. ‘I can’t be sure. While they were arguing inside the house, it was hard to make out a lot of what they said. We were out in the back garden, sitting on top of the coal bunker next to an open window. Werewolves can smell cats, so if we’d gotten closer, even for a moment, they would’ve been on to us. But … we heard Vince’s name mentioned more than once.’

It felt like my heart stopped beating, like I couldn’t catch my breath. Today had sent me a lot of surprises where Vince was concerned, but I’d been hoping – praying – that he wasn’t directly involved in framing Teesy. He couldn’t be, could he? It was like Teesy had said earlier on – Vince had only just got back. He couldn’t have anything to do with Phil’s death, so how could he have anything to do with framing her?

‘What did they say about him?’ My words came out all croaky.

Egg glanced at me, his eyes filled with sympathy. ‘There was only one conversation that was properly clear. It was shortly before their food arrived. Davey said, “Vince is in on this too, isn’t he? That’s why he’s come back – it’s so he can help them stick this on Teesy.” Danny mumbled something we couldn’t hear in response, and Davey growled and said, “She’s a good woman, Danny. Whatever your part is in setting her up, you’ll regret it.”’

He bumped his head against my arm. ‘Davey doesn’t really know anything for sure, by the sounds of things, so it could be something and nothing,’ he said. ‘But … anyway, later on, after Danny ran off in his wolf form, Marbles decided to go and watch Vince, while I went after Danny. That’s the last I saw of Marbles. I followed Danny through the woods to Teesy’s land. He went straight for the chicken coop. I didn’t even dare try and stop him.

‘While Danny was chowing down on a poor chicken, and I was wondering what to do, I suddenly saw a shadow appearing out of nowhere. It was a man’s shape, and there was a sort of creaking noise, like he was closing a door behind him. He ran off, huffing and puffing, heading in a direction that would take him into town. I remembered that I’d seen a shed there before, and thought maybe it was invisible for some reason, and that’s why he’d seemed like he came out of nowhere. I nosed the door open, and was just about to go inside, when I heard a huge kerfuffle in the woods. I ran to see what was happening. Danny was there, all wolfy and very angry. He’d pounced on the man who’d come out of the shed. I think he would have killed him, but then he sort of flopped off him and whimpered. The man took his chance and ran again, and Danny started to lope away in the other direction, getting sick.’

‘The poison was setting in,’ Essie surmised. ‘Teesy’s chickens, they’d been fed Jinx. That’s how Danny was murdered.’

‘Makes a horrible sort of sense,’ said Egg with a shudder. ‘Anyway, I didn’t want to get anywhere near him, so I went hightailing it through the woods. I’d stopped for breath when I felt someone looming over me. I looked up just in time to see him – the same man who’d come out of the shed, and been in the fight with Danny. I legged it, but he kept coming after me, chucking things at me. Something that felt like a great big rock bashed me in the back of the head, and that’s the last thing I remember before I woke up again.’

I gently probed him, finding what felt like a nasty bump on the back of his head. ‘You poor thing. Egg, was it … was it Vince?’

‘I don’t know who it was. He was wearing a balaclava, which is the only reason I knew it was the same man who’d come out of the shed. He was bleeding, though, from his neck, I could see that much – Danny must’ve gotten a great big bite in before he got sick. But whoever he was, he left me for dead.’

Egg was hardly a common-looking cat. His pale fur, his yellow eyes … if Vince had knocked him out, hoping to kill him, then he knew it was Egg.

But that would mean he’d known about the shed, had been there in the early hours of the morning, long before he’d forced Essie to tell him what she saw. He’d seemed surprised by what we found inside, but maybe he was acting. Maybe he knew what was there all along.

‘Wait …’ Essie held up a hand. ‘If it was Vince, and Marbles was supposed to be tailing him while you tailed Danny, then wouldn’t he have followed Vince into the woods near Teesy’s? Unless …’ She dug her nails into the fabric of the chair, her eyes wide with fright. ‘Unless Vince had already bashed Marbles over the head, too.’

I got to my knees in front of her, rubbing her arms, trying to calm her. ‘Think about it, Essie. You’re bonded with Marbles. You’d know if he was dead, wouldn’t you?’

‘You didn’t know that Egg was unconscious!’

Crap, she had me there. ‘I’m sure I’d know if he was dead, though. You knew when your bond with Julian had been severed, didn’t you? So Marbles, he’s all right. Maybe he got in some sort of trouble, but cats have nine lives, don’t they?’

‘I think I must,’ Egg muttered. ‘Because that whack on the head should’ve done me in, for sure.’

I scooped him up, placing him onto my lap as I sat down on the chair. I really needed to rest for a moment, while I thought things through. I hadn’t eaten since lunch, and I was going to need some serious calories before I faced Vince – which I would have to do, if I wanted to find out what had happened to Marbles.

Egg tipped his head back and looked up at me. ‘You’re thinking of going to have it out with Vince, aren’t you?’

‘Get out of my head, cat.’

‘I’m not in your head. I’m not some icky vampire, am I? You just happen to be very, very predictable.’

‘It’s a bad idea,’ said Essie. ‘If Vince is capable of hurting Egg and maybe – maybe Marbles, too … then he’s not the man you knew, Belinda. This means we’re out of choices, doesn’t it? Do you think maybe it’s time to go back, and just … do it?’

‘I can’t do that!’ I gasped.

Egg looked at us both. ‘Can’t do what?’

‘Nothing,’ I said with a shake of my head.

‘We’ve forged some Redo Stones,’ Essie explained. ‘The stones will give Bell the ability to go back to the moment right before Vince was kidnapped, and stop it from happening. Without that event, his personality wouldn’t have changed. He wouldn’t be doing God knows what to innocent cats, or helping to set Teesy up, or whatever else it is he’s involved in.’ She stared at me. ‘He is involved in this. Maybe not from the start, but he’s part of the cover-up now, and the set-up too, probably.’

‘Then do it!’ Egg exclaimed. ‘What are you waiting for, Belly? Use those Redo Stones and change him back. I want the old Vince.’

‘It’s not that simple,’ I said with a sigh. ‘Seb, he – he’ll be hurt if I do this. He … well, apparently he loves me.’

‘Duh,’ scoffed Egg.

‘You knew?’

‘Anybody who had eyes could tell. But how will he be hurt?’

In a quiet, sad voice, Essie said, ‘Seb’s made an offering, so that Belinda can go back in time and do this. Once she uses the Redo Stones, he’ll be giving up any chance of ever being happy with her, or anyone, for the rest of his life.’

‘Oh.’ Egg hung his head. ‘Well then, we’re in a bit of a quandary, aren’t we?’

‘No,’ I replied. ‘We’re not. I’m not doing that to Seb, and that’s the end of it.’

Essie gave me a tentative smile. ‘Really?’

‘Really,’ I assured her.

‘Well, that’s good, I think,’ she said. ‘I’m very glad for Seb, but what does this mean for now? I still don’t think you can reason with Vince, Bell, not if he has Marbles.’

‘And if he’s lost his marbles,’ Egg muttered.

Essie rolled her eyes and said, ‘Well, that may be, but if he is the one who hurt Egg, and if he’s hurt Marbles too, there’s really no going back for him unless you do go back. In time, I mean.’

With a grunt of frustration, I said, ‘Haven’t we already gone over that? I’m not doing it. And I don’t need to reason with Vince, do I? You’re forgetting that we have magic, Ess. A lot of it, in your case. If Vince and whoever else are going to play dirty with the witches in this town, then maybe it’s time we play dirty right back.’


Chapter 22

The Perfect Plan


For the next half hour we plotted, coming up with some very interesting ways to get to the truth. I wished we’d done this days ago, but there was no point in brooding over what we should have done. We were here now, and we had a plan.

There was no time to waste though, so as soon as we decided what each of us was doing, we rushed for the door. As Essie yanked it open, we found ourselves face to face with Julian and Kim. Marbles was huddled in Julian’s arms, his eyes barely open.

‘We found him in the phone booth, slumped on the ground, looking …’ Julian sniffled. ‘Well, for a minute there, we thought he was a goner.’

‘But he’s all right,’ said Kim. ‘He’s okay. He’s just a little disoriented, I think.’

‘The rats were purple!’ Marbles shouted. ‘I’m telling you, they were purple.’

‘See?’ Kim lifted a brow. ‘Disoriented.’

‘I need some milk, some chicken, and some cheese, and then I’ll tell you everything – in a perfectly oriented manner,’ Marbles commanded, fully opening his eyes.

‘Yes, sir.’ Essie gave him a mock salute, took him in her arms, and carried him to the kitchen.

We got some food together for both cats, (and ourselves, too, as tummies were rumbling) chatting all the while. As we filled Julian and Kim in on what Egg had told us, the two cats seemed to be doing okay. They guzzled down their meals, muttering back and forth as they ate.

‘I don’t think there’s any lasting damage,’ Essie said with some relief as we sat down at the table with plates of cheese toasties and mugs of tea. ‘Why was Marbles in the phone booth, though, do you know? Why was anyone in the phone booth, come to that?’

‘Good point,’ I remarked. ‘It’s basically nothing but a toilet since everyone in town got mobile phones.’

‘I don’t know how Marbles wound up in there, not until he’s eaten his fill and tells us all,’ said Kim. ‘But the door was jammed shut with bricks piled against it so he couldn’t get out. Julian and I had been hanging around town, under an invisibility spell, waiting for Seb to break it to Belinda – we thought he might need a shoulder to cry on once they were done, but the prat went and teleported off by himself. That’s when we spotted Marbles.’

Looking at me with a slight frown, she added, ‘Everything seems to be the same, though. Seb did tell you about the you know what, didn’t he?’

‘Yes, he told me,’ I revealed.

‘Oh?’ she and Julian said in unison, both with questioning tones.

‘There’s a lot he didn’t tell me, though,’ I went on. ‘Thankfully, Essie filled in the gaps.’

‘Bell’s not doing it,’ said Essie. ‘I told her the full story – I know, I know, Seb’s going to throw a fit, but my twin can be very stubborn.’

‘Takes one to know one,’ I muttered.

‘Oh, thank the stars!’ Julian gave me a grin. ‘Who cares if Seb’s annoyed? If he didn’t have such a bloody martyr complex he would’ve realised it was a bad idea from the start.’

Marbles seemed to have finished eating, because he was sitting at his bowl now, licking a paw. With a knowing look in Julian’s direction, he said, ‘I’m going to borrow a recently used phrase from Belly here, and say: “Takes one to know one.”’

Julian cleared his throat. ‘Fine. Yes. I had a tendency to try and solve everything alone, but that’s exactly why I know how bad an idea this would be for Seb.’ He looked my way. ‘Anyway, I knew you’d never do it if you were given the full facts, Bell. The O’Maras are good women, through and through.’

‘And right now, we’re curious women,’ I said, looking at both cats. Egg had finished eating now, too. ‘So, Marbles, do you feel up to telling us how you came to be knocked out in the phone booth?’

I resisted the urge to cross my fingers, but I really wanted to. Even after all that had passed, I prayed that this had nothing to do with Vince.

‘Maybe you should rest for a while more,’ Essie cautioned, patting Marbles on the head as he made himself comfy on her lap. ‘You still look a little zonked to me.’

‘I’m all right,’ Marbles insisted, purring under her touch. ‘The rats were purple, that’s just a fact, and I’ll tell you all about them. But let’s get onto other stuff, first. Where were you all going when I came home?’

‘To save you,’ said Egg, taking his cue from Marbles, and launching himself onto my lap. ‘We had the perfect plan, until you all ruined it by turning up. It involved time travel, hot chocolate, a freezing spell and the illegal use of some Wayfarer equipment.’

‘Hot chocolate?’ Marbles shook his head. ‘Never mind that for now. I know who’s behind all this. I saw him up close and personal when he tried to kill me last night.’

My hand went to my heart. I couldn’t voice my question, but Marbles sensed it anyway. He looked levelly in my direction and said, ‘And some of the things I saw last night, Belly, you really won’t like.’
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Marbles’ story was hair-raising in parts, filling in what had happened from the time he and Egg parted ways. By the end of it, we had a good idea what had really been going on in town, but if we wanted to prove it, we would need evidence.

‘I think it’s time to put that plan we already had into action,’ said Essie, cupping her hands around a fresh mug of tea. ‘I mean, we won’t need the time travel to figure out who the killer is anymore, but the special hot chocolate recipe could definitely come in handy when we go talking to certain people in town.’

‘Yeah, I think you’re right,’ I agreed. ‘We’ll go get some from Ava. And …’ I looked down at my plate. ‘I think we could really do with Seb’s help as well. It’s okay if he won’t – we can get our hands on Wayfarer tech some other way.’

‘Captain Wood might just leave some scanners and whatnot “lying around” if I ask her nicely,’ Essie suggested. ‘But it will save us a lot of time if Seb doesn’t mind taking the risk. After what Marbles told us, we know we can prove this. And once the truth comes out, no one in this town is going to take issue with the Wayfarers getting involved.’

‘I’ll phone him,’ Kim said. ‘There’s no way he’ll say no, once I bring him up to date. Even if he’s off moping somewhere, he usually answers my calls.’ She gave me a slightly guilty glance as she spoke, and Essie caught it.

‘He told you that they kissed, didn’t he?’ she said with a gasp. ‘He never told me.’

Kim turned that guilty glance of hers on Essie. ‘A while ago I made Seb swear never to lie to me again. He’s stayed true to that, surprisingly.’

‘Anyway.’ I stood up, not wanting to stay on the subject of Sebastian any longer than we had to. ‘I think we’d better get going with this plan. I’m meeting Vince at the café tomorrow morning, and I want to have the proof we need by then.’


Chapter 23

I’ll Give You Reasons…


It was after midnight when we finally finished getting our evidence together. We were staying in Pendulay, all of us, even Ava, Rick, and some of our witnesses. And Seb.

He’d been out all evening working separately to us, doing everything we had asked of him, but when he’d finished up and arrived at the house, I’d bolted upstairs to bed.

Knowing we were under the same roof made me far too energised to sleep, but I’d do a jolly good job of pretending. Heck, I’d even throw in a fake snore if I had to (though Egg was snoring loudly enough for the both of us, so it might not be necessary).

I knew why Seb was staying here tonight. It was for the same reason as the rest of us. If word of our plans got out, the real killer might decide to act, attacking us now before we had the chance to reveal the truth. As long as we were together, so many powerful supernaturals in the well-warded Pendulay, we should be safe. But knowing the reason didn’t make me feel any less jumpy at the thought of sleeping so close to Seb.

I wanted to talk to him, but I didn’t dare. I’d only say something stupid, namely about how stupid he had been to even consider making a sacrifice like that for me. No one had told him that I knew, and that was the way I wanted it for now. We’d have the conversation soon enough, but in a house filled with so many people, the night before we revealed the real killer … well, it didn’t seem like the best time.

It was a little after half past one when I decided it was probably safe to go downstairs, just to get a break from Egg’s insanely loud snores. I had no idea how he hadn’t woken the whole house – either Pendulay’s walls were soundproof, or people were using earplugs.

I crept into the kitchen, and I was standing at the fridge with a milk carton in my hands when Seb’s voice broke the quiet, saying, ‘You had the same idea.’

I turned to look for him and saw him sitting in shadow, in an armchair Essie had positioned by the radio. He was holding up a glass of milk.

‘Oh, yeah, the milk – great minds and fools and such,’ I said. ‘I thought it would help me sleep. Did you warm yours up?’

‘Nope. I thought about it, but I didn’t want to go clattering saucepans about and wake anyone.’

‘Good point,’ I said. ‘Cold it is.’ I took far longer than necessary to get a glass and pour my milk, all so that I could keep my back to him. But there had always been something unignorable about Seb’s presence, and eventually I moved to take a seat by the table, a few feet away from his chair.

‘You em … you got through with everything okay, then?’ I asked.

‘Yup,’ he replied in monotone. ‘I even double-checked the scans I’d already done in the cave. I don’t think you want any more surprises before tomorrow morning, do you?’

‘Surprises would be very unwelcome,’ I agreed. ‘Thank you for doing all of this.’

He trailed a finger along his milk glass, not looking at me. ‘There’s a definite magical signature at Phil’s house, and some very interesting results at Teesy’s shed. There wasn’t any magical signature other than Teesy’s over at Dead Man’s Cove, and the telekinetic energy which was definitely Phil’s. But I did pick up a trace of the culprit’s aura near where we saw the pallet of bottles. It looks like they went there in person to switch Teesy’s tester bottle for the one with the potion. It’s only a matter of matching that aura at the café in the morning. With the latest tech, that’ll take all of about ten seconds.’

‘That’s amazing, Seb. That’s going to help our case. I know you’re breaking a lot of rules here, and I’m so grateful.’

‘No problem,’ he said, still not looking at me. ‘Although I have to admit, I don’t really get it. This is all kind of pointless, isn’t it? And maybe not too wise, either. I can kind of see why you might want to know the full truth before you go back and change things, but none of it really matters, in the end. This entire case will be different the second time around.’

‘Uh-huh,’ I said (possibly with a higher pitch than I would have liked). ‘You’re right, I suppose. Just dumb curiosity. But it’ll be morning soon enough, so we might as well see it through.’

‘I don’t agree. There’s too much that could go wrong. What if they don’t like what you have to say and have you arrested?’

‘That’s not going to happen – and on the off-chance that it does, well, that’s why you and Essie and everyone else will be there.’

‘I don’t know. I think you should just do it, Bell. Go get the stones and use them, and that way you can be sure that things go smoothly. In this new version of now, we’ll probably already have the killer behind bars.’

‘Yes, well … just be patient, all right? I’ll do it in my own time.’

‘Bell.’ His voice was a low, urgent whisper as he set his glass aside, leant his elbows on his knees and stared at me. ‘You’re being weird. Why are you being weird?’

‘I’m not being weird.’

‘You are. You scarpered the second I got back here tonight. I thought we were past all of that.’

‘We are. Of course we are. I was just … it was …’

While I reached for the right words, I saw that it was too late, because realisation was already washing over Seb’s features.

‘She told you,’ he stated.

‘What? Who told me what?’

‘You’re a terrible liar, Belinda O’Mara.’

‘Fine. I know what you tried to keep from me, but no one told me about it. I guessed.’

He snorted. ‘Sure you did.’

‘Yes, I did.’

‘No, you didn’t. Essie told you. I knew she wasn’t happy about this, but she doesn’t usually blab things when I ask her not to. I really thought she’d keep this to herself.’

I glared at him. ‘Oh, did you now?’ I questioned, tired of playing pretend. ‘And don’t you think that was an awfully big ask? Because I do. I think it was cruel, actually.’

‘Cruel?’ he repeated, his mouth hanging open. ‘How on earth was it cruel?’

‘Seb, if I was actually selfish enough to go through with this, I wouldn’t be the only person who’d remember this version of events, would I? While you’d be living in blissful ignorance, Essie’s power would mean she’d recall this whole thing. Didn’t you ever consider how that might make her feel?’

He blinked, looking away from me, his cheeks flushing with colour. ‘No, I suppose I didn’t. I knew she’d remember, but I just … I didn’t consider what that would mean for her. And I’m sorry about that. But Belinda, I’m not sure exactly what she told you – yeah, yeah, she didn’t tell you, you guessed – but I’m getting the impression that you think it’s a bigger deal than it is.’

‘I think this is one of the biggest deals of my life, actually.’

‘Well, there you go.’ He stood up, moving to the sink, turning his back to me. ‘Making a far bigger deal than necessary, just like I said. Essie must have exaggerated things, because it’s really not worth getting all worked up about.’

‘That’s a stonking great load of bull, Seb, and you know it. And you should be bloody glad I know the truth, actually. I can’t believe you wanted me to go through with that stupid Redo without knowing the ramifications.’

He spun to face me, a sneer on his face. ‘Ramifications? Don’t be dramatic, Bell. I had a bit of a crush, yeah, but I’m over it now. I’ve actually got a date with a very sexy vampire tomorrow night. So when you do change things, make sure you don’t change that, yeah? Esmerelda’s her name. A redhead.’ He grinned. ‘I do love a redhead.’

I stood up, crossing the floor until I was face to face with him. ‘You’re lying.’

‘No I’m not. Redheads are incredibly attractive. And much as they might try and deny it, they have fabulous tempers.’

‘You love me.’

He rolled his eyes. ‘You’re very pretty, Belinda. And if you just dyed your hair red, then I might give you a go, but as it is …’

I shook my head, groaning in frustration. ‘You are so annoying!’

‘Incorrigible, I’ve been told.’

‘You love me, Seb. I don’t know why you do, but I know that you do. This whole turning back time thing wouldn’t work, otherwise.’

‘Piffle.’ He wrinkled his nose. ‘Why am I using such English expressions? Have you ever heard an Irishman say piffle before? Or incorrigible, come to that. Well, you have now, I s’pose.’

I gripped his shoulder. ‘You love me.’

I watched the many expressions flitting across his face: scorn, denial, defiance, all of it fading away finally, and relaxing into weariness.

‘I’d like to carry on with my denials, I really would,’ he said with a sigh. ‘But this is just getting silly now, isn’t it? You know I love you, I know I love you, everyone knows I love you. I’m all right with that because soon even I won’t know anymore, and that’ll be grand. Ah, grand. Now that’s a proper Irish word, isn’t it? But Bell … it’s all right, really it is. There’s far too much love in the world already, don’t you think?’ He gave me a cheeky wink. ‘We need a little more lust and bedhopping, if you ask me. What are we, a bunch of puritans?’

I shook my head, gazing at him in wonder. ‘Why, Seb? Why on earth do you love me?’

His bravado fell away, and he shook his head. My hand was still on his shoulder, and he put his hand over it, giving me a gentle squeeze. ‘I really don’t like the emphasis you put on the “me” there, Belinda. Why on earth would it be a surprise that I could love you? That I would do anything to make you happy? That’s what love should be, don’t you think?’

‘That’s very sweet and everything,’ I murmured, hoping he couldn’t hear the thumping of my heart. ‘But you can’t go through with a sacrifice like this when you don’t even know me. If you got to know me better, you’d probably hate me, so it’s kind of crazy for you to give up so much, don’t you think?’

He tilted his head to the side, regarding me. ‘I see what this is. You want reasons. Okay, I’ll give you reasons. Although there’s a lot of them, so I don’t really know where to start. I could tell you that I saw a vision of my future and you were in it, but … I’m not really sure I believe in visions, anymore. This one certainly never manifested into a real-world relationship. Though when I first saw you at last year’s harvest party, there was a moment when I thought it might.’

He chuckled, thinking back. ‘You looked just like I knew you would. The colours in your hair, even the smell in the air was right. And when I got to hold your hand as I helped you out of that barrel, I might have gotten the kind of tingles that made me weak at the knees.’

‘And you saw a vision of that, before it really happened?’ I questioned, feeling weak at the knees myself. I’d felt tingles too, that day, and I’d spent every day since then denying what those tingles might mean.

‘Kind of,’ he told me, giving me a lopsided smile. ‘But not everything was right, because … well, you didn’t look at me like you did in the vision.’

‘How did I look at you in the vision?’

‘Like you loved me. So, like I said, I’m not so sure I believe in that kind of thing anymore. Anyway, there’s a lot more to love than the whole at first sight thing, isn’t there? I think what you really want to know is why I carried on loving you, for the last year, even when you made it very clear that you hated my guts.’

He paused, still with that wonky smile.

‘Why?’ I whispered.

‘Because …’ His voice was a low, delicious rumble. ‘Because so many reasons, Bell. Like how you trawl bargain bins in search of those old workout DVDs Rick loves, how you help Teesy sew – by hand, you crazy woman – the Halloween costumes for local kids every year. How you looked after Ava when she was sick, and the lengths you went to, trying to find a cure. How patient you were with Essie, when her memories were taking so much time to return. How sweet and caring you were when she was broken-hearted over Julian – you made her some epic cakes, by all accounts.’

‘I only followed Ava’s recipes. Anyway, how do you know about any of that?’

He gave me a sheepish smile. ‘I make Kimmy tell me everything she knows about you, that’s how.’

I put my hands on my hips, gasping in affected outrage. ‘Why sir, you have turned your good sister into little more than a spy!’

‘I have,’ he said. ‘And I’d do it again. Either way, Kimmy doesn’t mind. She thinks we’re written in the stars. She even told me about the amazing dinner you cooked for her and her boyfriend last Valentine’s Day.’

A wave of sadness came over me. ‘Vince had cancelled our plans at the last minute. I didn’t see why the food should go to waste. But really, I do these things once in a blue moon, Seb. I’m not some saint. I get these twinges of guilt that I haven’t spent enough time with people I love, so when I can do something for them, I do it. Most of the time I’m a crap friend, a crap niece, a crap sister, a crap everything. I’m just always so wrapped up in trying to get Vince better.’

He squeezed my hand softly. ‘Yeah, I’ve also heard about how you cry your eyes out every time you come back from visiting him, how much work you go to, trying to research and understand his trauma, to understand him, no matter how he treats you, no matter how much he messes with your head and your heart. And every time I heard one of those stories, my heart would hurt for you. I would wish I’d been lucky enough to meet you before Vince did. I would wish I was the guy you stuck by, the guy you would do anything for, no matter what.

‘I tried to stop wishing,’ he continued, ‘but every now and then, you’d do something that gave me hope again. Like last Winter Solstice, when I brought my presents round to Pendulay, we brushed off each other in the hall, remember? And you made this little shiver, and a breath came out, and you looked at me, really looked at me, for a moment, and sort of reached up to me. Of course, you snapped your hand away and scowled at me right afterwards and stormed out muttering something like “Stupid warlocks and their stupid hair.” What was so stupid about my hair that evening?’

I blushed, recalling the moment. ‘There were snowflakes in it. I got the sudden urge to brush them away. I don’t know what came over me. I was very annoyed with myself.’

‘You’re hard on yourself. Too hard. I get it, because I’m pretty hard on myself, too. But look …’ He moved his hand away from mine and stepped back. ‘I’m glad we know the truth now, and everything’s out in the open, but none of this really matters, does it? Or it won’t, once you go back. And I don’t think you should put it off. Just do it now, Belinda. Turn back time.’

I shook my head. ‘Nuh uh. Not doing it. And I don’t just mean that I’m putting it off until after tomorrow morning. I’m not doing it at all, Seb.’

‘Belinda, it’s really not the sacrifice you think it is.’

‘How can it be anything else?’

‘Because … before you, there was no one I loved, and after you there won’t be, either, whether you do this or not. So let me have this one thing, okay? Even if it’s just for a little while, even if I forget it once you’ve turned back time, let me enjoy this one short moment where I know that I’ve done something to make you happy.’

I stared at him, awed by the lengths he would go to, all for me. My heart thumped louder than ever, and my knees … if I didn’t hold onto something, preferably Seb, I might fold to the floor.

I had the strongest urge to touch his hair, to kiss him. And I would have done it, too, had Uncle Rick not chosen that moment to walk into the kitchen, swear beneath his breath, and switch on the ceiling lights.

‘What are the pair of ye doing standing here in the dark?’ he asked.

I turned my face away so he couldn’t see my embarrassment. ‘We … we didn’t want to wake anyone.’

Rick chuckled. ‘And ye think light penetrates walls, do ye? I’m going to make myself a hot milk. Want one?’

I shook my head, said, ‘I’m fine, thanks,’ and scurried out of the kitchen without glancing back.


Chapter 24

Hercule O’Mara


Islept surprisingly well after my whatever-it-was with Seb. A long-overdue confrontation? A romantic declaration? A beginning?

Even though I wasn’t yet sure what our future would hold, I felt strangely relaxed about it all. I sensed that I was moving in the right direction at last, after a year spent swimming against the tide.

However, I was not nearly as relaxed about this morning’s breakfast meeting with Vince. The café seemed like the perfect place to have everything out, once and for all, but I was terrified that something would go wrong.

Vonnie, who owned The Cop Shop (the one and only local café) was a good friend to the O’Maras, and she’d agreed to let us come over nice and early before she opened up, so that we could prepare for what was to come.

Vonnie was human, but her father had been a wizard and she’d lived in Granvar Bay all her life. She’d once worked in Vince’s position, for thirty years in fact, until she’d eventually retired as our local detective and opened up the café. She made amazing fresh doughnuts and creamy, delicious ice cream. But what Vonnie was truly known for was her breakfasts. She had a big appetite, and her serving sizes were a testament to that.

Once we were done with our preparations, Vonnie opened up. A little while later, I left through the back entrance, circled around, and re-entered through the front door. Vince hadn’t yet arrived, so I took a seat in the centre of the room, ordering a coffee and doughnut for myself, and a cooked breakfast for Vince.

It was as busy a morning as I’d hoped it would be, with many locals arriving at their usual times and taking their seats, carrying on as normal.

At twenty-five to nine Vince arrived. His face was ashen, and he let out a pained-sounding groan as he sat down across from me. ‘Sorry I’m late, Bell. Tough night.’

‘Oh really?’ I smiled at him. I knew very well that he’d had a tough night, but it seemed to me that it was of his own making. I’d popped into the Crab Man’s for a quick coffee during last night’s sleuthing, and he’d been asleep at the bar. According to Lauren, he’d been there for hours, along with a few others I was expecting to see this morning. ‘I’ve ordered you the Breakfast Supreme. That’s your favourite, isn’t it?’

He groaned again. ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘That’s very kind of you.’

‘Looks like Sean’s enjoying his.’ I glanced over to the counter, where Teesy’s husband was sitting with an enormous plate and a mug of tea in front of him. In the Cop Shop’s Breakfast Supreme there were four sausages, six slices of bacon, three slices each of black and white pudding, mushrooms, tomatoes, two fried eggs and four slices of fried bread.

As Vonnie topped up Sean’s tea, he said, ‘You make a fine breakfast, Vonnie. You’re a fine-looking woman too, so you are. Y’know, it’s been awful lonely up at the house since Teesy’s been arrested. I don’t know what to do with meself, sure I don’t.’

‘Oh, I’m sure Teesy will be out soon enough to tell you exactly what you can do with yourself,’ said Vonnie, giving him a murderous glare.

As she journeyed around the counter with Vince’s breakfast in hand, Vince looked at her and said, ‘I’m sorry to say it, Vonnie, but Teesy isn’t going anywhere. The hearing will be happening very soon, and I’m certain she’ll be found guilty.’

Vonnie grunted at him and slammed his breakfast down. I understood her anger. If she was still working as a detective, she would have run the investigation in a very different manner.

‘Wow.’ Vince pulled at his collar. ‘I wonder what’s wrong with her.’

‘She likes Teesy,’ I said. ‘Everyone in town does. Well, almost everyone.’

He looked down at his breakfast, no doubt still feeling a little sick from the night before. Tentatively, he cut a tiny piece off one of his sausages. ‘Yeah, well, not everyone knows Teesy’s true colours, do they?’

‘Huh.’ I regarded him with interest. ‘Hold that thought, will you? I’ve just got to go and do something.’

As Martin Huxley and one of his fellow council-members, his cousin Denise, made their way inside and took a seat, I stood up and walked to the door of the café, turning the lock and flipping the sign around. Everyone was here now, and thanks to a spell of Ava’s, no one else would come knocking until we were done.

Denise looked imperiously at us all (she was a woman who often looked imperious). She ran a pig farm on the north side of town and had a taste for large diamond rings. ‘I’m not sure why you’ve locked the door, Belinda darling, but you’ll have to open it again – and toddle out through it once you’re done, hm? You need to scram too, Sean. There’s a special meeting of the town council taking place here right now.’

‘Oh, I know,’ I said. ‘I called the meeting.’

‘You – you’re not on the council. The message came from Bob, didn’t it? He’s the secretary.’

Bob Cairns, who was tucking into a coffee slice, shook his head. ‘I thought it must have come from Martin.’

‘And you’re right, Denise,’ I said. ‘I’m not on the council. But until there’s been a vote for her replacement, Teesy has a right to choose anyone she likes to represent her. When I went to see her at her cell last night, she chose me, and gave me her password so I could log into the council’s admin email and send out the message.’

‘I’m just fine with that,’ Davey Maher mumbled. He wasn’t eating, just sipping on some black coffee. ‘It’s within the rules. Of course, Teesy should be here herself, far as I’m concerned. We all know that woman did nothing wrong.’ His eyes flashed angrily around the room, settling on one of the local gardaí, Terry Huxley, another cousin of Martin’s (the Huxleys were a big family). ‘Don’t we?’

Denise scowled. ‘Well, Terry’s definitely not on the council, is he?’ She looked at the garda sitting next to Terry. ‘Or Pat.’

‘No, that’s true,’ I conceded. ‘But they’re very aware of certain matters we’ll be discussing this morning, so I’m going to let them stay. There are another few people upstairs as well, who I think might want to listen in on proceedings.’

On my cue, Seb, Kim, Essie and Ava walked downstairs. Essie had Marbles in her arms, while Aunt Ava held Egg. Kim was clutching her laptop, and Seb held onto a camera which he brought to his eyes, looking around the room. I knew that it was no ordinary camera. Seb was using an aura filter, scanning the entire café for a match to the auras he’d recorded at various spots. After everything we’d learned last night, we had a good idea of who would match.

‘So,’ I said, ‘let’s get things started, shall we? The night before last, every member of the council – except Teesy and Davey – were over in the garda station, helping Vince to write some new town laws. You met up again last night, and you all got to read and approve these laws, written up in a handy little booklet. You held that second meeting at the Crab Man’s. You were all very impressed with the printing work, and planned to go visiting every supernatural in the area this afternoon, to hand out this booklet explaining what they can and can’t do.’

Martin and Denise flinched, and I smiled.

‘Oh, it’s all right,’ I assured them. ‘We’ve made very sure that everyone in this café this morning is in the know. No innocent humans shall be harmed in the making of these revelations.’ I looked around at everyone. ‘And there will be revelations. Some of you will be surprised by what you’re about to hear this morning. Some of you, not so much.’

‘Hark at her!’ Martin jabbed a thumb in my direction. ‘Who does she think she is, anyway? Hercule bloomin’ O’Mara? What revelations are you on about?’

‘Oh, don’t you understand?’ I asked. ‘I’m revealing who really killed Phileas Rafferty and Danny Maher.’ Egg and Marbles had insisted upon a big reveal, with everyone gathered in one room. After what those two brave kitties had been through to find the truth, I figured it was the least I could do.

‘As I was saying,’ I went on, ‘the local council, with the help of Vince Brady, have been very busy little bees. For those of us who weren’t involved in all of their recent meetings, why don’t I tell you a little of what they decided?’

Vonnie handed me a pile of booklets from behind the counter. I took the top one and leafed through.

‘It’s all a bit longwinded,’ I said. ‘But basically, if you want to remain in Granvar Bay as a supernatural, you can use none of your magic, whatsoever, or you’ll be arrested. There’s something even more concerning than that. According to this booklet, once you are arrested, the local constabulary and the town council have the right to disempower you by any means they choose, or siphon your power for themselves.’

‘It doesn’t say that!’ Vince objected. ‘It says we can siphon the power and do with it what we will.’

I looked levelly at him. ‘And the difference between that and what I said is…’

‘You’re insinuating that one of us might want to use that power for ourselves,’ he said. ‘When what we’d actually be doing is keeping it safe, so that it couldn’t do any harm anymore.’

‘Uh-huh.’ I arched a brow. ‘Sure you would. Because no one ever gets tempted by power, do they? Right now, from what I know, none of you have the means to siphon anything more than petrol.’ I let my eyes rove around the room again. ‘But someone here has certainly been working up a plan for more. So, when you all left the garda station the night before last, you went off on your separate ways. And some of you … some of you had a very interesting night, didn’t you?’

‘And how would you know, precisely?’ Denise questioned. ‘Were you using some kind of voodoo to spy on us?’

I let out a loud, frustrated exhale. ‘Why do you and Martin always think we do voodoo? This is Ireland, Denise. Anyway, who needs voodoo when you’ve got the Mystery-Solving Moggies as spies?’

Terry the cop blinked. ‘You’re saying that the cats are witnesses?’

‘They are,’ I confirmed. ‘You know perfectly well that these are intelligent familiars who can communicate with their witches.’

‘Maybe so,’ Terry conceded. ‘But it won’t be admissible in court. Says so in our new town laws, so it does.’

‘It’s nice that you’ve been kept in the loop, Terry,’ I said. ‘But they’re not laws, are they? Any new laws in Granvar Bay go before a public vote. These did not.’

‘They were passed due to the emergency of the situation!’ Denise shouted. ‘With supernaturals running riot, it’s up to the town council to do as they deem fit to get the situation under control. It’s all perfectly legal.’

‘You’re wrong,’ I informed her. ‘Emergency legislation is only allowed under certain conditions, and it requires all council members, or their representatives, to vote. Neither Davey nor Teesy were asked to take part. You wasted a lot of paper and ink on something that you can’t legally put into action.’

Before she had a chance to argue, I turned to Davey.

‘Last night, Ava and I paid a visit to your house, and you told us some things, didn’t you, Davey?’

He twitched in his seat. ‘I did, yeah. I have to admit, I was afraid to talk to you – to anyone – about what I suspected, especially after what happened to Danny.’ His chest heaved, and he sucked down a sob. ‘But I’m glad I copped onto meself and let you in. It’s about time I told the truth.’

I hoped my guilty pang wasn’t obvious. Davey had been just as reluctant for visitors last night as he had been earlier on yesterday. I’d used my magic to unlock his door, and once it was open a crack, Ava performed a spell that wafted the scent of her hot chocolate through his house.

It had taken him about two seconds to bound down the stairs and accept the drink. And a few minutes after he began to drink, he had opened up to us. Having been tricked that way by Ava more than once, I didn’t want to do it to someone else. But with Teesy’s freedom at stake, I was willing to use a little magical help.

The café had grown quiet, so Davey continued to talk. ‘You all knew my little brother. He was a good fella. Brave, funny, hardworking. But sometimes, sometimes he could be the biggest eejit on the planet, so he could. He always looked up to Martin, but I don’t think the feeling was mutual. I think Martin’s always used Danny, to be honest. Anyway, for a while before he died, Danny was saying awful odd things, about how Teesy and Phil were a lot worse than I thought they were. I knew those weren’t my brother’s words. He was parroting Martin.’

He took in a deep breath, his whole body shaking. ‘You’ll have all heard about the note that Honey’s supposed to have written. Well, I was in the room when Danny found it. One minute there was nothing on the table, and then suddenly Danny shouts out about finding it there. I think he planted it. I mean, he must’ve tried his best to make it look the part, God love him, but the fire hadn’t touched the room we were in, and yet the note was burned round the edges. Even if I hadn’t seen the empty table before he planted the note, I still would’ve thought it was odd.’

‘Now, Davey,’ said Martin, standing up suddenly and rushing over. ‘That’s an awful serious allegation, don’t you think, without your brother here to defend himself? You’re feeling lost now, all over the place, so you are. But Danny was a good man, and he wouldn’t have planted anything. Hun, she was a faery, did you all know that? She had terrifying magic, magic you can’t even imagine. She could have come back and left it there without you seeing it.’

‘She could have,’ said Davey. ‘But I’m ninety-nine percent sure that she didn’t. Danny told me he was working for you, Martin. The night before he died, and on the night itself, too, he went out to do your bidding, and he went in his wolf form.’ He choked back a sob and glared at Martin. ‘That last night I saw him, I think … I think he meant to sneak out after I went to sleep, but we argued all night, and I think he left earlier than he planned. The last few hours I spent with Danny, we spent fighting, and I blame you for that.’

While the rest of the café remained quiet, Martin let out a sad-sounding sigh. ‘Oh, Davey, Davey, Davey, you don’t understand. Yes, Danny was working for me on and off, but he wasn’t doing anything underhanded. He was helping to protect me, and others, sniffing out illegal potions so we could make sure no one else was hurt by Teesy’s concoctions.’ He looked over at Dr Hannity. ‘The doc can confirm that, can’t you, doc? You know what’s up.’

Before the doctor could say a word, Davey stood up, towering over Martin. ‘He was sniffing out nothing! Danny told me himself that you asked him to steal Teesy’s chickens. He thought he was going to get a big payout from you, except I don’t think you ever were going to pay him. I think you set him up. I think you sent him out that night to die, so you could tie another murder to Teesy. You poisoned those chickens, didn’t you? You killed my brother.’

There was a collective intake of breath, the entire café staring between the two men. The silence only broke when Sean slurped his tea.

‘Oh, Davey,’ said Martin, letting out another sigh. ‘It’s very clear to all of us that you’ve gone mad in your grief. We won’t hold it against you, lad. When you’ve come to your senses, I know that you’ll admit that all of this has been nothing but lies.’

Davey growled, and Ava walked over to him, rubbing a hand against his arm to calm him.

‘Davey isn’t lying, Martin,’ I said. ‘Everyone knows he’s a man to be taken at his word.’

‘Not in this state,’ Denise argued. ‘He’s lost his mind to grief, we can all see it.’

Gaslighting was clearly the tactic of the day. As half of the café mumbled their agreement with Denise, I glanced at Seb. Thankfully he didn’t give me an I told you so look.

Though I hadn’t admitted it to Seb last night, I’d been just as worried as he was about how this would go. We had plenty more evidence against Martin, but if the whole town continued to side with him no matter what proof I presented, this wasn’t going to end well. It would wind up being the Wayfarers against Granvar Bay. Yes, the Wayfarers had the magic and the might, but I really didn’t want it to come to that, and neither did they.

From the moment I’d decided to reveal all at the café this morning, I’d known it wasn’t only about getting the truth out there – it was about making people accept it.

‘Well then,’ I said. ‘Why don’t we talk to a witness Martin would prefer?’ I turned and smiled at Dr Hannity. ‘You know what’s up, apparently. Why don’t you tell us? Is it true, what Martin says? Was Danny employed to sniff out dangerous potions?’

The doctor looked nervously at Martin, then at Davey, and finally at me. ‘No.’

There was a ripple of shock around the room. Ava and I weren’t as surprised as the others, though, as we’d paid the doctor a visit the night before, armed with more of her hot chocolate.

As the doctor launched into his story, Martin attempted to speak over him, but Vonnie shook her head and said, ‘Give him a chance to speak, you ignorant wee pup.’

‘I’ve had a bad year or two,’ said Dr Hannity. ‘I don’t want to go into the ins and outs of it, but let’s just say I was having second thoughts about living among so many supernaturals.’

I already knew the ins and outs. When one of the Trent brothers had been impersonating Vince, the doctor was threatened to go along with everything the fake Vince wanted him to do, including falsifying postmortem results. Fearing for his family, the doctor had done all that was asked of him.

‘So,’ he continued, ‘when I got visits from patients saying they’d had bad reactions to Teesy’s potions, I was far from a happy man. They told me about illnesses and out of the ordinary behaviour, all after taking Teesy’s stuff. They told me there were lots more in town who were having the same issues. I have to admit, I never found anything wrong with these patients, but they brought me samples of potions that had some pretty iffy things in them – addictive qualities, mind-altering qualities, things that would harm the gut.’

‘And did that surprise you?’ I asked.

‘It should have,’ he said. ‘I’ve actually prescribed Teesy’s potions from time to time. For years I trusted her completely, and no one ever had a problem with a thing she made. But when all this started to happen, I admit I was in somewhat of a fog. And Martin, he was there for me one hundred percent, saying all the right things. Or the wrong things, depending on your perspective. I now believe that he’d been priming me, taking advantage of how low I was feeling, how scared I’d become of witches. It never occurred to me to ask Teesy about what she was making, or to check her batches. And it certainly never occurred to me that all of those folk complaining about Teesy, well, every single one of them was a crony of Martin.’

He gave Ava a shamefaced stare. ‘I’ve known the women of your coven all my life. But Martin was just … in my head, I’m sorry to say. He twisted everything. He even used little Belinda’s regular absences from town to his advantage. He told me Belinda had confided in him that there was dark magic going on up at the O’Mara land. He said she was spending all her time in Dublin because she didn’t want to be a part of it anymore.’

I felt my face flush, horrified that I’d unwittingly given Martin the fuel he needed for one of his lies.

‘I can assure you all,’ I said, ‘that I did not say that to Martin. He and I barely talk. My coven is made up of wonderful people, Teesy included, and dark magic never takes place on our land.’

‘But you can’t deny that you’ve been spending much less time here for going on a year now, can you?’ said Martin.

‘It was for personal reasons,’ I said stiffly, feeling a little nauseous. The noise was on the increase, whispers rippling around the room. I could see now, firsthand, how good Martin was at manipulation. ‘My coven had nothing to do with it. Dr Hannity, why don’t you get on with what you were saying?’

‘Yes. Yes, I … well, I let my fears get in the way of good sense,’ he said. ‘And I went along with everything Martin asked of me. Even … even as far as keeping news of this out of the paper. He said we didn’t need the Wayfarers getting involved, that the supernaturals were the problem, not the solution, and I … I did exactly as he asked. Using my council vote in favour of his proposals, printing up those booklets, all of it. But little niggles have been building, and I’m very sure that Martin was playing me like a fiddle all along. Me, and every other member of this council. We need to get the Wayfarers involved. We need proper evidence to find out what’s really been going on around here.’

Martin rolled his eyes. ‘Doc, you’re talking like some sort of conspiracy theorist, so you are. Are you honestly saying that patients lied to you, to help set Teesy up?’

‘I am,’ said Dr Hannity. ‘And I’m saying you put them up to it. I grant anonymity to my patients, so I can’t name them, but all except one of them are in this room right now, and ye all know who you are. And the only man who’s missing is dead.’

He’d named them last night, under the influence of the hot chocolate. The people complaining about Teesy’s potions had been Terry, Denise and Danny.

‘Oh dear,’ said Martin. ‘I see what’s happening here. You know you’re getting too old for the job and you’re afraid the council will replace you, so you’re siding with Belinda. Maybe she’s offered to do a spell or two for you in return. Whatever she promised you, it’s not worth it, doc. Gifts from a witch are as bad as a gift from the devil himself.’

The doctor stood up. ‘I’m not finished, Martin. You’ve asked me to tell outright lies for you, and you know it, and I’m going to tell everyone in this room about it.’

Martin tried to interrupt again, but Vonnie said, ‘Shut it,’ in such a commanding tone that he changed his mind, sitting sullenly on a stool, glaring at the doctor but not saying a thing.

‘Tell us, doc,’ I encouraged.

The doctor looked around the room. ‘Martin said that if Detective Brady came to me and asked me what time Honey left my clinic, I was to lie. Except … Detective Brady never did ask me. He never came to speak with me at all.’

So much for a thorough investigation. I glanced over at Vince, but he wouldn’t meet my eyes.

‘And what time did Honey leave your clinic?’ I questioned. ‘Could she have, as we’ve all been told, rushed back to her house while the fire brigade were still there, and left a note blaming Teesy for Phil’s murder?’

‘No, definitely not,’ said the doctor. ‘Examining Honey for smoke inhalation didn’t take me too long. And straight afterward, Martin came and collected her from my clinic, and he took her to a hotel. She couldn’t possibly have gone back to her house, could she? I watched Martin driving off with her, so I did, and I haven’t heard a thing from her since.’

Martin pointed furiously at Dr Hannity. ‘He’s lying! Lying through his teeth! Hun left that note, and not a one of you can prove otherwise. You’d need to get someone to compare her handwriting, and you’re never going to be able to do that.’

‘Why not, Martin?’ I asked softly. ‘Is it because you think that, by now, Honey might be dead?’

While his mouth hung open, I smiled. ‘Well, luckily for all of us,’ I said, ‘Honey is alive and well.’

I moved behind the counter, opened the door there, and called up the stairs: ‘Julian! Can you bring Honey down?’


Chapter 25

The Accomplice


‘Thanks so much for joining us this morning,’ I said, as Honey took a place at the counter, sitting in between Julian and Seb.

She shrugged shyly. ‘Well, when Julian and Essie came to see me last night and told me what was happening, I knew I had to come back and set things straight.’

‘And we appreciate it,’ I told her with a smile. ‘That’s what most of us here want, I think – to set matters straight, and get to the truth. As you’ve been listening from upstairs, you’ll have heard what Dr Hannity said about Martin taking you to a hotel. That would mean, I suppose, that you didn’t write a note accusing Teesy, dropping it off at the house you shared with Phil before leaving town?’

‘Of course I didn’t, and a handwriting expert would probably be able to prove that in three seconds flat. Teesy is not a murderer, but Martin is.’

‘Hm, you sound very sure of that,’ I said, tapping my fingers against my chin. Egg told me it would make me look like a real detective. In reality, I feared it just made me look itchy. ‘Can you tell us a little but more about how it happened that Martin took you to a hotel?’

‘After the fire, Dr Hannity wanted to give me a checkup. As I calmed down, I started to think over the fire, how odd it had been. The flames had been magical, and I’d been locked inside the house with a boundary spell. I could see the magic – fae eyes are a lot stronger than most. It looked to me like the spell was running down, as if it was timed, you know? But I couldn’t risk waiting for it to run itself out – I might have been dead by then. Luckily, I broke through it easily enough. I knew that while the Wayfarers might not be able to see the magic with their own eyes, their equipment would pick up its traces. I told Dr Hannity he had to call them, so that they could use their tech to find the arsonist – I figured it was likely to be the same person who killed Phil. But before the doc could make a call, Martin arrived. He told me the Wayfarers would be sending someone to speak with me soon, and they wanted me to go somewhere safe in the meantime. He said they’d booked me a hotel room in one of the hidden enclaves, and he’d been tasked with taking me there himself.’

‘Himself?’ I repeated. ‘That’s interesting. The Wayfarers have no knowledge of such an arrangement, do they, Seb?’

‘Definitely not,’ said Seb.

‘Wow, so that’s a big lie, isn’t it?’ I remarked. ‘And what happened next, Hun? You went to a hotel in Martin’s car?’

‘We did. I’m sure any number of traffic cams would have picked up our journey. Afterwards, I did think it was unusual for the Wayfarers to ask a human to drive me there, but at the time I was in shock. Once we got to Dublin, Martin was able to access a hidden enclave and take me straight to the Hilltop Hotel. He had a Pendant of Privilege, so he could get into the enclave even though he was human. Now that I think back on it, it was a very well-worn pendant, and he knew his way around, so I’d say he’s been there a lot.’

‘Strange, for someone who dislikes the supernatural world,’ I commented. ‘We’ll talk more about what happened at the hotel in a minute. First, can you take me back a bit? Because you have a theory about all of this, don’t you, Honey? You think you’ve figured out how Phil was murdered.’

‘Yeah, I do,’ she said. ‘I – when I moved to Granvar Bay to be with Phil, I didn’t expect things to go downhill so quickly. But as soon as he asked me to lie about who I was, I think that the writing was on the wall.’

‘Why did he ask you to lie?’

‘Phil said this town had a delicate balance, and there’d been a lot of anti-supernatural rumblings among certain council members. If people found out a supernatural as powerful as a faery was among them, it could tip things over the edge. I hated lying, and I missed home so much, but it became obvious that Phil loved this place too much to move.’

She gave us a sad little shrug. ‘I wish I knew then what I know now – that sometimes, no matter how much you love someone, it’s best to let them go. Anyway … one night, I was in the Crab Man’s, and I’d had one too many. I got talking to Martin. He’s a good-looking guy, you know, and he was so sympathetic that night, not at all like Phil described. Phil was off on a potion sale with Teesy, and I brought Martin back to the house.’

Her cheeks turned puce. ‘Nothing happened, we just drank and talked. But … now I believe that while he was pouring me some generous measures, he was actually pretty sober himself. He got to talking about Phil, about how poorly he was treating me. He started saying it’s a pity it’s not easier to stake a vampire. He said it like he was joking, but … he then mentioned a substance he’d heard of that could essentially stake a vampire from the inside out. He said he had some, but he doubted it would actually work. Stupidly, I didn’t see he was leading me in the direction he wanted. I – I walked right into it, and told him there was a missing ingredient – fae-song, one particular note, was needed to activate the poison. When he asked me to sing that note, I was dumb enough and drunk enough to do it.’

She gritted her teeth. ‘I now believe that he recorded my singing onto a tape. I think he’d been following Teesy and Phil, and he knew their set-up – Phil liked Teesy to drop the potions off in the caves, so he could feel like it was the old days again. And Phil always took a bottle of The Greatest Day for himself, from the top right corner of the pallet. Their routine never varied. Knowing that, and having my fae-song recording set to play at just the right time … there was no way Martin could fail. It was the perfect plan. Or it would have been, I suppose, if you hadn’t figured it out.’

‘Yeah, that is a pity,’ I said. ‘For Martin.’ I glowered at the man in question. ‘I suppose you planned for this to end a lot sooner. You thought Teesy’s potions would remain in the cave at Dead Man’s Cove after Phil was murdered. That would lead the cops to Teesy. And Honey, the only one who might be able to pin this crime on you, would be dead by then. But instead, Phil used his telekinesis to send the potions out of the cave, and Honey, well … she had the gall not to stay trapped in that house and die in the fire.’

I turned to address the room. ‘But Martin soon rallied, didn’t he? He had Danny pretend to find that note, laying the blame on Teesy. And when the note wasn’t quite enough, he decided that he’d better pin another crime on Teesy, to hurry things along. He didn’t care if Danny had to die to make that happen.’

Smiling coldly at Martin, I said, ‘I suppose with everyone following your every word, you thought you’d get away with it. But we have all the proof we need to put you away. Those traffic cameras along the road to Dublin recorded you. As did the cameras in the Hilltop Hotel, where you took Honey. She had no idea what was going on back here, because thanks to your little arrangement with Dr Hannity, it didn’t even make the paper. So, you’ve been fobbing her off for the last couple of days while you worked out how to get rid of her for good. You even made a call to her number, pretending to be a Wayfarer, telling her to stay put. You messed up a bit when you used a phone registered to you, and despite your call, Honey was getting impatient. She’d been trying to call Teesy – Teesy’s phone was in police custody, locked away in a safe and all out of battery, but soon, Honey might start to phone others in the town. You couldn’t have that, could you?’

‘Someone stole my phone,’ he said sullenly. ‘It’s been missing for days. The real culprit must have been using it.’

‘Unlikely,’ I said with a roll of my eyes. ‘Finally, last night, you thought you had the means to put an end to Honey for good. You only spent a few minutes at her hotel room, telling her that everything was in hand, and when you left the room, you left a little surprise behind. You had a jar which contained Phantasma, which you opened up in her room. For those who don’t know, Phantasma is made of lots of tiny particles, which, shortly after release, turn into frightening creatures with a deadly bite. Sometimes they take the form of vampires or wolves or ghosts or ghoulies – in this case, a little while after they were released, they turned into bright purple rats.’

‘Purple rats!’ he spat. ‘That’s some imagination you have, witch.’

‘Oh, they’re very real, and you know it,’ I retorted. ‘You thought that the rats would bite her as she slept, killing her, and then … poof! The Phantasma rats would evaporate, leaving no trace of your crime behind. But it didn’t work out that way, because Julian and Essie arrived, and helped Honey to destroy them.’ I shook my head at him. ‘You really will stop at nothing, won’t you, Martin?’

For a while, there was quiet, as people shifted away from Martin. Even Martin took his time to come up with a response.

‘Liar,’ he accused after a few seconds, his voice shaking. ‘Everyone in this room knows you’re lying. Your sister and her fella are lying about those Phantasma things. And there’ll have been someone else driving with Honey, using a glamour spell, driving a car like mine to fool the traffic cameras. Pretending to be me at the hotel, too. All of this can be faked – that’s why supernaturals are so dangerous, and why we need them out of this town. This was all part of Honey and Teesy’s plan – the pair of them were planning on setting me up, all along.’

Sticking up a shivering hand, Terry Huxley said, ‘But Martin, you did ask some of us to lie to Dr Hannity. The doctor’s telling the truth about that. I … I shouldn’t have done it, I know, but you swore there were people who had been hurt by Teesy’s potions, who were afraid to come forward, and you said we’d be doing our civic duty by reporting it for them. There never was anyone hurt by her potions, was there?’

Terry turned warily to Vince. ‘And you, Detective Brady, what’s your part in all this? Martin asked the doc to lie to you, but he might as well have saved his breath, seeing as you never bothered to ask him what time Honey left. You told me and Pat that you had asked. You told us that note wasn’t a plant, but it was.’

Vince said nothing, just sat there silently.

Martin squared his jaw, folded his arms and said, ‘They’re lying, all of them. All of this is a load of piffle, that’s what it is.’

Seb and I shared a small smile. ‘It’s certainly not piffle,’ I said. ‘And Martin, if you don’t think that cameras and witnesses are evidence enough, did you know that even human beings have an aura, unique to every one of them? You certainly have one, and it was recorded at the cave at Dead Man’s Cove, placing you there on the morning of Phil’s death while you set up the tape player. It was found at Teesy’s property, too, connecting you to Danny Maher’s death.’

Seb nodded and held up Kim’s laptop. He had plugged the camera into it a few minutes earlier, to run the aura-matching software. ‘It’s indisputable, Martin. You were there. Your aura is a perfect match.’

‘Well, it’s a good thing we all know not to trust your spooky Wayfarer tech, isn’t it?’ Martin bellowed. ‘Council members, guards, you know in your guts that these freaks can’t be trusted. It’s time for us all to band together and arrest these witches and werewolves. They’re trying to bewitch us all with their lies and their magic, but we know better than that, don’t we? Us humans, we have to stick together. Go on! Get them!’

I looked around the room, bracing myself for the worst. Even after all they’d heard, some of them might still take Martin’s side.

When no one moved, except to shake their heads or tut at him, I breathed a sigh of relief and said, ‘Take off your scarf, Martin.’

He steeled his jaw and crossed his arms.

‘Is that a no, Martin? You feel like you need it on a hot August morning, do you? Or are you keeping it on because there’s a bite mark underneath, courtesy of Danny? You didn’t expect him to be there when you went to Teesy’s property the night before last, did you? But he’d come early, rushing out of his house after his fight with Davey. He knew the second he bit into Teesy’s chicken that it was poisoned. He might have had wolf-brain at the time, but he'd enough cop-on to finally put it together, to see that you were happy to kill him, all to further your agenda. The poison set in before he could do much, but he got one decent bite in, didn’t he? So why don’t you take the scarf off, Martin, and let everyone in the room see it for themselves.’

When he still refused, Vonnie lunged across the counter and yanked off his scarf. ‘Ooh, that looks nasty,’ she said. ‘Good thing for you it didn’t happen on a full moon.’

She wasn’t wrong. Danny had taken a huge chunk from the side of Martin’s neck. It was oozing slightly, and it needed medical attention – preferably from a magical healer.

Davey stood up, staring at the bite. With a sad smile, he said, ‘Good man yourself, Danny. You couldn’t have bitten a more deserving man. But what I still can’t figure out is … why? Martin, why do you hate us so much? What has Teesy or Danny or any supernatural in this town ever done to you?’

‘Oh, he doesn’t hate you,’ I said. ‘He doesn’t hate any of us. He wants what we have. Power. Magic. You see, Kim – that pretty blonde over there – she and her boyfriend are very good at digging up records. They discovered that Martin once attended night classes at Wentforth’s, a college for wizards, in an attempt to learn to channel magic for himself. He was useless at wizardry, but he made some dodgy friends, friends who introduced him to the worst places in the hidden enclaves. Places where all sorts could be purchased, such as the poisons he used to murder Danny and Phil. Of course, Martin didn’t do everything alone.’

I turned to look at Vince. ‘Martin had an accomplice,’ I said. ‘And I don’t mean Terry or any of the others who he convinced to lie. I mean someone who knowingly helped him do terrible things. Marbles saw Martin and this accomplice together, the night Danny was killed.’

I moved back to the table, sitting across from my fiancé. ‘Vince, you said you had equipment which could rival what the Wayfarers have. But if you had that kind of equipment, you would have easily seen Martin’s aura at the crime scenes, and his accomplice’s aura and magical signature. So … how did you miss these things? You told me you’d verified that the note was written by Honey, but that’s not true either, is it? You didn’t even bother to check with the doctor about what time she left. So what is the truth, Vince? Tell us, please.’

He mumbled something that no one could hear.

‘We didn’t catch that,’ I said, feeling sick to my stomach.

‘I …’ He stared up at me, his eyes filled with pain. ‘I didn’t see the point. I know I told you I’d looked into things, but I hadn’t bothered, because I thought it was an open and shut case.’

‘Yes,’ I said sadly. ‘I expect you did. I expect that during your months of daily phone calls with Martin, he’d primed you quite well for what he was planning. He’d convinced you in the same way he’d convinced our usually fair-minded doctor. You came to believe that Teesy’s potions were harmful, that werewolves were running amok, that there really was something to fear here in Granvar Bay.’

‘Martin had no reason to lie, though, as far as I knew,’ Vince told me, a note of pleading in his voice. ‘Of course I was going to believe him.’

‘And now?’ I challenged. ‘Are you going to do what you should have done in the first place? Accept help from the Wayfarers? Accept that Martin lied to you, all along?’

He nodded. ‘Of course I am. I might have been a fool, but I’d never knowingly go along with something like this. I think you’re right, it’s time to get the Wayfarers involved. But Belinda, who’s the accomplice?’

I felt broken-hearted for Teesy, as I said, ‘Teesy’s husband, Sean O’Mara. He’s the accomplice.’


Chapter 26

Where I Belong


‘For a while now,’ I said, standing up and glaring at Sean, ‘things haven’t been going your way. After a few blissful years when Teesy did everything you asked of her, gave you everything you asked for, she suddenly stopped playing ball. You wanted her to cut Phil out – she could have made so much more money on her own – but instead she stood by her friend and business partner. You wanted her to cut corners by using cheaper ingredients, you even tried to convince her to brew some truly illegal potions she could have charged a lot for, like love potions – but she refused. And that annoyed the heck out of a leech like you.’

I gritted my teeth and looked away, too disgusted with the sight of him. While everyone else had been tense from the moment I closed the door, he had been happily eating his breakfast, and had cleared the entire plate.

‘Like Honey, you enjoy a drink, don’t you, Sean?’ I went on. ‘Like Honey, you got into a conversation with Martin one night. He bought every single round – even got the expensive stuff for you. We can’t know exactly what the two of you talked about that night, but we can guess. Martin had the perfect plan, but he needed a witch to help him with certain aspects – like the fire and the boundary spell on Phil’s house, which he thought would trap Honey inside while she died. Well, Sean, you underestimated Honey’s power and overestimated your own. Your magical signature is all over that house.’

‘I didn’t kill anyone though, did I?’ said Sean. ‘I only sold my magical services to Martin so I could help Teesy out with money. I thought Martin wanted me to do it for a practical joke, so I did.’

‘Sure you did,’ I drawled. ‘It’s true that you had nothing to do with procuring the poisons that murdered Danny and Phil, but you did help Martin experiment on the chickens, and you created the Phantasma, too. Your magical signature is present in the cauldrons at Teesy’s shed, cauldrons you brewed in. Yours and Martin’s auras are there too, proving recent activity.’ I glanced at Seb. ‘Isn’t that right?’

Seb gave a nod of confirmation. ‘Absolutely.’

I smiled at him. ‘Thank you, Seb. So you see, Sean, we know you’re the one responsible for that part of things. And Marbles witnessed you, when you came into town on the night of Danny’s death, to meet up with Martin. You would have met him at the shed, but you changed your plans when you saw the angry werewolf on the loose. You rubbed some salve on Martin’s bite – you were ever so gentle, according to Marbles – and then the two of you made an exchange. You handed over the jar of Phantasma particles, and Martin handed you an enormous wad of cash. Maybe Martin intended to use the entire jar of Phantasma on Honey, but when he spotted Marbles and realised yet another cat was on his tail, he trapped Marbles in the phone booth. But not before he released some of the Phantasma, thinking it would kill him. Perhaps splitting up the batch that way is why Honey and Marbles survived. Or perhaps you’re just as useless at making Phantasma as you are at everything else.’

‘You can shut it with the snide remarks!’ cried Sean, his jaw working angrily. ‘I was put in an impossible position by that so-called wife of mine. She never appreciated my input – refused every suggestion I made, so she did. What else was I supposed to do?’

‘Oh, I don’t know,’ said Ava, her voice dripping with revulsion. ‘You could have moved out and looked after yourself for once, and left her in peace.’
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It wasn’t long before the Wayfarers arrived in town, Seb going along with them to regather all of the evidence, and make things official. Once again, he was heading up the investigation. The town council (what was left of it) had been nearly unanimous in the decision that he should take charge. They had also voted to oust Martin as their head, though I doubted there was much he would be able to do from prison, anyway.

As I stood on the street next to Teesy, watching as Sean was taken away, I squeezed her hand.

‘I’m so sorry,’ I whispered.

She gave me a sad smile. ‘Don’t be sorry, my girl. Just promise me you’ll never make the same mistakes as I did. Being lonely is a lot better than having the wrong man in your life.’

‘I think you’re right about that.’

‘Speaking of …’ She freed her hand from mine and nodded at the door of the café. Vince was emerging, and he was walking in my direction.

With my heart racing, I met him halfway.

‘Can we go for a stroll?’ he asked me. ‘Maybe on the beach?’

‘Sure,’ I agreed, walking along next to him. ‘That took a while.’

‘And every second of it was excruciating.’

He’d been upstairs with Captain Gretel Wood of the Wayfarers for over an hour, giving his statement about the case so far, and detailing all of the evidence he’d chosen to ignore. After the arrests were made, Vonnie had been kind enough to let interviews take place on her premises – Wayfarers liked to eat just as much as our local gardaí did, so she was probably making a good profit.

Now that people knew Teesy was innocent, so much more was coming to light. Martin had been manipulating half of the town for months, laying the groundwork for his plan.

‘You must hate me right now,’ Vince said.

I shook my head. ‘I could never hate you. But I must admit, there’ve been times over the last couple of days when, well, I wondered about just how much involvement you had in all of this.’

‘I can’t say I blame you. When the doc was talking, I heard so much of myself in what he said. I’ve been in a fog too, Bell, for so long now. And anytime I tried to find my way out, the world outside was just too scary. So I went back into the fog. I could see how much you needed me to be my old self. I could feel how much I was hurting you, but … my own pain was just too much. You’ve been telling me for a long time now that I should take the Wayfarers up on their offer of counselling. And just now, I finally did. I spoke to Captain Wood about it, and I start tomorrow afternoon.’

We’d just stepped onto the sand, and I stopped and smiled at him. ‘That’s brilliant, Vince. I’m so happy that you’ll be getting the help you need.’

‘I also … I also told Captain Wood that I did something really stupid. You’ve probably already guessed this, but a while ago I told Martin about Time Witches, and the Master Siphon.’

I couldn’t disguise my disappointment. ‘I feared you had, but I hoped you hadn’t. A man with his obsession with magic, he wouldn’t have gone ahead with this if he didn’t think it would lead him to something like the siphon in the end. According to what Kim dug up, he’s always been obsessed with dark objects, objects that might finally give him the power he craves. And he’d have been sneaking around and gathering up enough gossip to know you might lead him to the kind of thing he wanted.’

He grimaced. ‘I see that now. I see where it was all going, how far I was going, and it’s painfully clear what it could have led to. It’s just … every time he called me he had yet another story to tell. I know now that they were lies, but I couldn’t see it at the time. He’d tell me that Teesy did this or that, that yet another vampire went on a rampage, or a werewolf bit someone.’

He snorted out a laugh. ‘That last lie is kind of ironic, given recent events. But … one day he called me, saying he wished there was something he could do to just get rid of it all. All of the magic in this place. And I told him that maybe there was. I was drunk at the time. I’ve been drinking way too much, and I know it. Even more since I came back here, because I just – I see you with that warlock, and it’s like … it’s like I’ve lost you, Bell. I know nothing’s going on, I know it’s just my paranoia, but it’s been driving me mad. Especially because I know that if I had lost you over the last year, it would have been my own stupid fault.’

I squeezed his shoulder. ‘I … I do like Seb. I’m not going to lie to you about it. I hated him for a long time, but the last couple of days, I just … he’s been brilliant with all of this. And he loves this place as much as you used to.’

His eyes watered, and he rubbed at them. ‘I should have been the one to figure this out, I know it. And I’m so sorry that I wasn’t. I’m so sorry I let you down. But you don’t need to worry about Martin and the Master Siphon. Captain Wood’s making sure anything I told him will be wiped from his memory.’

‘That’s a relief.’

He pulled me into a hug. ‘Well, I’ll be a lot more relieved if you tell me you can forgive me, and that we can move on from this and still get married.’

I pulled away from him, looking him in the eye. ‘Vince, I … I think you should know that I know.’

‘You know? You know what?’

I frowned at him. ‘I don’t want to play games here. You heard me say that Marbles discovered Martin and Sean together. Well, he happened upon them while he was tailing you. And yes, I’m relieved to find out that you were just a pawn, really, rather than an accomplice, but … Vince, Marbles overheard you on the phone to a woman called Mariella. She’s been calling you a lot lately, according to Lauren. But when Marbles was following you, you didn’t ignore her calls, you answered her.’

It hurt to say all of this out loud. I knew that I’d kissed Seb after taking The Greatest Night and that I’d been tempted to kiss him again last night. But what I’d heard from Marbles was far, far worse.

‘You told her that the affair had to come to an end,’ I went on in a quiet, hoarse voice. ‘You told her you’d made your choice, and even though you’d cherished every minute you spent with her, you’d made commitments to me. Who is she? Who’s Mariella?’

His voice was hoarse too, as he said, ‘You met her. When you came to see me at work. But Bell, it wasn’t an affair, not really. I never had anything to do with her when you and me were properly together, but sometimes … sometimes we’ve been on off-phases over the last year, haven’t we?’

‘No,’ I replied with certainty. ‘We haven’t been on off-phases. You might have been, but you didn’t make it very clear to me, did you? You changed your mind from one day to the next – sometimes more often than that. A state of uncertainty is not an off phase. It’s torture, that’s what it is.’

‘Oh, Bell.’ His eyes welled up again. ‘You’re right, and I’m sorry. And I’m not going to make excuses for any of it, anymore. I am doing this counselling, like you want. Because I want you. I love you. So please, can we just … can we get back on track? Marry me, Bell. Move in with me. You’re the first woman I loved, and I want you to be the last. I swear on my life that I will never do anything to hurt you, ever again.’

For a while, I just looked at him. He seemed so sincere, so sorry. I felt inclined to believe that he really did love me, and that he was repentant. I just wasn’t sure it was enough, anymore. ‘When you say move in with you, where do you mean? Are you talking about Dublin, or are you moving back here for good?’

He blinked at me. ‘Well … Dublin. Maybe the Wayfarers will appoint someone full-time, or maybe the gardaí will recruit a detective who wants to live in as crazy and mixed-up a place as this. It won’t be me, though. I never wanted to move here in the first place, and I think it’s become abundantly clear that I should have listened to those instincts. It doesn’t matter where we live though, does it? What matters is we’ll be together.’

I didn’t answer immediately. All I could think was how right he would have seemed, if only he’d said these things months ago, or even days ago. Because until very recently, I would have agreed with him. I would have gone anywhere with him, done anything for him, no matter how much I might have hurt myself or my coven in the process.

After taking a deep breath, I finally replied. ‘Well, it matters where I live, actually. You know it does. I’m the anchor, Vince. I’ll take over from Ava one day.’

‘Well, yeah, but … that’s not what you really want, is it?’

‘I …’ I looked away from him, staring out at the sea and breathing in the salt-soaked air. ‘I do want that, actually. So I’m sorry, Vince, but I think … I think this is the end of the road for us. I won’t leave Granvar Bay, not even for you. This is where I belong.’


Chapter 27

Harvest Time Again


The next couple of weeks were a busy time. The harvest party was coming up, and I wouldn’t get to enjoy the party without putting in the work for the harvest itself.

I was sad, of course, to finally end things with Vince, but my heart didn’t hurt as much as I’d thought it might. I’d had a year of preparing for this, and now … now, it was almost a relief to let him go.

He’d been my first love. And I’d believed, after years of reading romances, that there could only be one. But as I came to know Seb better, I was beginning to rethink that idea.

I now knew that Seb was a patient teacher (given a couple more weeks, I might graduate from an atrocious surfer to a terrible one), and that he enjoyed just sitting on the cliffs sometimes, with a flask of tea and a pair of binoculars, watching the wildlife. I knew that he was passionate about his work, and that he cared deeply about Kim, Essie and Julian. I knew that he liked an afternoon snooze just as much as his spaniel did, and that he couldn’t resist fried chicken or mashed potato. I knew that he had an instinct for wine, and that the vineyard brightened every time he was there.

What I didn’t know was how he felt about me. Oh, I knew he felt strongly enough to sacrifice his own happiness in return for mine. But that was before he really got to know me. What if, now that we knew each other better, he’d changed his mind? After a year of uncertainty with Vince, I had no intention of dancing around the subject. I was going to ask him to tell me straight, the second we were alone. Except … we never were alone.

When we surfed at Dead Man’s Cove, Julian and Essie were with us. When we went to the cliffs, Kim and her boyfriend came along. When he had an afternoon snooze in my presence, it was in the vineyard’s living room, in the company of Ava and Rick.

We were always with friends or family, and I was growing impatient to get him on his own, but a little afraid of what I might find out once I did.

A couple of days before the harvest party I joined Essie and Kim for drinks at the Crab Man’s. The place was bustling, and I was happy to see Davey Maher behind the bar with Lauren, wearing a relaxed smile on his face. His grief would take time to fully heal, but he was getting there – and now, at least, he didn’t have the stress of Martin to contend with.

Teesy was out for the night, too, drinking with Vonnie at a small corner table. They were eyeing up Dr Hannity, giggling like schoolgirls when he sent a wave their way.

Granvar Bay was definitely getting back to normal.

As I delivered the second round of drinks to Kim and Essie, I noticed that they’d been whispering while I was gone.

‘Spit it out,’ I said as I set our drinks down.

Kim and Essie shared a glance.

‘We were talking about Seb,’ Essie admitted.

‘Uh-huh.’ I took a fortifying sip of my gin and tonic. ‘What about him?’

‘Well …’ Kim grabbed her wine, clutching it for dear life. ‘We think that there’s something you need to know – seeing as you’ve begun to broach it three times already since you got here, and then waved it off and changed the subject.’

So, they were on to my cowardice, were they? I thought I’d hidden it so well. ‘Yes, there was something I was thinking of asking you,’ I conceded.

Kim nodded knowingly. ‘That’s what I thought. You’ve noticed, I’m guessing, that he always brings someone along with him this past couple of weeks.’

‘Oh, I noticed.’ I looked at Kim and my sister. ‘I thought … I wondered … is he avoiding being alone with me? Is that why he’s always bringing buffers along? Because, well, now that he’s gotten to know me better he’s maybe changing his mind?’

They gawped at me with utter shock.

‘That’s what you think?’ said Essie.

‘Changing his mind?’ Kim shook her head. ‘As if, you great big numpty! See, that’s why I thought it was time to talk about this. Because you and Seb both, you do get some ridiculous ideas sometimes. He thinks, after he made his grand declaration of love, that you need some time to process it.’

‘We told him he’s an idiot,’ Essie put in.

‘We did,’ Kim confirmed. ‘Though, full disclosure, we may have used more colourful language. He’s worried you’ll feel rushed if he tries to get you alone. He wants to be respectful, to give you time. You were with Vince for years, Bell. He’s afraid you might not be ready to move on.’

‘Oh.’ I looked down into my glass. ‘That’s sweet, I think. Frustrating, but sweet.’

Essie laughed. ‘That’s Seb all over. Hard to think he ever passed as a warlock, isn’t it? So, do you want us to tell him to get a wriggle on and ask you out?’

I mulled it over. ‘No, I … the party’s in a couple of days. I’ll talk to him then myself.’

‘Okay,’ said Kim. ‘But just so you know, he’s nuts about you.’ She squeezed my hand. ‘You’re all he talks about, Bell. Well, he gets a bit passionate about surfing, too, and the food at the Plain Old Cauldron, but … mostly you.’

‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘But now can we change the subject?’

‘Aw!’ Essie softly pinched my cheek. ‘You’re so cute when you’re blushing.’

I slapped her hand away. ‘I’m not blushing.’

‘Oh, you’re blushing,’ Kim accused with a smirk.

I crossed my arms. ‘Well if I am, it’s because it’s warm in here.’

When Kim continued to smirk, I added, ‘Or we could keep talking about your brother, if you really want. Do you want me to tell you how hot I thought he looked the morning before last when he stripped to his waist on the beach? Or how–’

Kim shuddered. ‘Change the subject, change the subject!’

Laughing, Essie said, ‘I do have some non-Seb news, actually. About Martin Huxley. Captain Wood brought me up to date this morning.’

Kim and I sat forward eagerly, all ears on Essie. We’d been waiting to hear about Martin for a while now. The human authorities had been arguing with the Wayfarers about where and how he should be incarcerated.

The humans wanted the Wayfarers to wipe all of Martin’s knowledge of the supernatural world, so that he could go through the human system.

The Wayfarers said that it was too risky and difficult to meddle with a life’s worth of memories, and Martin might end up with mush for brains. They believed he’d be best off in a special section of Witchfield Prison, which had been created for situations exactly like this.

The humans had said there was no way that was happening, and the only way Martin would be housed in a supernatural prison was if he turned into a werewolf. According to the captain, the suggestion had been made with a loud laugh.

The likelihood of Martin turning into a wolf might have seemed ridiculous to some (many people maintained that you would only turn if bitten on full moon) but I wasn’t sure what that assertion was based on. It was rare enough for a werewolf to bite a human, let alone outside of the full moon, so I doubted we could know for sure until full moon came again.

There was also the issue of the Jinx in Danny’s system at the time of the bite. It would have sent his body into turmoil, and who knew what that would mean for Martin?

And then there was the salve. Or at least, Sean had believed it was salve when he took it out of Teesy’s healing bag. Teesy told us it was something she’d made a few months earlier, when Sean developed a pimple. He’d been annoying her on that particular day, and instead of giving him something that would make his pimple go away, she’d made something that would accelerate its growth.

Now, thankfully, we were just at the tail end of that full moon we’d been waiting for, so we could finally find out for sure.

‘Well?’ Kim gave Essie an impatient stare. ‘What is he? Still human, or werewolf?’

Essie giggled and said, ‘Neither. He seems to be in some sort of a halfway state. He’s kind of like one of those movie werewolves, you know, standing on two legs, but pretty hairy and toothy. Oh, but only one hand is covered in hair, while the other is smooth as a baby’s bottom. He does not make a pretty picture. The humans have told the Wayfarers they can have him.’

‘He must be hating it,’ I said, unable to stop a small smile from slipping through.

‘He really must be,’ she agreed, wearing her own grin without a hint of shame. ‘And if anyone deserves it, it’s Martin.’
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On the afternoon of the harvest party I felt ever so calm, and then ever so apprehensive, and then ever so calm, and then … you get the picture. My mood was up and down the whole time, and I just couldn’t settle.

My calmness took over whenever I looked around the setting and realised how utterly happy I was to be here – to have committed to being here, for the rest of my life. This was the most beautiful place in the world, as far as I was concerned, and it baffled me to think that I could ever have considered leaving. This evening it was especially lovely, with music playing and lights strung up all over the Nine Hundred. Rick’s amazing barbecue added a smoky flavour to the air, mingling tantalisingly with the scent of the grapes and the salty air.

Bonfires were lit too, adding an extra hint of smoke and an atmosphere of celebration. We witches loved a bonfire, and the largest one of all was lit in a cordoned-off field, where I would finally give myself fully to this land. That part of the night would be for a few O’Mara women only. After all this time of putting it off, I had no qualms about the ceremony.

Yes, the music, the food, the ceremonies of the day, all of that made me ever so calm and content. But there was a reason why my mood was fluctuating, why apprehension was taking hold: Seb wasn’t here yet.

So much of the party had passed by without him. We’d eaten sticky ribs, juicy burgers, spicy potatoes and creamy coleslaw. I’d laughed at Egg and Marbles, who swore they were going to eat their weight in meat, but fell asleep in a hammock after three burgers. I’d downed two glasses of wine and danced to countless songs, taking a break when Ava brought out the berry trifle.

Soon it would be time to go and stomp the grapes, and after that … after that I would be going off for the second, more private ceremony of the night. So if Seb didn’t make it soon, I wouldn’t see him until tomorrow.

I knew he couldn’t help being late – this morning, he’d been called in to help with a warlock-related case in Dublin City – but I really hoped he’d get here soon.

As our favourite werewolf rockers, the Call of the Wild, took up a rousing, rhythmic tune, it was time for me to get in the giant barrel. It was part of how we made our personal supply of wine, separate from the stuff we produced with more modern methods. We kept these bottles for ourselves and for friends, and each bottle had a little extra magic inside. When we drank it we’d feel as ecstatic as we felt now, dancing wildly in the sunset to beating drums and clapping hands.

I loved to look at the women around me in the barrel, joining hands in a dance that was just as intoxicating as any wine we would create – passion and exhilaration were sparkling in the air and shining in our eyes, and I was heady with the love of the moment. It felt to me that we evoked countless O’Mara women before us, all of us stomping those grapes together, sharing a magic and a love for this land that bound us through the ages.

As the dance came to a close I was giddy with laughter, waiting my turn to exit the barrel. And then I saw him.

Seb strode through the vineyard, nearing the barrel. He was wearing a suit, not unlike the one he’d worn the year before, and I found myself staring at him with my heart beating fast.

Essie once told me that when she first met Seb, she found him so handsome that it was hard to look at him. But that’s not what I saw. I saw a man I couldn’t stop looking at. A man I might want to look at for the rest of my life.

The last year flashed through my mind, speed-rewinding back to the harvest of the year before, when I’d slipped as I stepped out of the barrel, and Seb caught me by the hand, steadying me and helping me to the ground. There was no danger of slipping this time around, but I wanted him to catch me all the same.

So, I reached out my hand, and Seb took it, helping me down.

‘You’re smiling,’ I said.

‘Yeah. Because right now I’m happier than I’ve ever been. Because I’m here, with you. Because you look just like I thought you would. You’re looking at me like I thought you would – just like you did when I was shown that vision of my future. Of our future. You’re looking at me like … like …’ He bit shyly on his lower lip, still smiling.

‘Like I love you,’ I supplied. ‘Well that’s good, because I do.’ The words came out easily, feeling as natural and as right as breathing. ‘Seb, will you kiss me now?’

He put his arms around my waist and pulled me close. As his lips dipped towards mine, he murmured, ‘I thought you’d never ask.’
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Later that evening, after I’d kissed Seb, and shared a dance with him, and kissed him some more, Aunt Ava approached. She put a tentative hand on my shoulder, and said, ‘It’s time to promise yourself to Mother Land. Are you ready?’

I gave Seb one last kiss before I turned to my aunt. ‘Yes, I’m ready,’ I replied. ‘I’m ready for it all.’
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