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            Return to Pendulay

          

        

      

    

    
      As Mrs Danby handed out the eggs and toast, I forced a smile on my face.  Being back in the house where I almost died wasn’t my idea of fun, but I needed to be here right now, so I’d happily fake it.  What I couldn’t happily fake was an ease at being waited upon.  Someone handing me my food in a restaurant was fine, but this?  Mrs Danby was ancient, and she creaked and winced with every move.

      ‘Mrs Danby, you didn’t have to make us all breakfast,’ I told the old housekeeper.  ‘As far as I’m concerned, this is your home, you know.  Won’t you at least sit down with us and eat?’

      She gave us a humble smile – us being Dillis, Uncle Rick, Marbles and me.  ‘That is very gracious of you, Mistress – I mean, Essie.  It’s only that I’m used to a life of service, you see.  It’s all I’ve ever known.  Nannying for Mistress Etain all her childhood, and looking after her up until the moment she was brutally murdered.  I couldn’t sit down and eat with you.  It just wouldn’t feel right.  I was born to serve, and that’s the way I like it.’

      Before I could say more, she bowed low and backed out of the morning room.

      Dillis tracked the housekeeper’s exit with her eyes.  ‘An … interesting woman.  Was she always like that, Rick?’

      Uncle Rick shrugged.  ‘She came on as Etain’s nanny long after Essie’s dad and I had left Pendulay.  We’d see her from time to time, whenever we popped over to try and convince Gerald not to hand Etain over to the Trents.  She seemed a lot more relaxed when I met her back then, but I suppose a fair bit has happened in the meantime, hasn’t it?’

      My uncle turned his eyes to me.  ‘You’re not enjoying being here, are you?’ he noted, mopping his sweaty brow with a napkin.  He had just finished his morning workout, star-jumping and pretend-skipping along with his favourite supermodel instructor.  ‘I knew coming back to Pendulay was a bad idea.  It’s just …’

      I brightened my smile some more.  ‘It’s fine, I’m fine.  I like this creepy mansion.  Oh, did I say creepy?  I meant … gothic.’

      Rick chuckled.  ‘It never used to seem creepy when I was a kid.  It was just my house.  But yeah, it feels a little creepy now, what with everything that’s happened.’

      What happened was that I came here with Julian Trent, thinking I was going to be in a safe house situation with my handsome new husband, when actually I was the bait for a Wayfarer sting against that very spouse.

      The Wayfarers were the supernatural police force in Ireland, and their tactics were … interesting.  I’d almost died, because I got in the way of a stake thrown by my husband’s brother.  I had no choice, really – Devlin, Julian’s brother, had thrown that stake at Dillis.  There was no way I was going to let him kill her.  We’d lost enough people thanks to the Trents.  Only a few weeks ago, two of our neighbours, Jolene and Paula, had died at their hands.  And way back in my formative years, that same family had murdered my parents.

      I’d healed up nicely from my recent injury, and Julian had been arrested for the murder of his first wife, as well as his involvement in the murders of Jolene and Paula.  Devlin, his brother, had been arrested for murder, and the rest of the brothers had been arrested for their part in it all.

      Now, it was all over, and I was … well, I was okay.  Pendulay Manor was officially back in the Pendulay family.  Ownership reverted to Uncle Rick because, for one thing, he officially existed once more (he’d used magic to hide himself as part of a wider spell to protect me) and for another thing, it was illegal for Julian to profit from a murder he had committed.

      The reason we’d travelled to Granvar Bay, and stayed the night in Pendulay Manor, was because I was meeting my sister for the first time.  She lived nearby, as part of the O’Mara Coven.  We’d been supposed to meet last night, but she had postponed at the last minute, giving me no reason.

      She promised we would meet again early this morning, so Rick had suggested staying the night.  He’d slept in his childhood bedroom, while Dillis had slept in one of the mansion’s many spare suites.  I’d stayed in the same room as I’d occupied the last time I’d been here, but halfway through the night I’d gotten up and slept on a couch instead.  Slept is perhaps not the right word.  I’d tossed and turned, wrestling with strange dreams and intrusive thoughts.

      If my sister cancelled on me again this morning, I would probably head back to Dublin rather than spend another night in this house.

      It had been a month since I found out I had a sister.  A month since I almost died.  In that time, we’d held funerals for Paula and Jolene, and grieved for them.  Rick had also undone any remaining magic which could be affecting my memory of the past.

      The trouble was, I still didn’t remember.  It could be because I was four when my parents were murdered and Rick rushed me into hiding – but surely I should at least remember my sister.

      Marbles seemed to sense how upset I was, because he abandoned his plate of cold chicken and hopped onto my lap, purring and prancing, digging his claws in and rubbing his head against my belly.  It wasn’t long since I’d learned he was actually my familiar, and not simply a pet cat – for years he’d been unable to communicate with me, or anyone.  Nowadays, he was probably a bit too chatty, and opinionated, and insulting, and … well, I was beginning to enjoy the rare moments, like this one, when he simply purred and cuddled and kept his mouth shut.

      ‘Since you haven’t remembered,’ said Rick, ‘and you’re about to meet Belinda soon, I don’t think I can hold this off any longer.’

      I paused with my eggs halfway to my mouth.  ‘Hold what off?’

      Marbles dug his claws in deeper.  ‘I told you we should have told her weeks ago, Rick.’  My cat gazed up at me.  ‘Essie, Belinda O’Mara is your sister, yes.  But she’s also your twin.’

      ‘My twin.’  I gaped at Uncle Rick.  ‘You couldn’t have told me this before?’  I looked from my uncle to Dillis, and then at my cat, reading the expression in all three pairs of eyes.  ‘Wait … you did tell me before, didn’t you?  Is this one of those occasions where I couldn’t handle the truth, so I scurried under my bed, and didn’t come out again until I’d purged it from my memory-bank?’

      ‘It’s one of those things, yes.’  Marbles was purring while he spoke, no doubt using some familiar-mojo to try and calm me down.  ‘In fact, it’s the one thing that was always sure to send you scurrying.  You and Belinda, you were like two peas in a pod.  Separating the two of you was necessary to keep everyone safe from the Trents, but … you loved her so much that whenever you do remember her, the anxiety of being separated is just too much to bear.’

      ‘Good God, I’m a liability.’  I pushed my plate away.  I hadn’t really fancied the eggs anyway.  As soon as Mrs Danby began to serve them up, all I could think about was Julian, and how he had cooked me an enormous plate of scrambled eggs on my first night here.  It irked me that Julian was always on my mind, even now – unlike my sister, who I’d apparently forgotten quite easily.  ‘And does she – does she remember me?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Rick.  ‘She does.  Belinda seems to remember everything, now the spell’s been undone.’

      ‘So I’m the slow twin.  Great.’
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            The Terrible Twins

          

        

      

    

    
      As I set foot on the beach, a sigh of contentment escaped me.  Walking on sand always felt good, but this sand felt even better.  It was as though warmth shot up through the soles of my shoes, through my feet, and into my whole body.

      ‘It’s a good feeling, isn’t it?’

      I turned at the sound of the voice, and saw her: a carbon copy of me, standing atop a dune, with her dark hair blowing in the wind.  ‘You’re – you’re –’

      ‘Your long-lost identical twin sister, yeah.’  She smiled nervously, a twitch in her jaw.  ‘And this is Egg, although I’m sure Marbles has told you all about him.’

      For a moment, I almost didn’t see who she was referring to – with his light-coloured fur, Belinda’s cat seemed to blend with the sand.  He was about the same size as Marbles, and his eyes were a matching shade of yellow.  It was only his fur which was different.

      ‘Wow, you’re an unusual colour,’ I said, grinning at the cat.  ‘Sort of eggshell.  Is that why you’re called Egg?’

      Belinda’s jaw twitched again, and the cat rolled his eyes.

      ‘So, Marbles wasn’t lying,’ Egg said.  ‘His witch really does have Swiss cheese for brains.’  At a warning stare from Belinda, he cleared his throat and sent an apologetic look my way.  ‘Excuse me, Stell.  It’s not your fault you’ve got mulch between your ears.  Probably residual effects of Rick’s spell.  Although … we’ve all recovered our early memories quite nicely.’

      Marbles stood in front of me, staring at the other cat.  ‘Now Egg, I told you to go easy.  Let’s you and me go for a stroll along the sand, while our witches talk about the elephant on the beach.’

      Before Belinda or I could argue, the cats took off.

      I glanced at my sister, and away again.  She glanced at me, and then away again.  Mostly, we looked out at the waves.  Belinda had chosen this beach as our meeting place, and it was a wonderful choice.  The sea air was warm, and the sand beneath my feet continued to give me a heady, steady buzz.

      ‘My familiar is called Egg because you and me really liked eggs when we were kids,’ said Belinda, finally breaking the silence.  ‘It’s the kind of reason that made sense to us back then, I suppose.  We didn’t realise he’d wind up being the colour of an egg.  He was dark brown when he was a kitten.  He and Marbles turned up together one day.  They say they’re not related, and that they both just felt the urge to seek us out.  But they’re very similar, aren’t they, in a funny way?  One is like a photo negative of the other.’

      She jumped down from the dune, landing on the flatter sand beside me.  ‘And yes, he called you Stell – because that’s what I called you when we were little.’

      ‘Stell.’  I whispered the name, feeling something close to a memory, but not quite.  When I’d first seen the name Pendulay Manor on Julian’s and Etain’s insurance files, I’d felt something similar.  Recognition.  Familiarity.

      ‘I couldn’t manage to pronounce Estelle back then, for some reason,’ Belinda continued.  ‘Even Essie was a stretch for me.  But I’ll call you that now.  And it’s totally okay that you don’t remember.  It’ll come to you.’

      She was speaking so fast, so frantically.  She reminded me of my friend Kim, when Kim was nervous.  ‘What’s the “elephant on the beach”?’ I asked.  ‘The fact that we’re identical?’

      She shrugged.  ‘I mean, we can go with that if you like.  Because it’s weird, right?  I was so freaked out when I saw you in that Warlock Survivors’ Group last month.  And if I hadn’t been wearing dark glasses and a hat, then I guess our awkward reunion would have come a lot sooner.  I haven’t seen you at the meetings since, but … actually, I think maybe that’s the real elephant on the beach – our familiars think you and I need to sit down and have a chat about why we were both dumb enough to fall in love with warlocks.  But there are way more important things to talk about, as far as I’m concerned.  Like … did Rick tell you about Aunt Ava?  Did he explain why I wanted to meet here, first, instead of at the Nine Hundred?’

      Rick and I had a lot of discussions, lately.  I knew that the Nine Hundred was what the O’Maras called their coven homeland, because it sat on nine hundred acres.  Their land ended on this beach, where the water hit the sand.  He hadn’t told me much about Aunt Ava, only that she was my mother’s sister, and she’d spent all of these years looking after Belinda, and that we wouldn’t be meeting her straight away because she was unwell.

      ‘He said Aunt Ava was a bit under the weather,’ I told Belinda.  ‘He said you wanted to get our meeting out of the way first, and wait until she’d perked up before you introduced us.  Or reintroduced us, I suppose.’

      She plopped down onto the sand and patted the ground beside her.  As I took a seat, she said, ‘Well, yes.  What Rick doesn’t know, though, is that …’  She took some deep breaths.  ‘Ava is unlikely to perk up.  The healer doesn’t seem to think so, anyway.’

      ‘Oh.’  For a moment, I couldn’t think of what else to say.  I didn’t remember Ava, but the news of her illness made me deeply, truly sad.  I wasn’t sure I was entitled to feel that way, though.  Belinda was the one who had grown up with our aunt.  ‘What em … what’s wrong with her?  If you don’t mind me asking.’

      ‘Of course I don’t mind.  She’s your aunt, dummy.  The thing is, though, I don’t actually know what’s wrong with her.  She’s just sort of … wasting away.’  Belinda held out her hands.  ‘Feel that wind?  How strong it’s getting?’

      I nodded.

      ‘Well, it shouldn’t be,’ she said.  ‘High up on the cliffs, at Pendulay and Trent Manor, that’s where the breeze stays.  Here, on O’Mara land, we have perfect weather for each season.  It leaks out a bit into Granvar Bay, making it warmer than other spots, but our land is where it’s best.  You feel something, here and now, on this beach – a tingle, a warmth, right?’

      ‘I really do,’ I told her.  ‘It’s kind of amazing.  It’s part of what gives the area good weather?’

      She shrugged.  ‘Usually.  Except that right now, this is where it’s strongest.  The closer you get to the vineyard, the weaker this magic becomes.  It’s not supposed to be like that.  If you’d been here even a couple of years ago, you’d have been blown away by the sort of magic that seeps out of the vineyard’s soil.’

      ‘Well, what’s wrong with it?’ I questioned.  ‘Is it something we can fix?’

      Her eyes brightened.  ‘I really like that you said “we”.  And yes, I would love you to help us figure it out, because, well … I have this feeling that it could be connected to Aunt Ava’s illness.  Our family, we each have gifts, particular kinds of magic we’re more adept with.  Like … your power is manipulating time, but I take after our mother in that I’m more gifted with weather.  Ava is something different again.  She’s connected, truly connected, to the Nine Hundred, and to the vineyard in particular.  The land is ailing, and she’s ailing, and … well, I’m trying to figure out why.  It’s been getting steadily worse over maybe … two or three years.  It’s hard to pinpoint when it started, exactly, but right now it's worse than ever.  I had to tell you this because when you meet her, you might be shocked by how ill she is.  I still get shocked by it, and I’ve been with her every day.’

      She cast me a glance.  ‘I talk a lot, right?  I don’t normally.  I just … I guess I thought that a steady stream of chatter would cover up my nerves, but I think it’s just making me look like a nutter.  Is it?’

      I looked at her dimpled chin, her brown eyes, this mirror-image of myself.  ‘I’ve been pretty glad that you’ve filled in the gaps, actually.  I’ve been known to chatter when I’m nervous, too – although mostly, I hide under the bed.’

      I’d expected her to laugh, but instead she gave me a look of sympathy.

      ‘Well, of course you hide under there,’ she said.  ‘That’s what Mam and Dad taught you to do, in case the Trents ever came for you.  We spent our childhood preparing for what inevitably came, because we knew what they were like.  Even their women-folk couldn’t be trusted, because they were so bloody indoctrinated into the Cult of Trent.’

      ‘The Cult of Trent?’  I stared at her.  ‘Is that what you call them?  I feel so out of the loop.  If only I could remember.’

      She gave me a rueful grin.  ‘Actually, I can’t take the credit for that – it’s Ava who calls them the Cult of Trent.  I’d love to pretend that my memories were that clear, but most of what I know comes from our aunt.  She’s obviously just remembered it all now too, but her memories are far more complete than mine.  My recollections of that time … well, they’re the kind of things you’d expect of the four-year-old I was when it happened.’

      ‘What do you remember?’ I asked in a whisper.

      ‘I remember … I remember knowing there was a bad coven out there who wanted to take my sister away.  I remember you and me were really confused about it all, and especially about the fact that Etain’s parents had already promised she would be married to a Trent when she turned eighteen.  We played with her, you know, when we were little.  Even though Etain was only one year older than us, it was like she was the boss of our gang.  We were supposed to keep your power a secret from her, though.  Your magic was so much bigger than hers, and our parents were terrified she might tell her parents about it.’

      She smiled sadly.  ‘But let’s get back to happier memories, yeah?  Like … I remember playing on this beach with you, making sandcastles.  I remember eating soft-boiled eggs together – Mam would crack them into a cup, and we called it Egg in a Cup, because why the heck not?  We’d eat it with teaspoons and dip buttered bread in to mop up the remains.  I remember Uncle Rick and Dad lived with us, on the Nine Hundred, and hardly ever stepped foot in Pendulay, because they were fighting with Uncle Gerald.’

      She winced.  ‘Sorry.  Not a happy memory.  I have to stop babbling.’

      ‘No.’  I laughed softly.  ‘Don’t stop.  It’s not a happy memory, but the more you talk, the more that all of this feels … familiar to me.  I think you might be helping me to remember.’

      ‘Really?’  Her eyes lit up with excitement.

      ‘Really,’ I confirmed.  It was true.  From the moment she’d used her old name for me, Stell, it was as though something in me was unlocking.  The key was taking a while to turn, but it was turning.

      ‘Well then, I’ll keep babbling as long as you want me to,’ she said.  ‘Okay.  So – Rick and our dad were fighting with their brother.  They didn’t want Gerald to hand over Etain, and Gerald thought they were reckless nutters.  He believed in some curse, a curse that meant if the Pendulays didn’t hand over Time Witches with power, terrible things would happen.’

      I stared down at the sand, making circles in it with my fingertips.  ‘Rick told me the basics about the curse.  The thing is, though … terrible things did happen, didn’t they?  Our parents were killed.  We were torn apart.  Do you think …?’

      ‘Do I think it was the curse?’  She shrugged.  ‘Well, no.  Etain did marry a Trent, just like she was supposed to.  And yet her parents died anyway, and she was killed.’  She shivered.  ‘Maybe we should get back to happy memories.’

      ‘Yeah, maybe,’ I agreed.

      She gave me a small smile.  ‘Well, I’ll tell you something that’s vivid in my mind, even without Ava’s help.  It’s this memory of you and me, hand in hand, walking right behind Mam and Ava while they saw to the vines.  The smell, the light, the sheer love of the land, it’s all clear to me, like it was yesterday.  We’d keep a small amount of the wine just for ourselves – the whole family would stomp those grapes at the end of the summer.  There’s a ritual involved, me and Ava do it even now, although this year … well, let’s worry about that when it comes.’

      She tried to hide the fact that she was wiping a tear away, but I saw it nonetheless.  ‘So, we’d have these huge parties once we were finished,’ she continued, ‘and the entire O’Mara coven would come.  You and me would drink grape juice and get giddy on the sugar, and the adults would drink grown-up grape juice and get a different sort of giddy.  And then …’  A quiver had entered her voice.  ‘One summer night, the Trents just … just seemed to know about you.’

      ‘Seemed to know?  We don’t know how they knew?’

      ‘Well, I think … I think it could have been Etain.  She wouldn’t have meant to cause so much trouble, but … when we were playing together that morning, she dropped her favourite cup and she got really upset, and you … your power was awesome, Stell.  Even then.  You took us back in time to right before she dropped the cup, and you snatched it before it could break.  I didn’t realise what had happened, but Etain did.  She got all excited about it, shrieking about how you were just like her.  We told her to keep it a secret, but …’

      As she told this uncomfortable part of the story, it began to come back, in odd little snatches: a broken cup, white porcelain with a picture of a rabbit on it.  Etain crying.  The ease with which I’d moved through time so I could cheer her up.  The fear, when I saw that Etain was so excited about what I’d done.  ‘Her cup had a rabbit on it.’

      ‘Yeah.’  Belinda gave me an encouraging nod.  ‘Yeah, it did.  Funnily enough, after that day we broke a lot of cups, but never that one.  We still have it, in the kitchen.  We never used it, though we didn’t know why.  We just always sort of avoided it.  I suppose we must have known it meant something, deep down.  So I guess … well … she must have told her parents what happened.  She was just a kid, with very different parents to ours.  She would have thought she was doing the right thing.  And then … it happened.  It was all panic, when the Trents came for you.  And I never saw you again.  I forgot you existed.’

      Another tear spilled down her face.  She didn’t bother trying to hide it this time; she let it fall freely and drop to the sand.  ‘But I don’t think I really forgot,’ she said.  ‘Whenever I played pretend I always gave myself a sister.  I’d get jealous of other kids at school who did have sisters.  Like insanely jealous.  I think … I think maybe sometimes I dreamed of you.’

      I wanted to reach out a hand to her, but didn’t know how she’d feel about that.  We might be sisters, but we didn’t know each other.  I felt this urge, though, this tug in my belly, this need to comfort her.  It reminded me of how I had felt around Julian, when he’d been upset the night I asked him if he was a warlock.  Of course, his upset had been nothing but a lie, part of his pretend persona, designed to make me fall for him.  Still, the emotions on my side, at least, had been real.  I’d wanted to reach out to him and make him feel better, and I wanted to do the same for Belinda, now.

      And so, nervously, tentatively, I placed my hand over hers.  She smiled at me, her voice shaking as she said, ‘Did you dream of me, too?’

      I thought about it.  I’d wanted a sibling, I knew that much.  I’d been jealous, just as Belinda had, of girls who had sisters.  But I didn’t recall any dreams.  ‘I don’t know.  If I did, I don’t remember them.  But I’m remembering other things, so I’m sure it’ll come back to me.’

      She gave me a teary smile.  ‘Yeah, it will.  I know it will.  Hey, you know how I told you I used to call you Stell.  Well, you used to call me–’

      ‘Bell,’ I said, unable to hide my delight at the memory.  ‘I called you Bell.  Bell and Stell, the Terrible Twins.’

      ‘Yes!’ she exclaimed.  ‘Oh my stars, you do remember.’

      I laughed a little manically.  ‘I do.  Which is … well, it’s a relief and it’s terrifying, because I guess … I guess there are bad things I’ll remember along with the good.  I just wish the rest of me would go ahead and unlock, too.’

      ‘The Time Witch part?  But I thought it had.’

      ‘It did, I think.  I felt it, I know I did, back when–’  I cut my words short, a swell of panic making my chest feel tight.

      ‘When you were down in the tunnels?’

      ‘Yeah.’  My voice went quiet.  ‘It’s how I got out of that weird circle they had me trapped in, I think.  But I haven’t felt it since.  Uncle Rick’s been trying to train me.  He doesn’t have the power, but he was taught how to wield it, just like all Pendulays were.  It’s just that when I reach for it, nothing happens.’

      ‘Huh.’  She rested back on her elbows, stretching out her legs.  ‘That doesn’t surprise me, actually.  I mean, apart from the fact that you were taught to squash it down in case what you were was discovered, you weren’t exactly prone to using it, unless it was for someone else’s benefit.  Like with Etain’s favourite cup.  You used time travel once for me, too.  I was devastated when a coven pony passed away, and you took me back to spend one last day with him.  Oh, and our magical education started young, and I was not quite as quick as you, so you’d sometimes stop time and keep me in this sort of … cocoon with you, where you’d tell me the answers or explain how to do something.’

      ‘I could do that?  Keep you inside of a time stop even though you weren’t a Time Witch?’

      ‘Yeah.  The grown-ups knew all about it – Dad and Rick could tell when you’d stopped time.  That’s why it was so important to hide you.  If Gerald sensed a time stop, they’d lie about it and say it had been them, using some siphoned power they had stored up somewhere or other.  Oh, and there was this one day where you …’  She trailed off, sitting up and squinting at something in the distance.  ‘I’m really sorry to cut off our conversation, Stell, but do you see what I’m seeing?  Does that look like …?’  She trailed off again, hopping to her feet.  I stood up too, brushing the sand off and following her gaze.

      A little further down the beach, near the mouth of one of the many caves, something was bobbing in the water.  It was caught between the cave mouth and an outcrop of rocks, the low tide making it unable to escape just yet to the wider sea.

      We rushed over there, neither of us willing to say what we thought it was, but we both knew, I think, that we were looking at a body.  And as we drew closer and my sense of fear intensified, I saw that it wasn’t just any old body.  This was a woman I knew.  A woman who had served me eggs this very morning.

      ‘Mrs Danby!’ I cried as I trudged through the water, shoes and all, falling to my knees beside her.  ‘Mrs Danby!’

      But she was never going to answer me, because Mrs Danby was dead.
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      It wasn’t long before the blue lights of garda cars were flashing, and the beach was filled with activity.

      ‘Will the gardaí be able to deal with this?’ I muttered to Belinda as a tall, well-built man approached.  He was dressed in jeans, a blue shirt, and a camel-coloured blazer.  He was dark-haired and olive-skinned, with hazel eyes and a smattering of freckles across his nose and upper cheekbones.  Looks-wise, this man was on par with Sebastian.  ‘I mean, I know Granvar Bay is technically in the human world, which means the human authorities get to deal with things, but … Mrs Danby is a witch.  Was a witch.  And considering everything that’s happened at Pendulay, it could all be connected.  Maybe I should call the Wayfarers.’

      ‘Oh, that’s all right,’ said Belinda.  ‘Vince liaises with them all the time, and he’s well up to date on the goings-on at Pendulay.  He’s a witch himself.’  Every word she spoke was oddly squeaky, and I couldn’t quite understand why until Vince drew closer.

      ‘Well, good morning gorgeous,’ he said with a wry smile.  ‘I should have known my silly-billy Belinda would be involved.  Can’t keep yourself out of trouble, can you?’  As he spoke, he grabbed her arm.  Stumbling a little, she allowed herself to be dragged to his side.

      As Vince enveloped Belinda in a big bear hug, he looked at me from across her shoulder.  ‘Well, well, well.  So this is the infamous Estelle, is it?  Yeah, I can definitely see the resemblance.  Same homely looks and big bones.  Nice to meet you, Estelle.’

      I didn’t bother to ask him to call me Essie, as I usually would when I met someone new.  The thought of my preferred name in his mouth made me feel a little nauseous, so I just mumbled, waved, and waited for him to let Belinda up for air.

      ‘This is my …,’ she began with hesitation.  ‘This is … well, this is …’

      ‘Oh, you silly-billy, Belinda, always stammering and stuttering.’  He rolled his eyes.  ‘Estelle, I’m Garda Detective Vince Brady.  Belinda’s fiancé.’

      ‘Mm hm,’ I said.  And then, because it didn’t seem like enough, I added, ‘I see.’

      The thing was, Vince’s personality and looks were so entirely mismatched that I didn’t know what to say.  I could see, now, why Belinda was reluctant to discuss the elephant on the beach.  Vince was that elephant, and his issues were enormous.  I’d come to know a few warlocks now.  Julian and his brother Dev, and of course, Sebastian.  Even though Sebastian was faking it, and Julian was trying hard to pretend not to be a warlock, I’d assumed I knew their ilk.  Turns out, I was very wrong.  Vince was crass and irritating, and looks aside, he did not deserve Belinda.

      ‘And don’t worry, I bought her a very big engagement ring,’ he went on.  ‘Just wanted to be sure you knew that, as I know how much you ladies like your ice.  It’s just that I underestimated how chunky my silly-billy’s fingers were, so I’ve had to leave it in to be enlarged.’

      ‘Really?’ I said, unable to hide my surprise at his comments.  Belinda’s proportions were the match of mine, and neither of us was remotely chunky.

      Belinda shuffled her way out from his hold and gave me a small, guilty smile.  ‘Yeah, well, me and Essie have a lot to catch up on, so I hadn’t told her about the engagement yet.’

      ‘Well, I hope you’re not embarrassed of me.  I told all of my garda buddies about you, even though most of them don’t like you at all.’

      ‘I doubt that’s true,’ I said, unable to resist the urge to stand up for my sister.  ‘Belinda’s an incredibly likeable person.  Anyway, shouldn’t you be asking us about Mrs Danby?’

      He blinked.  ‘Mrs … Mrs Danby, you say?  You think the body is Mrs Danby?’

      ‘Yeah, I do.  I mean, I know she looks like she’s been dead a while, but–’

      ‘Oh, you’re an expert on times of death now, are you?’ he challenged, crossing his arms.

      ‘No, but I’ve seen some dead bodies in my time.’  Far too many, as far as I was concerned.

      ‘Essie’s right, Vince,’ Belinda insisted.  ‘It’s Mrs Danby, and it looks to me like she’s been dead for quite a while.’

      ‘Oh, so you’re an expert too?’  Vince gave her a look of disdain.  ‘Look, it’s impossible, my little silly-billy.  I saw Mrs Danby only yesterday, walking through the town.’

      ‘And I saw her this morning,’ I admitted.  ‘I know it’s weird, and that she couldn’t actually have been dead as long as it looks like she has.  But I thought it was worth mentioning because, I mean, maybe it points to a …’  I lowered my voice.  ‘… well, to a supernatural aspect to the death.’

      Vince could barely conceal his irritation.  ‘Correct me if I’m wrong, Estelle, but I do believe you’ve only been aware of the supernatural world all of five minutes.  And now … what?  You think you’re some sort of supernatural sleuth?’  He gave Belinda a pointed look.  ‘Seems like Ava isn’t the only know-it-all in your family, eh?  Watch out for yourself, silly-billy, or soon this one will be trying to boss you around, too.’

      With that, he flicked open his notepad.  ‘Now just tell me the details quickly, ladies – without any embellishments, thank you very much …’
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        * * *

      

      After Belinda and I had given our statements, we ventured back up towards the sand dunes together.

      ‘Sorry about that,’ she said in a down-trodden voice.  ‘Not the best beginning for you and me, I know.’

      ‘Do you … are you still … are you really …’

      ‘Am I really engaged to Vince?’  She looked down at her feet.  ‘Look, I’ve got to go, so we’ll talk about it another time, okay?’

      ‘I’m in no rush.’

      ‘Well, I am,’ she said, and walked away.

      I stood there, unsure of what to do.  She was upset, and maybe embarrassed too.  But she had no need to feel ashamed of the way Vince had behaved.  I wondered whether to go after her, or call her back, when she suddenly turned and said, ‘I’m sorry, Essie.  I know how disappointed you must be in me, but I have to get home to Aunt Ava.  We will talk soon, okay?  How about at the meeting tonight?  Above the Glenda’s at eight?  We can go out for dinner afterwards.’

      ‘You mean …’

      ‘Yeah.’  She resumed walking, talking over her shoulder.  ‘The Warlock Survivors’ Group.  I’ll see you there.’
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        * * *

      

      When I arrived back at Pendulay, Marbles still hadn’t returned from his jaunt with Egg, and I was almost glad about that.  Mrs Danby had really taken to my familiar, feeding him the best cuts of meat and fish.  Marbles would be devastated.

      Rick was in the middle of a second workout, and Dillis had gone back to bed (as a vampire, she could cope with the daylight, but she much preferred the darker hours).

      ‘Is that Pilates?’ I asked, watching my uncle flat on his back, legs raised while he pumped his hands in a strange motion.

      ‘The interval training’s great,’ he said, ‘but it’s not flattening my tummy enough.  I want to look my best for when I–’  He stopped pumping his arms and came awkwardly to his feet.

      ‘When you what?’ I pressed.  ‘Do you have a date coming up or something?’  Uncle Rick had never dated, as far as I could recall.  He might have been balding, with a bit of a belly, but he was an attractive man.  Women liked him, and female customers had often asked him out in Rickety Tock’s.

      ‘Of course not.  Essie …’  He peered at me, concern filling his face.  ‘You look like you’ve seen a ghost.  Is everything all right?’

      ‘I didn’t see a ghost,’ I told him, sinking into one of the armchairs.  ‘But I did see a dead body.’  I filled him in on what had happened at the beach that morning.  ‘When did Mrs Danby leave the house?’ I asked once I’d told him everything.  ‘Was it soon after I went to meet Belinda?’

      His own face was pale now, all of the redness from his workout having faded with shock.  ‘I heard her saying she was popping into town for some supplies,’ he said.  ‘I called out after her, asking if I could go along to help, but she was already gone by the time I made it to the door.  That poor woman.  What could have happened to her?  Here one minute, gone the next, and yet looking like she’d been dead for a long time?’  He shivered.  ‘Sounds like magic was involved.’

      ‘That’s what I thought, but Detective Brady didn’t seem interested in my theories.  Belinda said he liaises with the Wayfarers, but maybe I should go and see them myself.  Would that be overstepping the mark, do you think?’

      Uncle Rick frowned.  ‘You know, I met Vince Brady before.  He worked in Dublin before he transferred to Granvar Bay.  He seemed like a nice chap, but I suppose I must have read him wrong.  After all you’ve just told me, I don’t like the sound of him at all.  How bloody dare he speak to Belinda like that.  Chunky?  As if.  She’s perfect, just like you.’

      ‘Why thank you kindly – and I really do hope that when she and I meet tonight, she’ll tell me she’s leaving him,’ I said.  ‘Because I just …’  I shuddered.  ‘I just hated him, Rick.  The last time a guy gave me the ick like that was Devlin Trent junior, back when Chronos first bought our building.  And we all know how bad he turned out to be.’

      Rick was about to reply when a loud boom shook the room.

      ‘What was that?’ I asked, jolting in my seat.

      He gave me a guilty glance.  ‘The Wayfarers.  They’re still searching this place for anything else Julian or his family might have left behind.’

      ‘I thought they’d finished.’

      ‘They’ve finished with the house, but not the tunnels below,’ Rick explained.  ‘Magical search methods must be noisy, I suppose.  I didn’t know about it myself until just after you left to meet Belinda.  Gretel Wood’s down there now, leading a team.’

      ‘Oh.’  I liked Captain Wood, but I’d gone out of my way not to see her in recent weeks.  She was another reminder of Julian.  And the tunnels below us were the scariest reminder of all.  I hadn’t been back there since the day it all happened.  ‘I guess … maybe I should go down there and tell her about Mrs Danby.  Just in case Vince doesn’t get around to it.’

      Rick crossed the room, yanked me to my feet, and hugged me tight.  While I laughed at the unexpected contact and sank a little deeper into my uncle’s arms, he said, ‘I’ll tell her.  Don’t you worry about a thing.’

      Although I felt incredibly relieved at his offer, I opted for nonchalance.  ‘That’d be great, Rick, if you could,’ I told him.  ‘Although I’m totally okay with going down to the tunnels myself, you know.  It’s not as if I’m afraid of going back there or anything.’

      ‘Of course you’re not afraid.’  He patted my cheek softly.  ‘You can cope with anything, so you can.  But it’ll give me something to do, won’t it?  And afterwards, you and I can have a training session.’

      I stepped away from him.  ‘That might have to wait,’ I said.  ‘I promised I’d go into work this morning.’

      Rick shook his head and sighed.  ‘Essie, I don’t know why you keep working there.  That Sebastian is a warlock.  His uncle was a terrible man, too – and a very good friend of Devlin senior.  Don’t you want to be shot of all that?’

      ‘We still have bills to pay.’

      ‘Not immediately,’ he said.  ‘The new building owner is a friend of Dillis’s.  He understands our situation.  He’s putting a moratorium on rent for the next three months.  You can come back to work at Rickety Tock’s, Essie.  You don’t need to work for McGinty’s anymore.’

      I bustled out into the hallway and picked up my handbag.  When he followed me, I pretended to look through the bag, unable to meet his gaze as I said, ‘I don’t need to, but I want to.  I like it there.’

      Before he could tell me I was out of my mind, I closed up my bag and headed outside.
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      In the past month I’d learned a lot.  I was taking to most aspects of magic really well, and travelling via finger-click was now relatively easy for me.  It would take me a little while before I could travel just about anywhere, but as long as I was heading to locations I knew, I was fine.

      The only aspect of my power I hadn’t yet grasped was the Time Witch part, but after the breakthrough with my memories this morning, I hoped that everything else would follow.  For now, I was happy with the magic I did have.

      I closed my eyes and reached down inside myself, thinking strongly of McGinty’s and its location on the quays.  A light twinkled in my consciousness.  Concentrating hard upon that light, I clicked my fingers and let it guide me to my destination.
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        * * *

      

      As I arrived on the street in front of McGinty’s Insurance, Fluffy greeted me with a dour expression.  Chatting with the doorman – whose real name was Pax – had become a bright point of my day.  Even though he’d harboured a crush on my murdered friend, he had never let her death stop him from being the friendliest werewolf I knew.  This morning, though, something had clearly upset him.

      ‘Everything okay, Fluffy?’ I asked.

      ‘You might not know this, but werewolves have very sensitive hearing,’ he told me.  ‘And this morning, himself upstairs has been screaming to high heaven.’  He jabbed a thumb up, indicating the building’s top floor.  ‘If I were you, Essie, I’d go back home and take the day off.’

      ‘I would,’ I replied.  ‘If I actually thought it would be more peaceful there.’

      We chatted a while more, and then I headed inside, arriving on the upper floor to the sound of shouting – only it was a one-person shouting match.  Sebastian was swearing in his office, kicking things and punching things, by the sounds of it.

      ‘Is he all right?’ I asked Kim.

      ‘Just a temper tantrum.’  It was only ten in the morning, but already she sounded exhausted.  ‘The longer he stays a warlock, the worse he gets.’

      I busied myself with hanging up my coat so I could avoid her eyes.  Sebastian had tried to take certain memories of mine away last month, namely the fact that he was only playacting at being a warlock when what he actually was, was an undercover Wayfarer.  He’d given me a chance to retain those memories as long as I agreed to keep the secret from Kim.  I’d refused, telling him I couldn’t lie to Kim, because I liked her too much.

      Reluctantly, he had performed a spell which was supposed to remove all knowledge of his true job from my mind.  And yet here I was, memory fully intact.  But I still hadn’t told Kim the truth.

      Sebastian didn’t know that I remembered – as far as he was concerned, his spell had worked.  I had no idea why it had failed, and I’d had far too much on my mind at the beginning to really care, either way.

      But as the days had passed, I found that I did care.  A lot.  I hadn’t lied when I told Rick that I liked working here.  The job itself might not be what I’d envisioned for my future, but working with Sebastian and Kim made every day interesting.

      Kim had managed to hire someone to help with personnel, and she’d gotten someone new for reception, too.  She’d chosen men for both roles, so Sebastian wouldn’t be tempted to flirt (although the guy in personnel had made plenty of attempts to flirt with Sebastian).  With her newfound free time, Kim was able to help out with investigations, which was just as well, because the jobs in this department weren’t easy to fill.  The candidates had to be supernatural, preferably witches, so they’d be up to dealing with the kinds of fraud cases McGinty’s endured.  But most witches stayed as far away from McGinty’s as they could.  And so, between the three of us, Kim, Sebastian and I were now the only ones investigating dodgy claims.

      As they wouldn’t work together, it meant that I spent alternate days working with one or the other.  On those rare days when all three of us working together was unavoidable, I hummed songs in my mind while they bickered.  Despite their near-constant arguing, I liked Kim and Sebastian so much that I didn’t want to leave.

      Sebastian’s over-the-top flirting was almost funny, now that I knew the truth behind it.  And as for Kim, she was a bundle of energy and optimism – well, most of the time, as long as her brother wasn’t getting on her nerves.

      Over the last few weeks, we’d been busy.  We’d exposed three supposedly dead clients who were most definitely alive.  We’d filmed another client – who told us she’d lost the use of her legs in a broom crash – winning first prize in a tango competition.  And only three days ago we’d discovered that a shop load of supposedly stolen jewels was actually hidden in the claimant’s very expensive yacht.

      Sebastian might do his best to get out of fraudulent claims, but he paid out on genuine claims quickly and without fuss, even though McGinty’s was haemorrhaging money.  I wasn’t sure how long more the company could keep going, but I was going to enjoy the job while it lasted.

      After a few minutes of swearing, kicking, crashing and banging, Sebastian emerged from his office.  His wavy blond hair was tousled, his cheeks coloured with rage.  That rage soon ebbed away when he saw me.  With a glint in his blue eyes, he gave me a slow smile.  ‘You look delicious this morning, Ess.  All windblown and interesting.  I thought going back to Pendulay was a bad idea, but it turns out it’s doing you the world of good.’

      I wouldn’t satisfy him with an eyeroll.  It unnerved him far more when I smiled and said, ‘Why thank you.  I do love your compliments, Sebastian.’

      Awkwardly clearing his throat, he said, ‘Really?  I mean, of course you do.  What woman wouldn’t?’

      ‘She’d have to be crazy,’ I told him.  ‘Although … there’s a reason I look windblown and interesting, as it happens.  I spent the morning on a very windy beach, meeting my sister Belinda.  Of course, it wasn’t all giggles.  I did find a dead body.’  My smile fell away, as I thought of how she had looked.  ‘It was … it was Mrs Danby, actually.’

      Kim’s eyes widened with shock, and Sebastian, to his credit, did his best to look shocked, too.  But I had no doubt that he already knew exactly what had happened this morning, thanks to his Wayfarer contacts.

      ‘I’m so sorry, Essie,’ said Kim.  ‘I wonder what could have happened to her.  Are the Wayfarers still at Pendulay, or did you have to call them?’

      ‘Belinda called the gardaí.  And Rick said he’d fill the Wayfarers in.  I guess they’ll consult with each other.’

      ‘It must have been an accident,’ Kim surmised.  ‘A fall from the cliffs, maybe.  It’s been very windy up that way lately.  I mean, it couldn’t be … you know … nefarious or anything.  Not with all of the Trents in jail.’

      ‘You’re probably right,’ I said, although I didn’t quite agree.  There had been no sign of a fall, and her body hadn’t looked as if she’d only died this morning.  There was something else behind this, I felt sure of it; but as my sleuthing skills involved insurance fraud, and not dead housekeepers, I decided to keep my mouth shut until I knew more.  ‘So who am I working with today?’  I looked at the squabbling siblings.  ‘I think it’s your turn, is it, Seb?’

      He lifted a brow.  ‘While I would love to take a turn with you, I have other things to do this morning.’  With that, he turned on his heel, rushed back to his office and slammed the door.  A moment later, the noise began once more.

      ‘What is he doing in there?’ I wondered, as Sebastian emitted a loud swear.

      ‘Beats me,’ said Kim with a weary sigh.  ‘He doesn’t tell me anything these days.’
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        * * *

      

      Kim and I spent the rest of the day tailing a suspicious claimant.  McGinty’s was due to pay the guy a couple of million, because he’d lost the use of his legs in a car accident.  The accident had seemed staged, and the guy had come across as shady, so Sebastian was reluctant to pay out.

      Most of the day he seemed like an innocent crash victim, rolling about town in his wheelchair, buying a newspaper, some lunch, feeding the ducks in the park with his nephew.  It wasn’t until his nephew went home that he went to visit his girlfriend.  In the hallway of her apartment building, he abandoned his wheelchair and sprinted up three flights of stairs to her place.  Through the wide windows, we got plenty of pictures.

      ‘I’d say that was a good day’s work,’ said Kim.  ‘Although I do wish we hadn’t seen him give his girlfriend a striptease dance.  Fancy getting dinner together?  I saw you salivating when we went past that burger place a couple of hours ago.  Just think about it – a big, juicy half-pounder, some chunky chips …’

      She looked ever so hopefully my way.  Kim had been amazing over the last month, helping us out with organising funerals and sorting through Paula’s and Jolene’s flats.  I don’t know what we would have done without her.  In the last few days, though, as my meeting with Belinda loomed, I hadn’t seen much of her other than at work.

      Feeling thoroughly rotten about it, I said, ‘I’m so sorry.  I have to meet Belinda in a little while.  Tomorrow, though?  We’ll go for burgers and maybe get a pint?’

      ‘Yeah.’  She gave me a faux-bright smile.  ‘Tomorrow for sure.’
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      As I neared Glenda’s Glamours, and the stone staircase which would take me to the meeting place above the business, I spied my Marbles.

      He was sitting on the pillar next to the steps, shaking his head at me.  ‘Two minutes to eight, Essie.  You’re cutting it fine.’

      ‘Are you serious?’  I scooped my cat into my arms.  ‘I haven’t seen you since this morning.  You disappeared right before Belinda and I found a body.’  My tone grew heavy with emotion.  ‘It was Mrs Danby, Marbles.  She’s dead.  Without her help that day, who knows how differently things might have gone?’

      She had revealed so many shocking truths about Julian.  Without those revelations, maybe I would never have barged into his bedroom and discovered the letter linking him to Chronos.  I might not have heard Marbles meowing in the tunnels, and gone to investigate, where I discovered that Julian had Rick and Dillis held captive.  Without those discoveries, I might have innocently let Julian go ahead with the bonding ritual, believing he loved me, not knowing that all he really wanted was to steal my power.

      ‘Who knows indeed?’  Marbles gave me a sharp stare.  ‘I heard about it when Egg and I went to the Nine Hundred this morning.  The place was all abuzz with talk of Mrs Danby’s death.  Belinda said she looked like she’d been dead longer than a few hours.’

      I paused halfway up the staircase, thoughts of the body too fresh in my mind.  ‘It looked that way, yeah.  I thought maybe there was some sort of supernatural involvement, but Belinda’s fiancé soon put me in my place.’  I had lowered my voice to a whisper, in case Belinda was already at the meeting and might hear me.

      ‘Yes.  Detective Brady’s being a bit of a prat just lately.  What do you say you and I break into the morgue later on and get a proper look for ourselves?’

      ‘You can’t be serious,’ I hissed.  ‘Anyway, the Wayfarers will be all over this.  Rick filled them in on what we found.’

      ‘You think that’ll matter to Vince?  Granvar Bay isn’t one of the hidden enclaves, Essie.  It’s Vince Brady’s territory.  And from what I hear about his most recent cases, he likes to keep it that way.’

      ‘Yeah, but … he’s bound to liaise with them on this, keep them in the loop, right?  I mean, he’s a witch, after all.’

      ‘He’s a warlock, if ever I met one.  I’ve been watching him, Essie.  That’s how I knew your sister was in trouble and it was time you two ought to meet.  But fine, we’ll give him a bit of wriggle room to do the right thing.  And when he doesn’t, then you and I are going to get to the truth ourselves.’
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        * * *

      

      The meeting was just about to start as Marbles and I entered.  Egg was nowhere in sight, but Marbles headed for the couch anyway, joining the other familiars there.  I took a seat in the circle and gave a small sheepish smile to Glenda and the others.

      ‘I’m glad you came back to us, Essie,’ said Glenda, sending a warm smile my way.  ‘I’m not going to pretend we didn’t hear the news.  It’s been a major story.  All of us are very glad you survived.’

      ‘Oh.  Um … thanks.’  I didn’t know what else to say.  I was aware that certain details of my recent misadventure had made the supernatural press.  They didn’t know the real story – anything about Time Witches was kept out of it – but they did know that Julian had killed his first wife, and that he and his brothers had run a very shady company and left quite a few bodies in their wake.

      My hand went to cover my ring, but not before another of the women, Adeline, spotted it.  Adeline was a regular at these meetings, on account of dating a string of academics who turned out to be warlocks.  I saw her peer at the ring through one of her many pairs of spectacles, before looking away.

      I should have worn gloves, but how weird would it have looked if I had worn gloves, now that the weather was warming, and most people had thrown off their winter woollies?  ‘It – my finger – it swelled up while I was in hospital.  I’m going to get the ring cut off any day now.’

      ‘Of course.’  Glenda reached over and patted my hand.  ‘Now, you can talk about it if you want,’ she said as she sat back once more.  ‘But if all you’re ready for at the moment is our support, then we’re happy to give it.’

      ‘I … I’ll just sit back and listen for now, if that’s okay,’ I said.

      ‘Whatever you need.  Now, we have a newcomer this evening.  Would everyone say hello to Kim?’

      My eyes widened as I looked up at Kim, who was sitting directly across from me, next to Belinda.  Holy crap.  ‘Hello, Kim,’ I intoned, in tune with the rest of the group.

      Kim gave us all a little wave (saving a guilty glance for me).  ‘I kind of feel like an interloper,’ she said in a small voice.  ‘I’m not married to a warlock, or even dating one.  I … it’s my brother, Seb.  He’s been so different lately, ever since he joined the Warlock Society.  I guess I just came because I need to know what I should do.  I mean, is there any hope for him?  Is there a way I can turn him back into my big brother again instead of this womanising monster he’s become?  I … I don’t want to give up on him, but I’m not sure how much more I can take.  I just miss the old him, you know.’

      Egads, I wished I could become one with my chair.  I couldn’t bear to look at Kim, not now that I knew the truth about Seb.  I had to tell her.  Not here, in a room filled with women – his secret was important to his work, after all – but the first opportunity I got, I would let it all out.

      Glenda nodded understandingly.  ‘I get it, chicken, I do.  You know, we often forget that warlocks don’t just hurt the women who love them romantically.  It can be a big upheaval for everyone around a guy, when he seems to change overnight.  And Kim, I love men, I really do, so I will never tell you that there’s no going back for your brother.’

      ‘I will,’ mumbled a curly-haired brunette sitting a few seats from mine.  ‘Sorry.’  She shot Kim a sheepish smile.  ‘You’re a McGinty, right?’  When Kim gave an affirming nod, the brunette said, ‘Yeah, well in that case, I dated your brother, so … maybe I have a personal bias here.’

      ‘I get it,’ Kim said.  ‘I’ve seen how he’s been treating his girlfriends lately, but he really wasn’t always this way.  He was sweet as pie.  I think maybe this Warlock Society, it gets in guys’ heads, makes them think that women are the reason for all their problems, so treating women like crap is the solution.  Whatever’s going on with him, he’s someone I don’t like right now.  Tonight should have been Two-Movie Tuesday.  It was our thing for years.  Instead, he’s enjoying Two-Woman Tuesday.  Two dates, one after the other.’

      She brushed away a tear.  ‘He’s forgotten about me.  Again.  And I came here because I don’t want to be at home, alone, thinking about what a prat he’s turned out to be.  I just – I want to know from people who care about these men.  Is it worth me hanging on or should I just accept that this is who he is, now?’

      A lot of the women spoke up to offer their advice, but there was no real consensus.  Some thought Seb might be going through something – if he’d never shown tendencies towards Warlock-dom before, they thought that maybe it was just a phase.  Other women were far less lenient.  They’d been there, done that, and bought the Just Divorced T-shirt.  They thought Kim should cut ties, starting with moving out of the flat they shared.  A few others agreed that Kim should move out, but only because a sharp shock was exactly what Seb needed.

      ‘But what if I move out and he doesn’t even care?’ Kim questioned.  ‘What I want to know is has anyone ever known a guy who’s come back from that place?’

      The ever-elegant Ruth sat forward.  Her face was as impassive as always, and she looked as though she was ready for a magazine shoot, wearing a well-fitting dress and jacket, expensive-looking shoes, and impeccable make-up.  ‘I’ve spent the past decade thinking I can change my husband.  It’s only lately that I’ve come to realise I never can.  My get-out plan is almost complete.  I’ve been saving up to buy myself a little place in another enclave.  By the sea, I think.  He hates the sea.  Says it smells fishy.  And as for your brother, I know him, and I knew your uncle, so it seems to me like Seb is following in Jim’s footsteps.  I’m sorry to say this, Kim, but once a warlock puts on those robes, he never takes them off.  No matter how much you wish he would.’

      Belinda pulled off her sunglasses and stared at Ruth.  ‘I think you’re wrong.  I’m sorry, but I do.  My fiancé has changed out of the blue, just like Kim’s brother has.  The way my Vince has been behaving over the last two or three months, it’s not in his nature.  Maybe he’s been manipulated, brainwashed into thinking warlocks are better than witches, or maybe … maybe he’s even under a spell.  But I need to believe there’s a way back for him, a way for him to be his old self again.  This … it just doesn’t seem real, the way he’s behaving now.’

      ‘Maybe he’s just showing you his true colours, finally.’  It was a pretty weredog called Mika who had spoken.  ‘My ex-boyfriend didn’t start off being nasty.  He worked up to it, pushed my boundaries a little bit more and more each day.  It can seem sudden, I know, but maybe if you really think about it, you’ll see that it didn’t really come out of the blue.’

      ‘Except that it did.’  Belinda’s voice was quiet but certain.  ‘Vince used to spend all of his spare time at the vineyard with me.  He wanted to know everything about our grapes, our wine, our soil.  He asked me to marry him after harvest last year.  We were both filthy and tired, and I felt very far from attractive at that particular moment.  But he got down on one knee and said, “My brave, brilliant, beautiful Bell, will you marry me and accept me into your coven?”’

      She stared at each woman in turn.  ‘He loved me, he loved our land, he loved my aunt as much as I did.  But now … now he calls me his silly-billy.  He tells me I’m getting chunky, and that I should sell the vineyard and become a full-time housewitch so I can look after all of his needs.  He’s a different man.  And it literally, actually happened overnight.’  She rubbed at her eyes and then put her sunglasses back on.  ‘I don’t know why, or how.  All I know is I want the real Vince Brady to please come back.’

      The rest of the meeting was a sombre affair.  Some of the women tried their best to find ways to make sense of Kim’s and Belinda’s problems, but most seemed to think that they were in denial.

      Glenda encouraged us to have some refreshments before we left.  While everyone huddled around the drinks and snacks, I felt torn in two.  I needed to talk to Belinda, but I wanted to speak with Kim, too.  I gave Belinda a little smile and said, ‘We’ll take off in a minute, okay, I just have to talk to someone before I go.’

      Belinda nodded her agreement, and returned to a conversation with Mika, who was talking about her ex-boyfriend.  By the sounds of things, Mika’s warlock wasn’t ready to let her go.  I tuned out their conversation and approached Kim, but I hadn’t quite made it when a surprisingly strong hand pulled me aside.

      ‘Adeline.’  I looked in shock at the woman.  ‘Are you all right?  You’ve got a pretty good hold of me right now.  Want to maybe let go?’

      She winced and pulled her hand from my wrist.  ‘I’m so sorry.  Did I hurt you?’

      ‘I’m okay,’ I said, rubbing the skin.  ‘You’re freakishly strong, you know.’

      ‘Yes, I do know.  What I don’t know is whether it’s because I do so much cage fighting, or because I’m heaving books around all day in the library.’

      ‘Did you just say cage fighting?’

      ‘Never mind that.’  She moved a step closer.  ‘I don’t have much time, or I’ll be late for my next match.  Look, can you pop over to the Longest Library tomorrow?’

      ‘What’s the Longest Library?’

      ‘It’s my workplace, at Crooked College,’ she explained.  ‘It’s in this enclave, you’ll find it quite easily.  It’s just … I have some things to talk to you about.’  She tapped the watch she wore and then looked at me pointedly.  ‘My research has taught me a lot about timely matters, you see.  I think I might be able to impart a little knowledge your way.’  She wiggled her brows.  ‘Let’s say about half past seven tomorrow evening?’

      Timely matters.  She could only mean one thing.  I wasn’t sure whether I would have agreed to it or not, but before I could give her an answer either way, she had clicked her fingers and left the meeting.

      As I looked around the room, I saw that Belinda and Kim were both standing at the snack table, waving my way.  I rushed over and said, ‘Sorry about that.  So you two have met?’

      Belinda grinned wryly.  ‘If you count sharing deep personal secrets while we sat around the circle, sure.  But we haven’t officially introduced ourselves, no.  We did reach for the chocolate fingers at the same time, though.’

      ‘Well then you’ve both got excellent taste in biscuits,’ I said.  ‘Okay, well, Kim.’  I smiled at my workmate.  ‘This is my sister Belinda.  Apparently I used to call her Bell, and she called me Stell.  Belinda, this is Kim.  She and her brother Seb own the place where I work.’

      Kim gave Belinda a shy smile.  ‘Well, hi there Bell.  I should correct Essie, though.  Old Uncle Jim left me nothing in his will, on account of me being a girl.  The business is in Seb’s name, only.’

      ‘Your uncle Jim sounds like a right old warlock,’ said Belinda.

      ‘Got it in one.’  Kim’s smile widened.  ‘Wow, it was pretty wild when you took off your sunglasses.  Essie neglected to mention that you two are freakin’ identical.’

      ‘Did I?’  I held my hands up.  ‘I only found out about that this morning.  I guess I was too shocked by the whole Mrs Danby thing to mention it.’

      As I spoke, a gorgeous cream-coloured poodle sidled up to Kim and pressed his nose against her leg.  ‘We go get dinner now, Kimmy?’  The dog smiled up at us.  ‘I’m not rude, I’m just hungry.’

      ‘Oh, yeah.’  She rubbed the dog’s head.  ‘Everyone, this is Noodles.  He and I are off to dinner together.  You two need to catch up, obviously, so I’ll see you tomorrow, Ess.  I would tell you it’ll be a good day, but you’re going out on a job with Seb, so …’

      I was hesitant to let her walk away.  She needed to know the truth about Seb.  I knew she could keep his secret, and if Seb got mad about it and fired me, well … at least Uncle Rick would be happy.  Out of my mouth, the words escaped: ‘You could come to dinner with me and Belinda.  Maybe.  If that’s okay with you both.’

      Belinda grinned.  ‘That would be amazing.  You’ll give me and Essie something else to talk about when it gets awkward.  Oh, just one sec.’  She pulled her suddenly ringing phone out of her pocket and went off to answer it.

      Kim made small talk about work, and I tried to pay attention to her, I really did.  It was difficult, though, when all I wanted to do was interrupt her and tell her that her brother was not a warlock, but a sexy spy.  I might leave out the sexy part.  She probably wouldn’t agree with me about that.

      ‘Ess.’  Kim waved a hand in front of my face.  ‘Are you okay?  I asked you three times if you thought we should update our claim forms.’

      ‘Oh.  Yeah, sorry, I was just … Kim, it’s about Sebastian.  And everything you were saying tonight.  And–’

      ‘I’m back!’ Belinda called out.  ‘Sorry to be the rude one who answers her phone in company, but it was Aunt Ava.  She wants us to come over there for dinner.  She says she’s been cooking up a storm, and she doesn’t want it to go to waste.  Roast chicken, baby potatoes roasted with garlic and rosemary, and vanilla sponge with fresh cream and strawberries for dessert.  She’s invited Rick and Dillis as well.  I thought she’d be out for the count, but she sounds surprisingly well, considering.  You’re obviously invited too, Kim.’

      Kim blinked.  ‘Are you sure?  I mean, this is a reunion and everything.  I wouldn’t want to intrude.’

      Noodles gazed up at Kim, his expression plaintive.  ‘But there’s chicken, Kimmy.  Chicken.’

      ‘Exactly,’ said Belinda with a laugh.  ‘You can’t deprive Noodles of chicken, now can you?  Not when they’re the perfect combination.  Plus, you’ll soon learn that you can’t intrude on Aunt Ava.  She loves having people round.’

      ‘And it’s okay with you?’ Kim gave me a searching look.  ‘This is the first time you’ll be meeting your aunt.’

      It was true.  I’d been looking forward to meeting both Ava and Belinda all month.  But ever since I’d known Kim, she’d been so supportive, doing so much for me, and Rick and Dillis.  I found that no matter how much of a family event this might be, having her there would be a comfort.  More importantly, I got the strong sense that she needed company right now.

      Plus, I might finally find a moment to tell her about Seb.

      ‘I’d be annoyed if you didn’t come,’ I said.

      ‘Okay then.’  She smiled and rubbed her hands together.  ‘Let’s go get Noodles some chicken.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 6

          

          

      

    

    







            Aunt Ava

          

        

      

    

    
      Like most other people, Kim didn’t know about the whole Time Witch thing.  Gretel had urged caution, saying I ought to wait until I knew Kim a little longer before I decided whether to tell her or not.

      A story had been concocted by the Wayfarers to explain why I had a long-lost family.  In the made-up version, Rick hadn’t been the one to make the Trents and the rest of the world forget about my existence.  Instead, the Wayfarers told me to say that the Trents had been the ones who tampered with those memories.  The reasoning given was that Julian had wanted all of us O’Maras and Pendulays to forget each other, so that he could more easily separate Etain from her family, leaving her no one to rely on but him.

      According to the Wayfarers’ story, the spell was so strong that it had made everyone forget that the O’Maras and Pendulays were connected.  And later, after Etain’s death, the spell had simply carried on, allowing Julian to take advantage of me in the same way he had my cousin.

      I supposed it made sense that Julian was made out to be the villain of the piece.  He was a villain, after all.  He was the leader of the Trent Coven and the CEO of Chronos.  He would have taken all of my power until I had nothing left to give, and in the end he would have killed me, just like he had killed Etain.

      But I still felt that the story was riddled with plot holes.  It didn’t provide a satisfactory explanation as to why I had to be separated from Belinda all these years – the Wayfarers had told people it was because Rick and I were off on a day trip when the spell began, and we simply forgot about Belinda and Ava, just as they forgot about us – but that was a pretty shaky storyline, as far as I was concerned.

      Plus, Kim knew that Devlin junior had committed seemingly impossible crimes when he kidnapped Rick and Dillis from beneath the Wayfarers’ noses.  She knew that matching watches had been stolen from everyone, too.  I felt sure she’d have questions, but if she did, she was keeping them to herself.

      I would fill her in on the truth about my magic soon enough.  And tonight, I hoped to tell her the truth about Sebastian.  It would be a relief to have one less lie to tell.

      When we arrived at the O’Mara vineyard, I felt a wave of anxiety.  I now knew that this was the house.  The house in which I’d last seen my mother alive.  The house in which I’d hidden beneath a bed, and later escaped through the tunnels with Rick, while the Trents and their lackeys searched for me.

      Not very long ago, I’d gazed out from a Pendulay window and thought that this place looked lovely.  Now, close-up, it wasn’t half as lovely as it had seemed.  There was growth all over the country right now, as spring took hold.  But here, despite the warmer than average temperature, the vineyard was clearly falling behind.

      The garden in front of the old, stone house had been filled with shrubs and trees which would normally be bursting with life right now – magnolia, forsythia, broom – and yet all seemed dead.  Even the evergreens were drooping, losing leaves and needles, their branches and trunks looking as though they might snap in the slightest breeze.

      As we walked around the back of the house, I saw that the neat rows of vines were far weaker than those trees.  There were parts of some vines which looked rotten, and I could see empty spaces dotted among the rows.

      As Belinda pushed open the door, we heard the upbeat sounds of ELO.  A warm, happy voice was singing along to Mr. Blue Sky, and, as the door widened, I saw my aunt Ava for the first time.  She was dancing about in sandals and a flowered, ankle-length dress, spreading liberal amounts of cream on top of a layer of spongecake.

      She stopped singing and looked up, her smile broadening.  ‘Essie.  My darling, darling girl.’  Without warning, she rushed towards me, enveloping me in a hug.  It wasn’t a tight hug (she was far too weak for that) but it felt warm, and lovely.  Her smell was familiar to me, a long-ago sense memory I’d filed away.

      ‘Aunt Ava,’ I breathed.  ‘I can’t believe I’m meeting you.’

      ‘Well, that’s because it wasn’t supposed to happen for a few days, was it?’  Belinda looked pointedly at our aunt.  ‘Not until we could see that your new medicine was working.’

      Ava waved a hand.  ‘Well, it’s working.  The finest strengthening tonic I’ve ever had.’  Her eyes passed to Kim.  ‘And I suppose this gorgeous blonde must be Kimberly McGinty?  It’s lovely to meet you.  I knew your mother when we were girls.  You look just like her.’

      ‘Oh, wow, thank you.’  Kim gave my aunt a shy smile, while Noodles piped up and said, ‘That smells good.  Want chicken now.’

      Ava spun towards the kitchen counter.  ‘Well, isn’t it just lucky then that I made up some bowls of chicken for any familiars who happen to come my way.  Of course, I’ve been feeding this one for a long time, thinking he was some stray friend of one of our cats.’  She looked knowingly at Marbles.  ‘No wonder I could never convince you to stick around for longer.’

      ‘I have no idea to what you’re referring,’ Marbles lied.  ‘You must be talking about a far less attractive cat.’

      Before Ava could say more, Dillis and Rick walked in from another room.  Dillis was holding some wine, while Rick was carrying a couple of chairs, which he placed at the table.  After some quick hugs, my uncle looked around the kitchen.  ‘I can’t tell you how good it feels to be back here after all these years.  Does any of it feel familiar to you, Essie?’

      It did, actually.  There was nothing specific I could put my finger on, though, until I looked at the large round table – or rather, beneath the table.  A flash of recollection came into my mind: three little girls, two brunettes, one redhead, giggling together while the grown-ups ate dinner.  Each of us had a familiar on our lap.  With a gasp of emotion, I nodded.  ‘I think so, yeah.’

      Rick clapped my back.  ‘There now, you see.  It was just a matter of time.’

      I snort-laughed at his choice of words, then remembered Kim didn’t know about the Time Witch thing, and collected myself.  Soon, we all sat around the table eating Ava’s feast.  Everything tasted amazing, even the broccoli she’d made as a side.  But the cake.  Oh, the cake.  Rick was a brilliant baker, but Ava was a level above.  The sponge was moist, airy, and had the perfect amount of sweetness.

      ‘Honey is the not-so-secret ingredient,’ she told us all.  ‘From our own bees.’  Her face darkened a little as she added, ‘Make the most of it, because they’ll probably fly off to pastures new this year.’

      ‘So,’ said Dillis, once we’d licked our plates clean and moved on to the cheeseboard.  ‘You’ve not been in a relationship in all these years, Ava?  No husband?  Partner?’

      Ava laughed.  ‘Well, I did start seeing someone, a good while ago.  A bunch of my friends paired me off.  They didn’t want me turning into an old spinster.’  She snorted.  ‘What, I ask you, is wrong with being a spinster?’

      ‘So he’s your boyfriend now?’ Rick asked, sounding a little too interested in the answer.

      ‘Nope.  We gave it a good go, but in the end, he just wasn’t the sort of man I wanted in my life or Belinda’s.  I did miss him once, but my aim is getting better.’

      There was a moment of silent confusion before everyone got the joke.

      ‘Seriously though … or not seriously … finding someone I wanted to settle down with … it just didn’t happen for me.’  Ava’s eyes made the briefest dart in Rick’s direction.

      ‘Oh, dear Dracula.’  Dillis shook her head.  ‘Is that the time?  I’ve got to get off and see to my clinic.’  Well, that was a lie.  Dillis had booked a locum to cover her until midnight.  ‘And didn’t you three girls say you wanted to head off into the living room to watch some films?’

      Ah.  Now the lie made sense.  Quickly getting the hint, Belinda, Kim and I stood up.

      ‘Leave the dishes, Ava,’ said Belinda.  ‘I’ll do them later on.’

      ‘Nonsense,’ said Rick.  ‘I’ll do them.  As long as you stay in the kitchen and keep me company, Ava.’

      She gave him a flirtatious smile.  ‘Oh, I think I can manage that, Ricky.’
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        * * *

      

      We headed into the living room, where Belinda held up a selection of films.  ‘Now, don’t laugh.  Yes, we still have a DVD collection, and no, we do not have any streaming services.  But Ava and I have amassed a pretty good collection from charity shops alone.’

      I broke out in giggles.  ‘Rick does the same – he makes me follow him around bargain bins so he can pick up DVDs and videos for a couple of quid each.’

      ‘It seems they have a lot in common,’ Belinda said.  ‘Listen, I’ve been stuck watching nothing but action movies with Vince for weeks now, and I would really like something more romcom adjacent for a change.  You want to start with Sleepless in Seattle or You’ve Got Mail?’

      Kim frowned.  ‘I’ve never heard of either of those.  Are they good?’

      ‘Are they good?  Are they good?’  Belinda’s lashes fluttered as she stared at Kim in mock outrage.  ‘Well, objectively speaking, perhaps they’re not cerebral fare, but yes, they’re very, very schmaltzy and enjoyable.  The witch-run enclaves have a lot to answer for, I’m telling you.  You’ve missed out on the entire Nora Ephron catalogue.’  Belinda grinned.  ‘Let the education begin.’

      We settled down onto comfy couches, and Belinda hit Play.  She had thought ahead, bringing in wine and crisps so that we didn’t need to go back to the kitchen for snacks or drinks.  I was very grateful for that.  I still couldn’t get over the way Ava had looked at my uncle and called him Ricky.  I’d seen plenty of women flirt with him, but I’d never seen them produce such a strong effect.

      We were watching Meg Ryan write an email when we heard the crash.

      ‘What was that?’ Kim wondered, sitting up, crisp crumbs rolling off her blouse and onto the floor.

      Belinda’s eyes had widened with panic.  ‘I think it might be Aunt Ava.’

      When we rushed back into the kitchen, Aunt Ava was being helped up by Rick.  It looked as though she had fallen whilst doing the dishes.

      ‘I told her to sit down,’ Rick said to Belinda.  ‘But she insisted on helping.  All of a sudden she just collapsed, and the colander clattered to the ground when she fell.  I’m so sorry.  I should have made her sit back down.’

      ‘Don’t blame yourself,’ Belinda told him, rushing to help him with Ava.  ‘I know better than anyone that my aunt doesn’t like to sit still.’

      Kim and I stood awkwardly to the side, while between them, my sister and Rick carried Ava upstairs.  Ava was barely conscious through it all.

      It was only when they were gone that I noticed a piece of jewellery on the floor.  It was a brooch Ava had been wearing on the bodice of her dress, a silver sprig of flowers.  Lavender, maybe?  Kim spotted it at the same time, and as she was closer to it, she bent to pick it up.  As soon as she touched the brooch, she blanched.

      It was then that I remembered Kim’s gift, or curse, as she would say.  When Kim touched an item belonging to someone, she sometimes saw their death.

      As she held onto Ava’s brooch she began to blink, confusion washing over her features.  I rushed to catch her as she suddenly stumbled forward.

      ‘Are you okay?’ I said softly, leading her to a seat by the table.

      She sat hunched over, her wavy strands of hair covering her face, hugging her arms to her chest.  Then, she looked up at me and opened her palm, passing me the brooch.  ‘I’m fine.  Just a dizzy spell.  Listen, I’ve just remembered something I have to do at home.’

      Before I could stop her, she’d picked up Noodles, snapped her fingers, and left the house.
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        * * *

      

      A little while later, the healer arrived, and I hovered about the kitchen making cups of tea while Belinda and Rick talked with her.  She was a nice woman, from a supernatural enclave called Middlemage.  She had been Ava’s healer ever since she’d grown sick.

      ‘Her collapse has a simple enough reason,’ she said sombrely, shortly after she’d examined Ava.  ‘She took four times the recommended dose of the tonic I made.  It’s designed to give her enough energy to sit up in bed, to be conscious and able to eat, and talk, but nothing more than that.  But Ava wanted more, and who can blame her?’  The healer looked troubled.  ‘She was such a fit, strong woman, and she just wants to get back to that.  But quadrupling her dose isn’t the way to do it.  It’ll cause her to burn herself out and crash, just like tonight.’

      ‘What exactly is wrong with her, Healer Madigan?’ Rick asked.  ‘Belinda said a wasting disease.  It’s not …’

      Healer Madigan looked to Belinda, who nodded and said, ‘You can say anything in front of Rick and Essie.  Ava would want them to know.’

      ‘Well, then,’ said the healer.  ‘It’s not cancer.  It’s actually not like anything I’ve come across before.  We’ve had second, third and fourth opinions on this.  We’re calling it a wasting disease for lack of a better term because she simply is weakening before our eyes, with no known cause, and no known cure.  I’ve tried everything I can.  Other healers have tried, too.  There must be something behind it – there’s a reason for everything, after all – but unless we find out what it is, we’ll never find a way to fight it.’

      ‘The land,’ I said, suddenly piping up.  I’d been standing at the sink, looking out at the rows of dying vines.  ‘Belinda, you said Ava is connected to this land, and you think maybe her illness is connected, too.’

      ‘Yeah, I do,’ Belinda replied.  ‘And I’ve done everything I can to figure it out.  So far, I’ve found nothing.’

      ‘It’s a mystery,’ said the healer.  ‘And unfortunately, I have no idea how to solve it.’  She stood up and looked at us.  ‘I’m truly sorry.  I can see how much Ava means to you all.  But unless I find out what’s causing her illness, there’s simply nothing I can do.’
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            The Watch Stones

          

        

      

    

    
      I had bad dreams that night.  I’d been having a lot of bad dreams lately.  If they’d been about recent events, or past traumas, I might have accepted them – or understood why I was having them, at least.  But these dreams made no sense to me.  They were filled with voices I didn’t know, surroundings I didn’t recognise – clean, white and steel hallways lined with wavering, magical-looking bars; it made me feel as though I were trapped in a cage.  And sometimes I felt other things, too – pain, confusion, love, hate.

      In some of my dreams I would hear Julian’s voice in my mind, so clearly, as though he were lying beside me on the bed.  He would tell me he loved me, that he wasn’t the man I thought he was, and that he needed to see me, so he could prove himself, so he could make me believe him.

      I knew these were just my own deep desires, manifestations of the feelings for Julian that I couldn’t quite get over.  But it annoyed the heck out of me.  It was bad enough that Julian had lied to me, but now my own subconscious was spinning me yarns, too?

      That night, my sleeping mind was trapped in a different room.  It was tiled, filled with steam and the sound of running water.  In this dream, I didn’t just feel emotional pain.  I felt physical pain, too, as I lay on the damp floor, with a foot kicking me, and many fists punching me.

      I was glad when my alarm went off at five-thirty.  It was time for my morning lesson.  It wouldn’t be fun, but it would be better than getting beaten up in my dreams.
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        * * *

      

      I looked at the workbench, all set up in Uncle Rick’s childhood bedroom.  The bench had been here a long time (Rick had been obsessed with clockmaking his entire life) but some of the equipment he had laid out was from our Moore Street shop.  I knew some of the tool names: various files, gravers, square-nosed tools, lathes, tongs, vices, nippers, pliers …

      And then there were the components for his watches and clocks, because he enjoyed making both.  Again, I wasn’t overly familiar with the uses, but I knew some of the names from invoices and order forms.  Over the last month, I was getting to know it all a bit better, as I helped him with the repairs for the shop.

      As he instructed me on our current repair, telling me all about something called an Elgin Negative-set Mechanism, I said, ‘Why did you never teach me this before?’

      ‘Were you interested before?’

      I gave him a sheepish grin.  ‘No.  Was that part of my whole I’m not acknowledging the fact that I’m a Time Witch vibe?’

      Rick looked seriously at me.  ‘I don’t know.  Maybe.  Knowing how to make this stuff, repair it, it’s not important to your magic.  I’m obsessed with it because I was born revering Time, wishing I could have power over it, and a lot of our kin are the same.  But the ones like you, who have the power over Time, you all tend to develop certain … frustrations with instruments of measurement.  You get to a point where you realise that whether it’s five past ten or six minutes’ past is meaningless.  And those frustrations can make for some erratically behaving watches and clocks so … at some point, if you get that way, I’ll need to keep you away from my work.’

      ‘Nothing you just said makes sense,’ I admitted.  ‘But … if clock- and watch-making has fudge all to do with my power, then why are we doing it?  And why did you make me stare at the hands of the watch we repaired the morning before last, for hours and hours and hours?  And why – why are we doing this here?  Can’t we go back to Teach Dearg?’

      ‘We’re doing this, and making you stare at the timepieces you repair, because you need to learn to focus.  And I didn’t tell you to do nothing but simply stare, did I?  I told you to listen.  To feel.  To enter the moment between one movement of the hand and another.  When we’ve done that we’ll move on to the clocks in this house.  And then, when the Wayfarers are done with Etain’s pocket watch and the watches Chronos once stole from us, we’ll use those in your lessons.  Because those will teach you about some very special stones we use in the watches we make for our own kind.  None of it will be easy, and none of it will be quick.  And as for why we’re doing this here …’

      He glanced out the window.  We were on the south side of the house, and from here we could see the O’Mara land.  ‘Julian might have been a warlock, and he might have messed you around, but he also created some incredibly powerful wards around Pendulay, the likes of which I could never manage.  If your power happens to show up again in one of our training sessions, then these wards will help us contain any unfortunate incidents.  Now.’  He passed me a finished watch.  ‘Focus.’

      I tried, I really did.  But there were so many distractions.  The morning was a beautiful one, with birds singing their dawn chorus, cheering on the fishing boats as they set off from Granvar Bay.  I pulled my attention back to the room, but then I found myself thinking about how Rick had looked when he glanced out the window.  And as I tried to concentrate on the watch, his gaze moved, once more, to the O’Mara land.  I was worried about Ava, too, but Rick’s worry … the way he’d been last night when she collapsed …

      I shook my head and focused once more, concentrating on the sound, trying to feel my way into the middle of that moment, that non-moment:

      Tick-tock, tick-tock, tick …

      The world went silent.  The wind stopped blowing.  The birds stopped singing.  And Rick was perfectly still, caught in a moment, his eyes filled with pain and love and longing.

      Over the past weeks I’d learned that gulping was not just for kids in adventure stories, and that it was a perfectly acceptable and not at all old-fashioned or unlikely reaction.  And so, I gulped, staring at Rick, walking around him, examining him in his stillness.

      The problem was, he shouldn’t be still.  Rick might not have my power, but he could move through time stops like this.  I knew he could, because he had done it the night Devlin Trent tried to kill him.  So why was he motionless right now?

      Gulping once more (it was becoming a bit of a habit) I stared at the watch in my hands, willing the hand forward, willing Rick to move once more.

      … tock …

      I gasped out a breath and dropped the watch as my uncle twitched his head, turned his gaze away from the window and said, ‘You’re not focusing, Essie.’

      ‘I … well, the thing is …’

      He frowned, looking me up and down, taking in my panicked state.  Without saying another word, he opened a metal box which held three stones inside.  Each stone was about the size of a golf ball.  These stones had come from Trent Manor when the Wayfarers searched the place.  Not knowing what they were, Captain Wood had handed them to Rick and asked him to do an assessment.  I’d suspected he knew perfectly well what the stones could do, but he’d simply promised to examine them and said no more.  Now, my suspicions were being realised.

      The first stone was purple, and the second was amber, while the third stone was multi-coloured, flashing like a strobe-light.  I had to shield my eyes and look away.

      In a voice which sounded ridiculously excited, Rick said, ‘I knew it!  I knew you could do it.  What were you thinking about when it happened?  How did you freeze me in time, too?’

      I stumbled backwards, flopping down onto his bed, still shielding my eyes from the lit-up stone.  ‘Can you put that away, please?  And also, can you tell me what it is, and what just happened?’

      Rick closed the lid of the box and smiled at me.  ‘You know what just happened.  You managed to focus enough to not only stop time, but to stop it for me, too.  Very few Time Witches can put another of their kind on pause, but we always knew you had it in you.’

      Sensing my frustration, he added, ‘And the flashing stone is one of three Watch Stones.  We used to own them, until the Trents stole them about a century ago.  That multi-coloured stone is usually perfectly clear, like a diamond.  It only flashes and changes colour when a time stop has occurred.  The purple stone turns amber when someone has travelled back in time, and the amber stone turns purple when someone has travelled forward in time.  At one point the Pendulays monitored them constantly, using them to let us know if there was an unknown Time Witch out there.  Apparently the Wayfarers found them hidden in a secret safe below Devlin senior’s bed.  I don’t think any of the sons even knew he had them.  So, how did you do it?  What were you thinking of, because I know you weren’t expecting that to happen.’

      I worried at my lower lip, dangling my legs like a big kid.  All of the beds in Pendulay were high, even the beds which didn’t conceal the entrance to the underground tunnels.  ‘I was thinking about you.  Watching you, wanting to study your expression while you looked at the O’Mara land.  You’re worried about her.  Ava.  You … you really like her.’

      For a long moment, all he did was blink.  Finally he said, ‘Dillis thinks you care far more about other people than you do about yourself.  She thinks that teaching you how to care for yourself will help you gain full control over your power.  I agree with her.  It was obvious when you managed to break free of that binding circle in the tunnels below, all to save Dillis.  Now, you’ve used your power because you were concerned about me.  We need to work on that, sweetheart.’

      ‘Okay,’ I said softly.  ‘We’ll work on that.’

      ‘And as for Ava,’ he said.  ‘She … I …’  As a loud noise boomed through the house, he stood up.  ‘It sounds like the Wayfarers are at it again.  What are they doing down in those tunnels?’

      ‘That doesn’t matter.  They’ll tell us soon enough, whether we want to know about it or not.  Look, I’ve only got twenty minutes before I have to leave for work, so can we–’

      I stopped talking as another loud noise sounded through the house, the doorbell this time.

      ‘It can’t be anyone we don’t know,’ Rick said, crossing the room and patting my back reassuringly.  ‘Only the Wayfarers and those few we’ve given access can make it far enough through the wards to come and ring the doorbell.  I’ll go and see who it is.’

      ‘I’ll go too,’ I said, and followed him out of the room.
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      Captain Gretel Wood stood there, in jeans and a hooded sweatshirt, her hair a cascade of many thin braids.

      ‘Morning Essie, Rick.’  She gave us a friendly smile.  ‘I would usually enter the house by coming up through the tunnel, but what with you staying here, I didn’t want to frighten you into spitting out your morning tea.  Thought I’d better try the front door for a change.  Can I come in?’

      ‘Of course,’ said Uncle Rick, standing aside.  ‘I mean, you’ve still got large swathes of this place classed as a crime scene, so I’m not sure I could stop you.’

      ‘Ah.  Yes.  Well, hopefully we’ll be finished up soon.’

      Rick led the way into the drawing room, and Gretel and I followed behind.

      ‘What’s with all of the crashes and bangs?’ Rick asked.

      ‘Let’s just say that the cave systems below don’t like giving up their secrets.’  She took the seat indicated by Rick, one of the two small couches either side of the fire.  Reaching her hands closer to the flames she said, ‘Oh, that’s better.  It’s a beautiful morning, but the wind out there would cut right through you.’

      ‘That’s weird.’  I eyed the blazing fire.  ‘Did you light that, Rick?  Or Dillis?’

      My uncle frowned.  ‘Dillis won’t be back from her clinic for another half an hour.  And I certainly didn’t light it.  Training you at the crack of dawn is work enough.’

      ‘Maybe it’s self-lighting,’ Gretel suggested.  ‘A simple enough spell.  Julian could have it set to light itself automatically whenever the temperature dips to a certain level.’

      ‘Maybe,’ I said, sitting back and glaring suspiciously at the flames.  The fires had all been lit yesterday morning, too; I’d assumed Mrs Danby had been the one to light them.  ‘Anyway, you said you had something to talk to us about.’

      ‘Ah, yes.’  Gretel pulled out a notebook and pen from her sweatshirt pocket.  ‘I went to see Garda Detective Brady, about Mrs Danby’s death.  He gave me a copy of the statements you and Belinda made, and I just want to clarify some things.’  She gazed over her notes.  ‘You and Belinda said you thought Mrs Danby must have fallen from the cliff.’

      ‘What?’  I sat up straighter.  ‘No we didn’t.  She didn’t look like she’d had a fall.  She looked like she’d been in the water a while, and dead for a good while, too.’

      ‘Oh.’  Gretel’s brows drew together.  ‘I see.  Yes, Rick told me that was what you thought when he came to tell me about it yesterday morning, but Detective Brady didn’t indicate anything like that.  He’s got an initial medical report that suggests a fall from the cliffs.  It lists multiple fractures and other damage consistent with that.’

      ‘Well that’s not how it looked to me and Bell,’ I said.  As soon as I said Bell I paused.  It had come so naturally, rolling off my tongue as though I said it all the time.  With each moment, my sister felt more familiar to me; it was progress, and I liked it.

      ‘This is beginning to remind me of when Jolene Bly was killed,’ I continued.  ‘That garda detective didn’t record my actual statement either, and she turned out to be covering for Neil, didn’t she?  What did you think when you saw Mrs Danby’s body?  What did your healer think?’

      Gretel cleared her throat.  ‘We haven’t been given access to the body, as a matter of fact.  Detective Brady insists it’s a closed matter.’

      ‘Well, that’s a load of bull.’  Uncle Rick picked up a poker and angrily stabbed at the fire, sending sparks flying like fireworks.  ‘Crap.’  He pointed a finger, whispered, ‘Uisce,’ and tiny droplets of water settled on the sparks, making them fizzle out before they could hit the carpet.

      ‘Let’s move on to my other reason for being here,’ said Gretel.

      ‘Move on?’ I challenged.  ‘Seriously?  Mrs Danby is dead.  She was a sweet old lady – a glutton for punishment, mind you – but she was nice to me, and looked after me, and now she’s just … gone.  And considering who she was, where she lives, and everything that’s happened here recently, it has to be connected, doesn’t it?  We can’t just leave it at that.’

      Gretel gave me a steady stare.  ‘We won’t just let it go, Essie.  But Granvar Bay is not one of the hidden enclaves.  Yes, there are a high number of witches in the area, but relationships between those residents and our government have never been easy.  This is not under our jurisdiction, and if Detective Brady has all of the necessary paperwork in place to prove no supernatural involvement, then we have no right to stick our noses in.  I’ll submit what you’ve told me this morning, and hopefully I’ll be given the go-ahead to look further into things, but until then there’s nothing I can do.’

      ‘About as much use as a chocolate teapot, you lot,’ said Uncle Rick.  Then, with a sigh, he added, ‘I’m sorry.  I know you’re only doing your best.  It’s just very frustrating.  We thought it was all over and done with, and now this.  I don’t know what to think anymore.’

      Gretel gave him a tight smile.  ‘Your frustration is understandable, Rick.  But please be patient and let us do our jobs.  If there’s more to Mrs Danby’s death, we’ll uncover it.  By the by, did she happen to have a familiar?’

      ‘Not that I ever saw,’ I said.

      ‘Hm.’  Rick tapped his chin.  ‘Funnily enough I think I do remember one, from years ago.  A grey and white cat.  Big lad, he was.  Magoo, she called him.  Though I haven’t seen him around here since we came back.  Could’ve passed away, I suppose.  He wasn’t exactly a healthy eater, and she spoiled him rotten.’

      ‘And you never saw Magoo, Essie?’ asked Gretel.

      ‘No, definitely not.’

      She made a note, and then looked directly at me.  ‘Okay, well, now I really do have to come to my other reason for popping in.’

      She pulled a small box from her pocket and opened it up.  Inside I saw the Pendulay Pocket Watch, and what appeared to be a loose winding pin.

      ‘Rick, we’ve been doing our best to figure out this watch ourselves, but just like that box of stones I gave you, I think it’s time we defer to you.  Any luck with those, by the way?’

      ‘Oh.  Yes, well … I’ll give you an update later on.  That’s Etain’s pocket watch you’re holding.  What do you need to know about it?’

      She pressed both the watch and the pin into his palm.  ‘So, you obviously know that this was Etain’s watch, but have you ever seen it up close?  Do you know if this is the way it was always put together?’

      ‘Well, I’ve seen the watch before, of course,’ said Rick.  ‘Etain was given the Pendulay Pocket Watch because she was the first Time Witch with real power for a very long time, but it lived in our safe for years before that, here in this very house.  By rights, it should have been given to Essie, as her power was greater.  But claiming it would have meant letting Gerald and the Trents know about her.’

      He was working quickly as he spoke.  He’d summoned tools from his room with a simple spell, and had opened the watch up so he could examine the workings.  ‘And no, it’s not quite as it was when last I saw it.  It’s been modified.  An extra winding hole – maybe for that pin.  But I don’t see why, when the original winding mechanism is in perfect order.’

      His brow grew furrowed, his tongue flicking out over his lips as he concentrated.  ‘Ah.  I see now.  There’s a Time Turning ability with this watch, but it’s not like any Time Turning add-on I’ve ever seen.  Clever work, oh yes, clever work indeed.  This new pin ought to work it, but nothing happens when I try.  Of course, that might be because I have no magic of my own.  But as I can feel plenty of magic on the pin, I ought to at least get some response.’

      ‘Time Magic?’ questioned Gretel, looking frightened.

      ‘Time Magic, yes,’ Rick clarified.  ‘But it’s locked off, inaccessible to me.  To anyone, I should think.  Perhaps it’s to protect against siphoning it but … I’m not sure.  The rest of the watch is open to being siphoned, and there’s still some of Etain’s magic here that I can feel.  It’s only the pin which is locked off.’

      Gretel heaved out a breath.  ‘Well, Rick, our experts thought that there were adaptations, certainly.  But they didn’t spot that those adaptations have given the watch a Time Turning ability, so thank you for that.  Also, the pin wasn’t found anywhere near the watch, but we did insert it and try to work it, to no avail.  Do you think that it is for this watch?  Perhaps there’s another pin we’ve still to find.’

      ‘Oh, this is the right pin,’ said Rick.  ‘A perfect fit.  It’s just that I don’t have the magic to use it.  It’s possible someone with innate Time Magic could operate it, but I couldn’t be sure of that.  It could even be meant for one, specific user only.’

      ‘Where did you find the pin, Captain Wood?’ I asked.  ‘If it wasn’t with the watch, where was it?’

      ‘It was in a bedroom in Trent Manor,’ she explained.  ‘Not Devlin senior’s room, mind you, although it was just as ugly a bedroom, if I do say so myself.  Goblin heads lined the walls.  The pin was found in a hidey-hole beneath the floorboards.’

      ‘Are you going to ask Julian about it?’ I pressed.

      She held her hands out in a gesture of defeat.  ‘I’m not sure it’ll do any good, to be honest.  He was talking a lot, to begin with, telling us all sorts, but … he’s gone very quiet these last few days.  Retreated into himself.  Stopped eating.’

      ‘And we’re supposed to feel sorry for him, are we?’  Rick’s jaw had hardened, his eyes turned to narrow slits.  ‘I suppose this is because he didn’t get his way all those times he demanded to see Essie.  Well, you can tell him that this little act will make no difference.’

      I turned my attention to the flames, pulling my cardigan closer to my body.  I’d already made it clear that I agreed with Rick.  There was no way I was going to visit Julian.  I didn’t need to say it again.

      ‘Well, I fully understand why Essie doesn’t want to see Julian.’  Gretel’s voice had grown soft, sympathetic.  ‘In any case, he’s given up begging.  As I told you, he’s retreated completely into himself.  He went from telling us all sorts of wild stories to saying nothing at all.’

      ‘What wild stories?’ Rick’s tone was sharp.  ‘What’s the manipulative son of a witch been saying?’

      ‘I’m not at liberty to say right now, but he was so insistent that, well … I must admit, we wondered if there could be a kernel of truth.  My boss did have an idea that he might be so shocked to finally see Essie that he’d let his guard down, and we’d know if he was telling the truth.  But I think I know how you feel about my boss’s plans by now.’

      I snorted, but said nothing.

      ‘Why can’t you just have a powerful vampire read his mind?’ Rick demanded.  ‘Why would you need him to let his guard down to know whether he’s telling the truth or not?’

      Gretel pulled tensely at one of her many braids.  ‘I think you know as well as anyone that Time Witches have skills we haven’t even begun to uncover.  Julian seems impervious to mind-reading.  But my boss thinks that if Essie finally comes to visit him, it will set him off kilter, and our mind-reader will finally be able to get in.  And, of course, we’re curious to know what else he might have to say to Essie.’

      She gave me an apologetic look.  ‘I meant it when I said I understand your reasons for not visiting him.  If you give me a firm no, I’ll respect that and consider it your final answer, and I’ll make sure my boss respects it too.  But given what’s happened with Mrs Danby, perhaps there really is some information we could use right now.  So … I can’t deny that we would like you to go and see him, just once.’

      Rick was shaking his head, about to blast the captain with what I’m sure would have been a tirade of colourful language, when I stood up and said, ‘I’ll go.  Just tell me how to get there – and tell me quickly, because I really want to go and get ready for work.’

      I wasn’t sure why I was finally agreeing to see Julian, after all this time.  Maybe it was because I trusted that Gretel meant what she said: she would ask me one time, and one time only.  Or maybe it was because of the voice I heard, deep in my consciousness, a voice that sounded like Julian’s, a voice that said, ‘Please.’

      Gretel blinked in surprise, but soon rallied and said, ‘Of course.  I’ll collect you from your office at McGinty’s at one o’clock and take you to Witchfield Prison myself.’

      ‘Fine.’  I began to walk out of the room.  ‘See you then.’

      It was only when I was back in the hallway that I smelled the food: porridge with honey and cinnamon, and something fresh-baked and chocolaty.  I sniffed the air and rushed to the kitchen.  ‘Dillis?  Are you back?’

      In the kitchen doorway, I ran into a short, stooped figure.  ‘She’ll be back soon enough, Mistress.  Why don’t you take a seat in the morning room and I’ll bring some breakfast in.  I’ve made you chocolate croissants, and a lovely big bowl of porridge.’

      My heart fluttered, and my mouth went dry.  ‘Mrs Danby!’ I gasped.  ‘How … what are you doing here?’

      ‘What do you mean what am I doing here?’  She gave me a warm chuckle.  ‘I’m looking after you, of course.’  She reached up and gave my cheek a gentle squeeze.  ‘Sure, if I don’t feed you up, you’ll waste away.’

      ‘I …’  I stared at her, unsure of what else I could possibly say.

      Behind me, I heard Rick and Gretel draw up short.  For a long while, neither of them said a thing.  But one of us would come up with the right words, any second now.  It was only a dead woman standing in front of us, after all.  No big deal.  I could totally cope with this terrifying turn of events.

      And on the bright side, at least I knew who’d lit the fire.
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      As a small team of Wayfarer experts arrived at the house and, one by one, confirmed that Mrs Danby was not a ghost, my heartrate began to settle.  I might not have known the housekeeper very long, but I certainly hadn’t wanted her to die.  Although … my heartrate picked up again … if she didn’t die, then who – or what – had I found on the beach?

      I’d retreated back to the drawing room while Gretel’s team saw to Mrs Danby.  Now, after consulting with her colleagues, the captain came in to join me and update me on their findings.

      ‘So if you’re sure she’s not a ghost, then what’s going on?’ I asked.  ‘Is she or isn’t she the woman I found on the beach?’

      ‘I can’t say for sure.  As I told you, Vince Brady isn’t granting us any involvement, and that includes access to the local morgue.’

      ‘Oh, God.  So … she could be the same woman I found on the beach?  She could be a – a zombie?  Are there zombies?  Or – or a vampire?’

      Gretel patted my shoulder.  ‘From what we can tell so far, Mrs Danby is neither vampire nor zombie.  And she doesn’t seem to think she was recently dead, either.’

      ‘So there are zombies?  How?  Some kind of rage virus?  She didn’t look like she wanted to eat my brain.’

      Gretel laughed.  ‘If she were a zombie, it wouldn’t involve a rage virus.  And I would hope that if the body in the morgue had got up and started walking around, either the doctor or Vince Brady would have been in touch.’

      ‘You’d hope, but you wouldn’t be sure.’  I shivered.  ‘You don’t sound sure of anything.  That’s – well, that’s not reassuring.  Gretel, what if … what if the body Belinda and I found wasn’t Mrs Danby in the first place?  What if it was some other person, with some sort of spell making them look like her?’

      ‘That’s a possibility we’re exploring,’ she admitted.

      ‘Okay.  So … why would someone do that?  Make a dead body look like a woman who was perfectly alive?  And where was Mrs Danby since yesterday morning, anyway, if she wasn’t lying in the morgue?’

      ‘Mrs Danby says she was here, in the house, going about her duties and then watching TV.  There’s a television in her bedroom, which is internet enabled.  It certainly looks like she was streaming Upendown Abbey for a few hours last night.  But surely you and Rick would have heard her moving about.’

      ‘She’s got a telly with internet access?’  I shook my head.  ‘Sorry.  That’s not important.’  Although it would have been nice to know when I was trying to watch TV on my phone.  ‘Look, I wasn’t here for most of the time yesterday.  Last night, me and Rick were at the Nine Hundred for dinner, and we both headed straight to bed when we got back.  I guess it’s possible we just didn’t hear her.  But Gretel, I don’t understand any of this.  She was dead.  I saw her.’

      She patted my shoulder.  ‘Look, I think the best thing for you to do is to get off to work now.  We have a few more tests to run on Mrs D, and it’s going to take us a while.  Once we’re done with that, if she’s definitely who she appears to be, we’ll have one more reason to get involved in Detective Brady’s investigation.’

      ‘You’re sure?  You don’t need me?  I mean, she must be in shock now she knows what Bell and I found on the beach.’  Bell again, the name dripping so easily off my tongue.  ‘Maybe I should make her a cup of tea.’

      ‘Rick’s doing that right now,’ the captain assured me.  ‘And Dillis will be here any second to help him out.  You get off to work, and I’ll see you at one.’
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      Although I didn’t admit it, I was glad of the excuse to leave Pendulay that morning.  My curiosity was raging, of course it was.  But I was beginning to feel tense, too, every time I looked at Mrs Danby.  I needed to clear my head of all of this mystery, and what better way to do that than to replace it with a little bit more?

      ‘Seb,’ I said, knocking at Sebastian’s closed office door.  ‘You in here?’

      A loud bang hit my ears, and I pushed open the door.  Sebastian was holding what appeared to be a battering ram, shoving it against the wall behind his desk.  A painting hung aside, revealing a dented safe built into the wall.

      Sebastian cleared his throat and pushed the painting back in place.  I’d been told the portrait was of his uncle, Jim McGinty, who had left the business to him.  It showed a smug-looking man with a neat beard and glinting eyes, posing at what appeared to be some sort of pavilion or bandstand.  The setting looked familiar to me.  Was it the one in St Stephen’s Green, maybe?  Before I could ponder it any further, Sebastian said, ‘Excuse me, I was just getting in a morning workout.  Didn’t realise the time.’

      ‘Uh-huh.’  I didn’t bother to hide the scepticism in my tone.  ‘Sure you were.  So listen, seeing as I’m with you today, I’ve put together a list of the cases I think we should work on.  We’ve got some small things first – a weredog who claimed Full Moon damage for some expensive furniture, but I’ve found out he’s actually put it all up for sale online and it’s in perfect condition.  We’ve got two werewolves with similar claims to that one.  And then there’s a bigger-looking fraud, a vampire who’s claimed for a stolen jewellery set.  Now, I think that it has genuinely been stolen, but I also think that her husband is the culprit, because he’s suddenly managed to pay off some longstanding gambling debts, and I–’

      ‘Whoa, whoa, whoa.’  Sebastian held up a hand.  ‘Not so fast, beautiful.  We can get to all of that, of course we can.  But I have a much more important job for us today.’

      ‘You do?’  I withheld a sigh.  The last time Sebastian said he had an important job for us, he’d brought me to lunch at a place called the Starlight Restaurant.  He bought expensive champagne and oysters, and made the most cackhanded attempt at flirtation I’d ever been subjected to.  The time before that, he’d taken me to Paris for breakfast, and the time before that was a canal ride in Venice.  I knew he wasn’t really interested in me.  It was all part of his warlock façade.  But it was becoming a little trying.  ‘So what’s it going to be, then?  Coffee and pastries in Paris again?  I guess I could go for a croissant.’  I’d lost my appetite for the ones Mrs Danby baked, but now my stomach was growling.

      He shook his head.  ‘I’ve given up on the idea of wooing you, Ess.’

      My lashes fluttered wildly, and I spluttered out a laugh.  ‘Wooing me?  I didn’t think real people used that term.’

      He gave me a nonchalant smile, which made him look even handsomer than usual.  ‘You see, I’ve come to the conclusion that being wined and dined just isn’t going to get you.  You don’t keep coming here because you want to see my raffish self every day, now do you?  And you don’t need the money anymore, now that Pendulay is back in your family, and Dillis’s pal has bought up Teach Dearg.’

      ‘How did you–’

      He tapped his nose.  ‘Ear to the ground, Ess.  Ear to the ground.  No, you don’t come here for money, or for me – although I will, one day, change your mind on the latter.  You come here for the same reason I do.  The only reason I can stand the place.  You like the intrigue.  You enjoy ferreting out answers, sneaking around, following people and immortalising their moments of truth.  And as you want intrigue, then intrigue is what I’m going to give you.’  He grabbed his jacket and put it on.  ‘So let’s get a wriggle on, because I’m about to buy you a dress.’
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      I stood in the dressing room of a shop called Luna’s Gúnas, twirling in front of the mirror.  This was the fifth dress I had tried on, each one chosen by the shop’s proprietor, a woman with silver hair and scary eyes.  However odd-looking she might be, her taste in clothes was impeccable.  Everything she’d chosen was flattering.

      I stomped out of the dressing room to find Sebastian sitting on an armchair, a cocktail in his hand, a wolfish grin on his face.  ‘I know I said it the last four times, but that dress makes you look good enough to eat.  How about we get them all?  My treat, remember.’

      I felt my jaw grow tight as tension took hold.  ‘Yeah, I remember, because you’ve said it at least a dozen times.  You say it every single time I ask you what a dress has to do with intrigue.  Why are we here, Seb?  What are you up to?’

      He reached down beside him and held up a purse.  It was made of the same satin-like material as the dress I was wearing.  Opening it up, he said, ‘You can’t tell, but this delicate little handbag is far, far bigger on the inside.  You could fit a camera, a gun, a lockpick, a crowbar, and even some flat shoes for when your feet get sore from the heels I’m going to buy you.’

      I sank into the chair opposite his.  ‘You – I – what?’

      He sat back, took a few sips of his cocktail, and then said, ‘I need your help with something, Ess.  There’s a dinner party on Thursday night, and I’d like to take you as my date.  It’s formal attire, hence the dress.  And when we get there, you’ll need to do some snooping.  It’s … a game, between a few of us warlocks.  Sort of a treasure hunt.  I have to find something in this person’s house, and since you’ve proven to be incredibly good at tailing insurance fraudsters, I think you’ll be able to help.’

      I kept my expression even.  There was no game between warlocks, because Sebastian wasn’t really a warlock.  Whatever he wanted to find, he wanted it badly.  ‘I don’t usually carry a gun when I snoop.  Or a crowbar.’

      ‘If you’re worried about breaking the law, don’t be.  The gun will be magically made, designed to stun, not kill.’

      ‘You know that’s not what I meant.  What is it you’re getting me into?’  I was going to say yes, either way, because I knew what he really was, who he really was.  Even if he couldn’t tell me the truth about where we were going, I felt sure it must be important, so I intended to help him.  But I didn’t want to give him a yes too easily, since I still hadn’t told him the memory spell was a dud.

      ‘I’ll make sure you come to no harm, I swear,’ he said, his tone suddenly serious.  ‘But what I want to track down, the reason we’re going to this party, it … well, it is something I would love to get my hands on.  You can say no.  But I really could use some help with this.’

      ‘Okay,’ I said.  ‘I’ll take this dress, then.  I won’t need the others, because this will be a one-off deal.  And you will be giving me more details before I step foot in that party.’

      ‘Deal.’  He gave me a long, lazy look.  ‘But if you only want one evening dress, how about I buy you something for the daytime, too?  A shorter number.  You could wear it to our lunch in Rome right after we leave this shop.’

      ‘Rome?’  I gave him a wide smile.  ‘I love Rome.  There’s a place near the Pantheon that does the most amazing pizza I’ve ever eaten.’

      His eyes brightened.  ‘Really?  You’re actually going to come for lunch with me?’

      ‘Well, yeah.  Like I said, I just love that pizza, and I – oh, shoot, I’ve just remembered something.  I have other plans for lunch today.’

      ‘Ah.  You were merely toying with me, I see.’  He let out a long, dramatic sigh.  ‘You’ll be the death of me, Miss Jennings-Pendulay-O’Mara.  But it shall be a death divine.’

      I rolled my eyes.  ‘That’s nauseating, Seb.  Do women really fall for that sort of nonsense?’

      He stood up, moved closer, his cologne in my nose, his skin tickling mine.  ‘Only the unworthy ones.  Which is why I know that when you do finally fall for me, both of us will feel sure it was worth the wait.’
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      I almost wished I could go to Rome for lunch, despite the ego boost it would give Sebastian.  My real plans of a trip to Witchfield were far less fun.

      Travelling to the supernatural prison was far from pleasant.  It felt as if we made many teleportation jumps along the way, though we never once paused, simply rushed from one to the next.

      ‘Sorry about that,’ said Gretel, when we at last landed just outside the entranceway of a formidable building.  ‘This place shifts dimensions constantly for security reasons.  And we get a whole series of coordinates to jump to, also for security reasons – you never know which in the list is the right one until you arrive.’

      ‘I feel seasick,’ I told her, holding my hand over my mouth.

      ‘Well, it won’t get any better while you’re here, because the prison will carry on shifting.  If it’s any consolation, I feel sick, too.  Which is why I brought these.’  She took out two small vials filled with a bright green liquid.  ‘This should calm your stomach.’

      We downed the potions, and soon I was feeling a little less likely to lose my lunch (it probably helped that I hadn’t actually eaten any yet).  ‘Have you got any updates on Mrs D?  Is she still …?’

      Gretel sighed.  ‘Alive?  Yes, she’s still alive, and she matches our records for Mrs Danby – DNA, magical signature, all of it.’

      ‘So it’s really her, then?’

      ‘It seems that way – which means the only mystery is who might be lying in that morgue.  But let’s head inside, shall we?  We’d better focus on one mystery at a time.’

      She guided me through a series of security checks, and along eerily familiar walkways.  I felt so sure I’d walked these corridors before, but that was impossible.

      Finally, we came to a private room.  As she pulled open the door I could see guards standing around, but they weren’t the oddest sight.  The walls were lined with tiny hourglasses, encased in shining metal and packed tightly together with barely a gap between them.  The sand didn’t drop from one section into another, though – it remained suspended in the centre of each hourglass.

      ‘Oh,’ I said, gazing around.  ‘You have the room kitted out with those … whatchamacallits?  Temporal Stability Devices?’

      ‘We do,’ she confirmed.  ‘It means we only have a few rooms we can keep the Trents in – we can’t kit the entire prison out like this.  But it works to stop any of them using their particular brand of magic, so it’s worth the effort.  Our other methods are just not certain enough, not when it comes to Time Witches.  You can’t disempower someone who’s so well adept at hiding their power.  How can we know whether it’s worked or not?’

      She was right about that.  Although I’d been temporarily disempowered on my way in – a security measure they used for all visitors – there were points along the walk here where I felt certain that, if I really wanted to, I could pull on my abilities with Time.  But in here, with these Temporal Stability Devices, those aspects of my magic felt muzzled.

      A redhead walked into the room, waved at Gretel, and took a seat in the corner.

      ‘That’s our mind-reader,’ Gretel told me.  ‘I’m just going to go and have a word with her before we start.  Take a seat over there.’  She pointed to the centre of the room.  Two seats were arranged on either side of some odd-looking, wavering bars.  Some kind of magical divider, probably.  The thing was, those bars seemed just as familiar as everything else in this prison.  ‘Julian will be out in about two minutes.’
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      When he arrived, I did my best to hide my surprise.  Julian was covered with bruises, and he winced with every step.  Even when he lowered himself into his seat, he seemed to be in pain.

      I glanced at Gretel, who looked shocked and rushed over to share some urgent whispers with one of the guards.

      ‘I can’t believe you came,’ Julian said, blinking.  His eyes were swollen, especially his left one.  The skin around it was dark.

      ‘Well, I did.  So … you got in a fight?  I thought you and your brothers were being kept away from the other prisoners.’

      ‘We are,’ he said, his expression blank.  ‘And the guards don’t get too close to us, either.’

      ‘Oh.’  It seemed that Gretel’s potion had stopped working, because I felt nauseous once more.  I realised, as my stomach churned and lurched, why everything in Witchfield felt familiar to me.  This was the place I’d been dreaming of.  And when I was getting beaten up in last night’s nightmare …

      ‘Your brothers,’ I said, my throat feeling dry.  ‘It was your brothers who kicked the crap out of you, wasn’t it?  Why?’  And why, I didn’t add, would I have dreamt about it?

      ‘Don’t worry about me,’ he told me.  ‘I’m fine.  I can handle myself.  I’m just so glad you came.  You look amazing, Essie.’

      ‘Don’t say that.  Just … let’s get the important stuff over, so I can get out of here.’  I was fidgeting endlessly as I spoke, unable to find a way to sit comfortably.  I crossed one leg over the other, then switched around.  I wanted to ask him more about his brothers, but that wasn’t for me to worry about, was it?  The Wayfarers would have to figure that one out.

      ‘Ah.  I suppose Captain Wood brought you here to ask me about the things I’ve been saying.  She thinks I’m lying, doesn’t she?’

      ‘Oh gee, I wonder why.’

      ‘I guess I deserve that,’ he said.  ‘I tried to be honest with you, Essie.  When we first met, I didn’t know who you were, and I didn’t know my coven had anything to do with Chronos.  I’d had nothing to do with the rest of the Trents for years.’

      ‘Hah!’  I shook my head at him, amazed at his brazen lies.  ‘You expect me to believe you?  I know you were the CEO of Chronos.  I saw a letter addressed to you.  You were the one leading your brothers all along.’

      ‘I was not,’ he insisted.  ‘Dad made me the coven leader when he died, but I never actually took the role.  I’d long since walked away.  Do you know how my dad died, Essie?’

      ‘Why would I?’ I retorted.  The truth was, I had looked into it, but I wasn’t about to tell him that.  He’d get the wrong idea; he’d think that he and his family were ever-present on my mind.

      ‘Well, as deaths go, it was fairly straightforward,’ said Julian.  ‘Three years ago, he was enjoying a screaming match with Devlin junior, and in the middle of it he died on the spot.  The official cause was a ruptured aneurysm, but … they’re all like that.  Big tempers, big plans, big bad.’

      It was pretty much as the records had said, apart from the argument.  ‘What did they fight over?’

      ‘Dad had jobs for all of us.  My job was to find any magical objects that had Time Witch power stored up.  He expected me to hunt down any existing Time Witches, too, but he knew our kind was rare, so he wasn’t surprised when I didn’t find any.  Dev junior was also a finder, although … well, he wasn’t as good as me, so he and the rest of our brothers did some less savoury jobs for Dad, too.’

      He dropped his head, tightly balling his fists.  ‘Dad thought Dev should work harder, find ways to siphon enough power so he could be a better finder.  That’s what they were fighting about, according to some of my other brothers.  Dev wasn’t able to find something Dad wanted, and I was, so Dad went nuts, shouted a lot, and then just … died.’

      He looked at me, just for a moment, before dropping his head again.  ‘I never really expected him to die, to be honest.  He seemed like he’d live forever.  And I certainly never thought he’d actually go through with making me leader.  I mean, he’d said he would years earlier, right before I married Etain – I had innate Time Witch power, so I was to inherit the position.  But I was fairly sure I’d annoyed him so much that he would give the job to Dev in the end.  But apparently not, because right after he died my brothers asked me to come home and head up the coven.  I told them to get lost, that I wanted nothing to do with any of them.  And I stayed true to that.  I wasn’t their leader, and I certainly wasn’t heading up Chronos.  The Wayfarers told me you found a letter implicating me, saying I was CEO.  They showed it to me when they were questioning me, and they told me you found it in my room.  But I’d never seen it before, and every word in it is a lie.  It has to be a plant.’

      I’d carried on fidgeting through his entire story, unable to sit still and paste a nonchalant expression on my face.  Nonchalance was impossible to feign when he sounded so sincere.  But like everything he said, I would have to mistrust it, because he’d already been proven a liar.  ‘Hah,’ I said, trying to inject a harsh edge into my voice.  ‘So someone is setting you up, are they?  As if.’

      ‘I swear it to you, Essie,’ he said, leaning forward, focusing far too intently on me.  ‘I am not now, nor was I ever in charge of Chronos.  I didn’t work for them or with them or anything.  There was a point where I began to suspect my brothers might be involved with Chronos, but even that much didn’t occur to me until it was far too late, after Dillis and Rick were kidnapped from Night and Gale.  And by then … by then I was so bloody crazy about you that I was terrified to tell you until I knew for sure.  I didn’t want to lose you, Essie, and I didn’t want to frighten you away, either.  Not until I was certain.’

      ‘You didn’t want to frighten me?’  I shook my head in amazement.  ‘Forcing me into a bonding ceremony and stealing my magic doesn’t sound like a scary prospect to you?’

      ‘I knew nothing about that until I got there,’ he insisted.  ‘And I would never have forced you to go through with a thing like that.  It was … I was shocked, and confused, and I didn’t react the way I should have when I found you in that weird cavern.  You … you don’t believe me, do you?’

      ‘Why on earth would I?  You knew that cavern and those tunnels a whole lot better than I did, seeing as it’s where you killed your first wife.’

      ‘Except I didn’t kill her, Essie.’  His voice sounded strained, on the verge of cracking.  ‘I might not have loved her in the same way that I–’

      ‘Don’t say it,’ I interrupted, talking loudly enough to drown him out, in case he kept on going.  ‘Don’t you dare say that.  Look, none of this matters, anyway.  I came here for a reason, so I just want to get it over with and get out of here.’  I carried on with my attempts to control my facial expression, but I doubted I was doing a good job.  Every word of his cut me, especially those words I hadn’t let him finish.

      I was seriously regretting my decision to come here.  His reactions, everything he did, and said, it was making me feel deeply uncomfortable.  Something was so off about all of this, but I was terrified to ask him: why had his brothers beaten him?

      ‘The Wayfarers found something in one of the rooms at Trent Manor,’ I continued.  ‘It looks like a normal winding pin, but Rick says it’s not.  He says it’s got magic on it.  Our kind of magic.  It seems to fit in – in the Pendulay Pocket Watch.  Like a second winder, maybe for the Time Turner adaptation the watch also seems to have gone through.  But however it works, Rick and the Wayfarers can’t figure it out.’

      His face had turned deathly pale, making his bruises all the clearer.  ‘Where did they find this pin?’ he gasped.

      ‘In some ugly room with goblin heads all over the walls.’

      ‘Devlin’s room.’  He sounded almost breathless.  ‘I don’t understand.  My brother’s not dead, so it can’t be his.’

      ‘You’re not really telling me anything I can follow here, Julian.’

      He rubbed his temples, sighed, and said, ‘Sorry, Essie, sorry.  It’s just … maybe it’s nothing, but there’s a spell that the Trents use, and it involves what would look like a winding pin.  We call it a Last Moments spell.  As we’re dying, we send a message and store it up so that it can be replayed.  Sometimes, as well as recording some last words for our heir, we also encode coordinates onto the pin – Time coordinates, so that our heir can visit the moments we want them to, moments we think are important.  My dad loved the spell.  He and his ancestors used it so that if they were murdered, they could tattle on whoever did it, even record the moment it happened, so their heirs could seek revenge against the killer.’

      ‘That’d be an interesting trinket to inherit,’ I mused.  ‘More of an instruction for vengeance than a sweet memento.’

      ‘Yeah, well, the Trents have many traits, and forgiveness is not among them.  But I know that this pin can’t be the one Dad left for Devlin junior.  Dev destroyed that one in anger, because Dad used it to announce that he was making me coven leader.  And my mother left one for me, so … I don’t know whose it could be.  The only person I can think of is Etain, though why Devlin would have it, well … I really don’t know.’

      ‘Why Etain?’ I questioned.  ‘She’s not a Trent, and this isn’t something the Pendulays do, or else my uncle would know about it.’

      ‘Well, I taught her the spell,’ he told me.  ‘And I helped her make a pin and adapt her watch into a Time Turner.’

      ‘Why?  Why would she want a Last Moments spell?  Did she have some suspicion that her husband was going to murder her, do you think?  She left it for Dev junior so he could seek vengeance on her behalf, did she?’

      ‘I told you, I have no idea why Devlin has it, if it is hers.  And if she suspected I was going to kill her, she would have been very wrong.  The reason we started talking about the Last Moments spell was because she wished she could have heard some last words from her parents.  She was unsettled by their death, so the spell kind of appealed to her, I guess.  What colour was the pin?’

      His last question seemed to come out of nowhere.  Frowning, I said, ‘The same gold as her watch.  Why?’

      ‘Because if it’s the same colour as her watch, then it means no one has activated it yet.  It might have been in Devlin’s room, but he didn’t view it.’

      ‘I can’t imagine him letting an opportunity like that go to waste,’ I said.

      ‘Neither can I.  Which means the message wasn’t left for him.  The message can only be viewed by the person it was meant for, and it can only be viewed once.’

      ‘So … if he didn’t view it, it was because he couldn’t.’

      ‘Exactly.  You can record the message itself if you set up a camera, but there’s no way to record any time jumps that might be included.  And once you’re done, the pin turns white hot, and it stays that colour.  The spell involves creating, like … a psychic connection between the pin and its owner.  If you’re alive, you keep the pin in your watch, keeping the watch with you at all times.  And then, at the moment you know you’re going to die, you just communicate what you want the pin to remember, to record.’

      ‘And the Time Turner?  You said you can visit moments that were important to the person?  How?’

      ‘You just turn the pin until it clicks.  Usually it’ll show you the last words first, and then take you back to however many moments the deceased person wants you to view.  It’s preferable to use an invisibility spell – you would want to watch the action without being seen, obviously, if you do go back in time.’

      ‘Obviously,’ I said with a slight snort.  Nothing about this was obvious to me.

      ‘But like I said,’ he went on, ‘only the person Etain meant this for can use it.  One person, and it can’t be Devlin because he would have used it already.  It can’t be her parents because they were already dead when she made it.  It can’t be any of your family because she’d forgotten you existed.  So it must be …’  He shook his head.

      ‘You,’ I said.  ‘You’re trying to tell me it must be meant for you.’  My fidgeting resumed.  I believed him.  Stupidly, perhaps, but I believed him.  But I’d learned to my detriment that he was a liar, through and through, so I did everything I could to hide it.  In a voice dripping with sarcasm, I said, ‘Oh, that’s convenient, isn’t it?’

      ‘Convenient?’  His voice sounded hollow, broken.  ‘I can see why you’d think that.  And I know the Wayfarers are never going to let me use it, because of what they think I’ve done.  I know I’ll never see that message, not first-hand, anyway, but if it is for me, then … then Essie, I have reason to believe you can view the message on my behalf.’

      ‘Me?  Why?’

      For too long a moment, he fixated on my wedding ring.  When I covered it up, he met my eyes.  ‘I told you before that there was like … an old wives’ tale, or what I thought was an old wives’ tale, about Time Witches whose wedding rings won’t come off, and what it means.  I was afraid to say it, you were freaking out so much, and I didn’t know it would happen.  My father always said it wasn’t actually a real thing.  But I think … I think he was wrong.  I think we’re bonded, Essie.  Connected.  That’s why our rings won’t come off.  And it’s also why I think you might be able to use that pin, even if Etain’s spell isn’t meant for you.  Bonded Time Witches, they can share magic whenever they want to.  You’ll be able to use my magic, even when we’re miles apart.  The pin will recognise you, and treat you as though you’re me.’

      ‘We’re not … we’re not bonded,’ I said, my voice betraying my uncertainty.  ‘I mean, that was the whole idea of the creepy ceremony in the cavern.  But we didn’t get to finish it, thank goodness.  So we’re … we can’t be bonded.’

      ‘There’s a very big difference between a bond that’s forced and a bond that’s created through love,’ he said.  ‘Dev didn’t believe in love bonds – True Bonds, they’re called – just like my dad didn’t.  He thought that stupid ceremony was the only way.  A one-way bond, where I would be able to take your power, but you couldn’t share mine.  That’s the only kind of bond my family are interested in, but I never would have asked you to do that.’

      ‘Well, you didn’t stop it, did you?’ I accused.

      ‘No.’  His tone was more broken than ever.  ‘No, I didn’t.  I told you that I was in shock, and I meant it.  It’s a pathetic reason, but it’s true.  Our bond is true, too, and that means that Dev’s ceremony wouldn’t have worked.  Nothing can usurp a True Bond, Essie, nothing is more powerful.  I know we have this bond because I’ve felt it, and I’m guessing you’ve felt it, too.  Do you dream about me, dreams that make you feel as if you’re here, with me?  Because I dream I’m with you, Essie.  Lying beside you every night.  Sometimes I hear you when you cry.  I can hear the thoughts in your head.  You have those dreams too, don’t you?  And I’ll bet you hear my voice sometimes, too.  When I reach out, when I want to talk to you really badly, you can feel it, I know you can.’

      ‘I … I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ I lied, averting my gaze.  I didn’t know why I was lying, other than the fact that I didn’t want to be bonded to someone who had hurt me so much.  ‘Look, Julian, if you’ve only just heard about this pin being found, then what have you been telling the Wayfarers?  What is it you think they don’t believe?’

      He sat up very, very straight.  ‘You don’t know?  Captain Wood hasn’t told you?’

      ‘No.’  I glanced at the captain.  Her expression was unreadable.

      ‘I really wish she would have told you this already,’ Julian mumbled.

      ‘Why?  What does it have to do with me?’

      ‘I think – I think it could put you in danger, Essie.  And I would say that you should have guards on you at all times, but we both know it wouldn’t make a difference.  Not while they’re still out there.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘My brothers.  Three of them.  The Wayfarers are convinced they’ve arrested every one of us Trent kids, but they haven’t.  They think there are only ten of us, but they’re wrong.  There are thirteen.’

      There were so many things running through my mind right then, but all I managed to say was, ‘Thirteen boys.  Wow.  Your poor mother.’

      He let out a hollow chuckle, and then said, ‘I don’t really know how she felt about giving birth to so many sons, seeing as she died giving birth to me.’

      ‘Oh.’

      ‘Yup, I was unlucky number thirteen.  Four sets of triplets, and then me, on my own.  And from photos I’ve seen, and from what I knew of my dad, then yeah, I’d have to say that she had a hard life.  She was one of those rare human-borns who have power – maybe there was a Time Witch way back in her family, I don’t know.  But she was shunned by her parents because of it, and she had no one up until she met my dad.  I don’t think she really knew what she was letting herself in for.  He was – he could be charming, you know.’

      ‘Yeah, I know all about charming guys,’ I drawled.

      ‘No.  You don’t.  You think – you think I charmed you?  Reeled you in?  Essie, I fell for you, and I wanted you, but I didn’t trick you or whatever it is you think I did.  I tried to tell you everything that night we had dinner in Las Vegas.  I tried to tell you again the next morning.  And when I realised it must be one of my brothers behind all of this, I had every intention of going to Gretel Wood and telling her so, the second I got back from work – Seb called me in on your first morning at Pendulay, remember?’

      ‘I remember,’ I conceded with some reluctance.  Everything about our time at Pendulay had seared itself to my mind.

      ‘Even though I was terrified of what it would mean for me, even though it meant I would have to reveal what I really was, I would have done that,’ he went on.  ‘I would have told the Wayfarers absolutely everything, in the hope that they could help keep you safe.  And I still want to keep you safe.  That’s why I need you to take this seriously.  The Wayfarers might not believe me, but you need to.  Birth records for my family, they don’t exist.  We were never part of the supernatural world, and we weren’t registered in the human world, either.  When you live in Granvar Bay, the authorities tend to forget about you, you know?  It’s one of those weird, indefinable places where the rules just don’t apply, which is precisely why so many witches who don’t want to live with other witches live there instead.’

      ‘So why would the Wayfarers be so sure, then?  That there are ten of you instead of thirteen?’

      ‘I’m guessing because one of my brothers told them so, and they believed it.  It’s … it’s the kind of thing they do, the Trent Coven.  The ones that were arrested probably decided among themselves to protect the other three.  Lying is second nature to them.’  He stared at me.  ‘Do you believe me, Essie?  Please say you believe me.’

      ‘I don’t,’ I insisted, even as his story grew more and more convincing in my mind.  ‘How can I?  I mean, you had a chance to tell me you weren’t the coven leader when we were down in that tunnel, didn’t you?  You had a chance to tell me you were nothing to do with Chronos, then.  But you did nothing.’

      ‘Look, I get why you keep coming back to this, and I can’t blame you.  If you think you’re disappointed by how pathetic I was down there, believe me, I’m far more disappointed than you could ever be.  I’m ashamed of how I fell apart, how I let the shock get to me.  But I did try to tell you that they were lying – Dev and Mrs Danby.’

      ‘Why would Mrs Danby lie?’

      ‘I don’t know for sure.  But she – she’d changed, Essie.  When I first met that woman, she was warm and kind and wonderful.  But over the last couple of years of Etain’s life, she became a completely different person.  Always creeping around the house, coming and going at odd hours.  And I’d sometimes catch her telling Etain I said something bad about her, when I’d done no such thing.  It was like she was playing mind games.  I think she was going to start the same with you, too.  Remember our breakfast at Pendulay, when she acted like I’d told her to give you nothing but grapefruit?  Does that really sound like something I’d say?’

      ‘I …’  I wasn’t sure how to respond, my mind was so busy with it all.  Could he be telling the truth?  I recalled how Mrs Danby had convinced me that Julian controlled Etain’s food, and he would do the same to mine.  At the time it had seemed so at odds with the Julian I was getting to know, the Julian I’d enjoyed meals with, the Julian who had acted as though I was perfect, exactly as I was.  And yet … why would she lie?

      ‘Look, this is a very good yarn you’re spinning, Julian,’ I said.  ‘But why on earth would a housekeeper, a woman who had been Etain’s nanny, for goodness’ sake, decide to frame you as some sort of controlling manipulator?  Given everything else that happened, it seems way more likely that she was telling the truth, and you’re lying now.’

      ‘Does it?  Really?  See, I don’t think you believe that, Essie.  I think that even though we haven’t known each other long, we know each other.  She lied through her teeth about me telling her to serve you grapefruit, and she lied through her teeth down in those tunnels when she said she saw me kill Etain down there.  If I’d known those tunnels existed, I would have made bloody sure that my protective wards extended down that far, wouldn’t I?

      ‘I get why you don’t trust me,’ he continued.  ‘I can see that everything she and Dev told you is still weighing on your mind.  They manipulated you, and they did a very good job of it.  I think … I know it sounds nuts, but I think they were working together, he and Mrs Danby.  It occurred to me when I found you all down there, and finally … finally things made sense.  Things that I’d never fully understood, about Etain.  I started to figure out what might have really happened to her.  And I just … it’s like … the realisation, it just broke me.  And when I saw that you wouldn’t believe me, that you believed everything Dev was telling you, I broke even more.’

      His eyes filled with determination as he continued.  ‘But you don’t need a broken man, Essie.  When Gretel asked me to take you to Pendulay, I promised I would do everything I could to keep you safe.  I wasn’t making that promise to her, but to you, and … I broke that promise, when I let you down, when I didn’t understand it all soon enough.  But I understand now, and I need you to understand.  Grady, Nicholas and Jeremy, they’re my brothers.  They’re still out there, and they will be on the hunt.  They–’

      Suddenly a bell began to clang, and the guards marched into position, grabbing Julian and pulling him to his feet.  He kept trying to talk to me, to tell me more, but I couldn’t hear another word.
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      ‘Why didn’t you let him finish?’ I asked Gretel as she led me to the corridor outside.  ‘I didn’t think there’d be a bell, like it was some average visiting hour.  Was it even a whole hour?  It didn’t feel like one.’

      Her expression was grim.  ‘No, it wasn’t an hour.  Myself, the warden, and our mind-reader decided that half an hour was more than enough.  I didn’t even want it to go on that long, because I could see how much he was affecting you.  And, well … he’d gotten to the point where he was simply repeating what he’d already told us.’

      ‘So what he said, those were the “wild stories” you told me and Rick about this morning?  You didn’t believe him when he said there are three more Trents out there?’

      ‘We couldn’t be sure.’

      ‘And now?  What did the mind-reader say?  Was Julian telling the truth?’

      She sighed.  ‘It’s inconclusive.  Although the mind-reader did tell me that you’re equally hard to read, so at least we can be certain it’s a Time Witch trait.’

      ‘Well, that’s helpful.  I’m so glad I came.’  I let out a long, weary groan.  ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to sound sarcastic.  It just … it didn’t go how I thought it would.  Gretel, what happened between his brothers and him?  Why did they beat him up?’

      She looked troubled.  ‘I’m not really sure, to be honest.  I only just heard about it – I’ve been too busy to get to my messages this morning.  The Trents were left in a special shower block, the walls surrounded by the Temporal Stability Devices.  Guards were on the door.  Devlin told the guards that some other prisoners got in, somehow, and attacked Julian.  The other brothers said the same.  Julian didn’t say anything either way.  He’s been seen to by the prison healer.  It looks bad right now, but there’s no lasting damage.’

      ‘How could anyone have sneaked in when there were guards on the door?’

      ‘It’s unlikely but not impossible.  When you take magic away from prisoners, they become all the more wily.  And as owner and CEO of Chronos, Julian has a lot of enemies.’

      I rubbed at the skin around my eye.  I could feel it throbbing, as though Julian’s black eye was somehow affecting me.  ‘I just … I have a feeling it was his brothers.  And if he’s telling the truth, then it would make sense, wouldn’t it?’

      She tilted her head to the side, regarding me.  ‘Do you think he’s telling the truth?’

      ‘I don’t know.  I just …’  I couldn’t finish speaking.

      I rested against the wall, feeling tired to my bones.  The truth was, I didn’t know what to think about any of it.  Julian had seemed so convincing.  And his version of events made a strange sort of sense.  He really had seemed shocked when he arrived in the cavern that day.  And when I was injured, he looked devastated.  He’d pushed and pushed at the magical circle he was confined within.  He’d tried his best to get to me, despite the pain it must have caused him.  I’d seen his skin blister, and yet he’d carried on pushing.  I hadn’t wanted to think about that part – about any part of that day, really – but now … now it was replaying on my mind, making me wonder.

      And the dreams I’d been having, those made me wonder even more.  Especially after Julian mentioned them.  Was there really such a thing as a True Bond?  And what would it mean for me, for us?

      ‘I feel like a great big eejit,’ I told her.  ‘Because I – I did believe him.  I couldn’t admit it to him, because I know it might be the stupidest thing in the world, but a lot of what he said made sense to me.  More sense than anything has made for a very long time.  I know some stuff didn’t fully add up, like why would Mrs Danby of all people set out to frame him?  But I just … I felt like maybe his version was worth considering, at least.  Because I still …’

      Gretel settled back next to me, and gave me a small but sweet smile.  ‘We’re all eejits for love at least once in our lives, Essie.  And we’ll consider everything that Julian said, to see if there is any truth to it.  I won’t ask you to come and see him ever again, unless you want to.  But I do want you to know how brave I think you are.’

      ‘Uh-huh.  Sure you do.’

      ‘I do, actually.  You have a real problem with accepting compliments, don’t you?  Look, there’s a lot to figure out right now.  Yes, it’s possible that he was lying through his teeth.  Warlocks are extremely practised manipulators.  But there are some things he said which, well … which are verifiable.’  Her eyes went to my ring.  ‘I asked my friend Adeline to get in touch with you.  Has she?’

      ‘The lady with a million pairs of spectacles?’  When Gretel nodded, I went on.  ‘She didn’t tell me you had anything to do with it.  She asked me to meet her at some library this evening, but she kind of vamoosed before I could give her a yes or a no.  I guess she figured I’d be too curious not to turn up.’

      ‘I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised at her lack of formality.  Adeline is brilliant, but absolutely batty.  You really need to go and meet her tonight, Essie, because she’s got a lot of knowledge on Time Witches.  I won’t have a chance to catch up with her today, so you’ll get to hear her latest findings before I will.  But depending on what she says, do you think … do you think you would be willing, if she thinks it’s possible, to try and use the Pendulay Pocket Watch?  I mean, to activate the winding pin and see Etain’s Last Moments spell?’

      ‘I … would it be possible?  You believe him too, don’t you?  You think that we’re somehow … bonded, or whatever.’

      ‘I’m keeping my mind open, Essie, because right now nothing is certain.  So will you?  Under our protection, of course.  We would be with you every step of the way, and we would take every precaution to make sure it’s not just another Trent ruse.’

      My thoughts were a mess.  I wanted nothing more than to test the watch, because if I could use it, and if I got to hear Etain’s last words, see the moments she thought were significant, perhaps it would tell me a whole new story.

      But what if it was just another Trent ruse?  If I went through with this, it meant trusting Julian.  I could be opening myself up to all sorts of scary surprises.  For all I knew, that pin did something else entirely – it could be a means to finish the bonding ceremony, making sure that even from Witchfield, Julian could drain my power.

      And if it wasn’t a ruse?  If every word he spoke was true?  I couldn’t let myself consider that, because if I did believe him, it would hurt all the more when I found out that it was just another lie.

      ‘I don’t know,’ I said.  ‘Let’s just see what Adeline says first, okay?  But will you do something for me?  Well, for Julian, really.  I know you said someone else could have attacked him, but just in case it was his brothers …’

      ‘I’ve already instructed that he be moved to a separate cell with a private shower, and that he have extra guards and cameras watching him at all times.  It’s bad enough that he was attacked once in this prison.  We’ll do our utmost to make sure it doesn’t happen again.’

      I gave her a smile.  She hadn’t told me I was stupid for asking, and I was grateful for that.

      ‘Okay, then.’  I straightened up and shook my limbs out.  ‘For now, I need to get back to work.’
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        * * *

      

      Once Gretel returned me safely to Dublin City, I grabbed a takeaway sandwich for lunch and rushed back to the office, eating along the way.

      When I got to McGinty’s, Sebastian and I spent the afternoon getting through more of the suspicious cases on my list.  My afternoons with him weren’t usually so efficiently spent, and I couldn’t decide whether it was refreshing or troubling.  He didn’t mess around, or attempt to flirt (although on one occasion I was convinced I caught him sniffing my hair).  Mostly, he seemed deep in thought.

      It wasn’t until just before closing time, after he’d run off to ‘see to some man stuff’, that I finally ran into Kim.

      ‘Hey stranger,’ I said, as I stood up from my desk and slung my purse across my shoulder.  ‘Have you been busy, or have you been avoiding Sebastian?’

      ‘Both,’ she replied.  ‘How’s Ava?’

      I sat back down again.  I’d been working very hard not to think about Ava.  Even with a day as unusual as mine had been, there’d been moments when she was all I could think of.  She was my aunt.  My mother’s sister.  She’d been all Belinda had for the last twenty-four years.  And given that Rick had almost died recently, I could easily empathise with what Belinda might be going through.

      ‘The healer says it’s not looking good,’ I said.  ‘Not unless we can figure out what’s causing this.  Hey, Kim, do you have a moment or two, actually, to chat?  Maybe we could go for a drink?  I have to go do something at half past seven, but …’

      ‘But a couple of glasses of wine and a good long natter seem like a necessity right now?’  Kim nodded.  ‘Yip.  I wholeheartedly agree.’
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        * * *

      

      We went to a place in one of the hidden enclaves, a favourite bar of Kim’s called the Plain Old Cauldron.  The patrons were friendly, a whole mix of supernaturals, and the landlord was a white-haired wizard called Haz.  While I walked back to our table with our drinks, I sneaked a peek at Kim.  Her usual sunny smile was nowhere to be found.  She was twirling a beer mat in her hands, looking morose.

      She finally smiled when I handed her a glass of wine, but it was a smile which didn’t meet her eyes.  ‘Oh, thank the stars for vino,’ she said after she’d taken a long glug.  ‘I’ve been having a really bad day.’

      ‘Is it Seb?’ I asked.  ‘Because–’

      ‘No.’  Her curls swayed wildly as she shook her head with force.  ‘I mean, a bit.  I’ve been thinking very hard about everything those women said last night.  Especially Belinda.  Her story just sounded so similar to mine.  The way Vince had such a complete personality change.’

      ‘Yeah, that’s what–’

      ‘But actually,’ she continued, apparently not hearing my polite interruption, ‘the main thing I’ve been thinking about today is your aunt.’

      ‘Oh.’  I took a good long glug myself.  The wine was from the O’Mara vineyard, and it tasted divine.  I doubted this year’s would be nearly so good.  ‘Yeah, I’m so sorry that you had to see a vision of her death, Kim.  I know it can’t be easy, this power that you have.’

      She shook her head once more, her eyes glittering with energy.  ‘That’s just it, Essie.  I didn’t see a vision of her death.  And when someone’s death is supposedly certain, and soon, like Ava’s, I always see it.’

      ‘Oh.’  I settled my glass onto the table, resisting the urge to down it all in a few large gulps.  ‘Maybe it wasn’t the right object.  Maybe you’d need to touch something else.  A more important object or something.  Not that I’m suggesting you ought to.  I wouldn’t want to, if I were you.’

      ‘No.’  She was becoming frustrated – with me, I feared.  ‘You’re not getting it, Ess.  Or I’m not explaining it right.  The thing is, I know that it was an important object.  I popped to the loo while we were watching You’ve Got Mail, remember?  And I overheard Rick and Ava having a romantic conversation about when he’d given her that very brooch.  It was a present to commemorate a picnic they’d enjoyed near a lavender field.’

      Kim’s face grew flushed.  ‘I don’t think all they did was eat, but I didn’t stick around to hear.  Anyway, the point is, it was an important object to Ava, but even if it wasn’t, it shouldn’t matter.  I saw Paula dead when I touched her hairnet.  It can be absolutely any object, Ess.  If someone’s already dead, I see them lying that way – not how it happened, unfortunately.  But if someone is sick, or sure to die, or soon about to have a tragic accident, then I’ll see quite a lot.  The visions aren’t always super helpful – I won’t be setting up a detective agency anytime soon, put it that way.  But … but with Ava’s brooch, it was more confusing.  I didn’t see her dying, or anything connected to death at all.  I saw something, though.  Something weird.  A big jewel, pulsing with white light, and all of these other colours glittering and swirling inside.  Maybe not a jewel.  Maybe some sort of … vessel, or roundish bottle.  But whatever it was, it had something attached to it.  It looked like a weirdly ornate horn, maybe, but inverted so the wide part faced out and the narrow part was connected to the bottle.  The horn was ivory coloured.’

      ‘I don’t understand.’

      ‘Neither do I.  I’ve never felt anything like it.  I told you, I’m not psychic.  I just have this truly dumb power.  But Essie, my instinct tells me that Ava’s fate is not certain.  I feel like there’s something out there.  A cure.  That jewel or vessel or whatever it is that I’m seeing, it’s important, somehow.  I think – I think it might be buried.  I see the horn because of the light from the vessel or jewel or whatever, but it’s dark all around it, and I could … I could smell soil.’

      She looked miserably into her almost-empty glass.  ‘Or maybe … maybe I’m being dumb, just seeing something that isn’t there.  I – I shouldn’t have said anything, should I?  It’s not like I’ve given you any useful information, just some weird image in my mind.’

      ‘Of course you should have said something,’ I assured her.  ‘It’s not nothing, not some weird image.  It’s something to go on, because Kimmy, I think there’s something so, so weird about the fact that Ava and the land she loves so much are sickening at the same time.  So I’m going to look into this, figure out what it is.’

      Her face flushed again.  ‘Really, don’t.  I mean, I don’t want to get anyone’s hopes up.’

      I squeezed her arm.  It seemed that Kim lost a little more of her confidence with each passing day.  ‘We’ll figure it out together, all right?’ I promised her.  ‘But Kim, there’s something else we need to talk about, too.  It’s–’

      She held her hand up as her phone buzzed, and looked at the screen.  ‘Crap.  The estate agent has sent me a message.  She says I can see the flat now.  I have to go, Ess.  It’s the only place I can afford.’

      A flat?  So she was really going through with it, then.  She was finally giving up on Seb.  I opened my mouth to stop her, but before I could say a thing, she’d clicked her fingers and left the pub.
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            The Changelings

          

        

      

    

    
      It was easy to find the Longest Library, seeing as it was housed in Crooked College, a building I’d noticed the first time I’d been to Warren Lane.  It was the kind of building which attracted attention, because it looked far too lopsided to remain upright; there had to be magic involved.

      If I’d thought the building odd, the library within it was odder still.  In a way it was beautiful – there were fireplaces, comfy chairs and lovely lighting, and plenty of long, polished tables where you could study.  But as I began to take in the sheer length of the library, gazing at the shelves and alcoves stretching out before me, I realised this place was so long that I couldn’t see where it ended.

      I had a lot on my mind at the moment: I was worried about Ava, and Kim; I was curious about the recent changes with Belinda’s beau; I was terrified to even think of how I felt about my meeting with Julian, and the strange dreams he seemed to know I’d been having; oh, and I was incredibly confused as to how Mrs Danby was walking around when I’d definitely seen her body.  I longed to forget about it all.  And as I had a few minutes to kill before meeting Adeline I decided to keep on walking, and see how long it took me to reach the end of the library.

      ‘Don’t even think about it,’ said a squeaky voice.  ‘Even with camping gear and weeks of rations, you might never come back.  Students have been known to disappear while trying to find the end of this place.’

      I turned to find the funniest looking creature looking my way, seated atop an armchair by one of the library’s many crackling fires.  She was slightly worm-like, albeit with arms, and she was about the size of a cat (a smaller cat than Marbles, mind you).  She was adorable, with enormous eyes which peered out at me from behind her round glasses.  A flask of hot chocolate sat next to her, and she was chewing on a marshmallow.  In her lap sat a book called Mrs Magely Does it Again.  Another dozen books were piled next to her armchair.

      I smiled at her and was about to say hello, when Adeline bustled out from a nearby room.  ‘Dee Dee.’  She wagged a warning finger at the adorable creature.  ‘I see dog ears on those pages.’

      ‘It wasn’t me, I swear.’

      ‘That book arrived in my library today!  You’re the first to read it.  And is that a piece of marshmallow I see stuck in the margins?’  While Dee Dee made numerous excuses, Adeline rolled her eyes and focused on me.  ‘I’m so glad you came, Essie – I’d love for you to have seen my library without the Bookworm infestation, but … frankly, it’s impossible to get rid of the things.  Come on.  We’ll have our meeting in my office.’

      As I followed the librarian, I glanced back at the creature she’d referred to as a Bookworm.  If that was what Adeline considered an infestation, then bring it on.  Part of me wanted nothing more than to stay out there with Dee Dee and read that book.  There were some perks to going with Adeline, however – namely, the fact that I could see Chinese food on top of her messy desk.

      ‘Sweet and sour chicken,’ she told me.  ‘The chicken is shredded, cooked in a light crispy batter, and I’ve asked for extra pineapple in the sauce.  Oh, and we have egg-fried rice, spring rolls and prawn crackers on the side.’

      My stomach grumbled.  ‘That’s my favourite Chinese takeaway.’

      She gave me a knowing smile.  ‘I suppose I could pretend that it was a lucky guess, but actually, Gretel Wood told me.’

      ‘Ah, yeah.  She told me you were friends.’  It made sense that the captain would know what I ordered from the Chinese restaurant, seeing as we still had Wayfarers positioned outside Teach Dearg and Pendulay, who checked every delivery.

      ‘We’re good friends, yes.  And occasionally we work together.  I have certain areas of expertise, and the Wayfarers call on me from time to time.  Gretel has filled me in on everything I need to know about your recent adventures – under the strictest confidence, of course – and she’s also placed extra security on the library tonight.  I did hope it would mean I’d have at least one Bookworm-free evening, but apparently not.  I believe the captain has a soft spot for them.’

      ‘Well, if they’re all like Dee Dee, I can kind of see why,’ I said.

      Adeline’s frustration was apparent, as she furiously polished the glasses around her neck.  ‘Why does everyone find them so cute?  Look, let’s eat first, shall we?  I’m famished.’

      My stomach had continued to grumble since the moment I walked in here, so I readily agreed, taking a seat across from Adeline at her desk.  As we ate dinner, she told me more about herself.

      ‘My job at this college is chief chronicler and librarian,’ she explained.  ‘But the chronicling part, well, it’s not exactly a narrow field.  I have many areas in which I specialize.’  Sensing my confusion, she explained further.  ‘In witch terms, chronicling means any career related to the written word – writing historical or magical records, or even writing fiction or the news.’  She barked out a laugh.  ‘Hard to tell the difference between the two of those sometimes.  But anyway, one of my jobs is to keep records of the various supernatural species, what’s going on with each, new discoveries, advancements.  I prepare the Compendium each year, too.  Well, not every year.  This year I turned the job down.’

      ‘The Compendium?’

      She fished through the piles on her desk and pushed a thin volume my way, called The Compendium of Supernatural Beings.  It seemed to list every kind of supernatural, along with their powers or abilities.

      ‘I really could have used this a few weeks back,’ I told her, quickly glancing through the definitions.  ‘Although …’

      She readjusted her eyeglasses.  ‘Let me guess.  You find my section on warlocks rather lacking.  Well, in that case, you wouldn’t want to see this year’s version.’  She had come to the end of her chicken, and she was eyeing the prawn crackers.  ‘There have always been rules about what I can and cannot write.  The rules come from the Wyrd Court – our centre of government and law.  More specifically, they come from a board of unelected bureaucrats within the government, called the Information Executive.  Technically, you can go against their suggestions and publish what you want, but the last time I did that the funding for the library was halved.  This year, they submitted their suggestions for the definition of warlocks, and I didn’t like it, so … someone else wrote the Compendium.  I am not looking forward to seeing next year’s budget.’

      ‘What was this year’s definition?’

      ‘Let me see if I can recall … Hm … oh yes, that’s right: “A warlock is a term for a male witch, though it has fallen out of favour for political reasons.  Recent studies suggest that there are certain differences between the magic which a warlock produces, when compared with the magic which a witch produces.  These studies seem to prove that warlocks excel in the following areas: Political and Organisational Skills; Materialization – particularly areas involving Design and Engineering; Mathematical Magic; the Sciences; Defensive Magic.  The same studies seem to prove that the magic of a witch is better suited to the softer magics, such as Glamorization, Household and Cookery Spells, and in those areas of Healing which are more care-centred.”’

      My food suddenly tasted bitter.  ‘I’m not surprised you refused to put your name to that.  “Seem to” was doing a lot of heavy lifting there, wasn’t it?  It sounds like something a warlock would say.’

      ‘It does, doesn’t it?  I’ve looked at those so-called studies.  Commissioned by the Warlock Society, of course, and they would not stand up to any serious scrutiny.  But don’t get me wrong, Essie – of course there are differences between men and women, generally speaking – things more women are drawn to than men and vice versa.  But to suggest that those differences count for all women and all men, why that’s just ridiculous.  And dangerous, in my opinion.  Let us have our differences and be aware of them, but let’s not box ourselves in, you know?  The most talented Defensive Magic student to have ever walked the halls of this college is a woman.  And as for women excelling at Household Magic, well … if that were true, my office wouldn’t look like this, would it?’

      ‘Julian said … he said that even though it seems like witch society is matriarchal, it isn’t really.  He told me that the richest covens are run by men.’

      Her brow furrowed.  ‘I must say, I’m surprised to hear a warlock acknowledge something so patently true.  Most talk rings around themselves just to avoid the obvious conclusion.  My own conclusions on the matter have been severely edited by the Information Executive.’

      ‘Well, he always knew the right thing to say.  Right up until the end, when he didn’t seem to have much to say at all.  Dev did the talking when we were down in the cavern.’  I didn’t mention the things Julian said at lunchtime today.  Perhaps Gretel had already told her, but unless I knew for sure I wasn’t about to bring it up.

      ‘Speaking of Dev and Julian …’  Adeline opened one of her desk drawers.  ‘I think it’s about time I showed you why I asked you here.’

      She pulled out a large metal box, similar to the box in which Rick was keeping the Watch Stones, and laid it on the desk (she had to shove aside a few piles of paperwork and a tray of spring rolls in order to make room).  There was a series of keyholes on the front of the box – thirteen in all – and Adeline laboriously turned each key until finally the box was opened.

      Inside, I could see a large book, its cover made of some thick black material I couldn’t identify.  The cover was edged in what appeared to be silver, and the label – also in silver – stated that the book was called The Changelings.  The book looked brand new, which surprised me.  There was something far more surprising in the box, though – an old, frayed ribbon.

      ‘That’s …’

      ‘The ribbon used when Dev attempted to bond you and Julian, yes.  I told you I have many areas of study, Essie.  Magical Artefacts, Dark Objects or Dark Instruments, those are some other areas in which I specialize.  Any book where such things are recorded is a book I usually know about.  But there came a point when my knowledge of the theory became an expertise in the objects themselves.  And I must admit, I was curious about an object you’re wearing.  Your wedding ring.’

      I looked down at the platinum band, unwanted memories flooding back.  Julian, promising to love and honour me for the rest of his life.  Kissing me goodnight, pulling off my boots and telling me that we had all the time in the world.  ‘This isn’t some Dark Object.  We bought these rings in a shop at the hotel.  But …’

      ‘But it won’t come off.  The guards at Witchfield Prison have confirmed that Julian’s ring is stuck, too.  They’ve tried everything.’  She pushed the black and silver tome closer to me.  ‘This is a book about Time Witches, and can only be opened by their magic.  We used the Pendulay Pocket Watch, as well as the wrist watches stolen from your uncle and neighbours.  All had enough power remaining, and a combination of that magic and a simple opening spell allowed me to read the book.  But I think you could manage to open it without any help at all.  Lay your hand on it, and use an opening spell.’

      I knew the word for an opening spell, but I hesitated to touch the book.  ‘It says it’s called The Changelings.’

      ‘I think it’s sarcasm on the part of the author.  There was a time when other witches feared your sort of power a great deal.  There were Time Witches with power to rival even the fae – your kind were impervious to almost anything that other witches could do to stop you.  And so, they came to believe that you were Changelings, placed in witch families in order to infiltrate and gain control on behalf of the faeries.  You would have found Changelings in the Compendium if the Information Executive hadn’t reined me in.  But I would never have written of Time Witches, though I knew of your existence.  Any reminders of your kind would have encouraged witches to hunt you down again.’

      ‘You … you’re awfully matter-of-fact about this.  You’re not scared to bejaysus of what I can do?’

      She tossed her head from side to side, considering my question.  ‘Well, I recently viewed Julian and his brothers from behind some one-way glass at Witchfield, and I’m definitely terrified of those men having your power.  But you … Gretel Wood trusts you’ll use it well, and I trust Gretel Wood.  She’s got very good instincts.  So.  Would you like to see if you can open it?’

      I touched the book and felt … a heartbeat?  No, not a heartbeat.  A clockbeat.  Back and forth, back and forth, a deep, deep rhythm, almost like what I’d felt down in the cavern before I escaped the circle.  I thought of how I’d used the watch this morning in my lesson, and settled into that movement, finding the centre of the sound, the still point.

      As soon as I found it, everything else grew still – the giggling of the Bookworms, the sound of Adeline chewing prawn crackers – and I whispered, ‘Oscail.’

      The book sprang open, and I took a moment in that silence to relax, and prepare, before I focused again on the rhythm I could feel, and allowed time to begin once more.
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      Adeline smiled.  ‘You did it.  You opened the Time Lock.  Well, that’s what the Wayfarers are calling the lock upon the book, but it doesn’t quite describe it, in my opinion.  It can only be opened in an absence of time.  When I first opened it I did so in the dead of night, hoping that none of you Time Witches would sense the time stop I’d created – even though it was a mere split second of a stop, I was wary.  I’m not sure I’d want to experience a magic like that again, but I can almost see how the Trents became addicted to stealing more and more.’

      ‘You can only “almost” see it because you’re not a greedy pig like the Trents.  So what bit do I need to know about?  Can the book tell me how to take off the wedding ring?’

      ‘There is some information about the rings, but … first, I need you to read the chapter on Recognition.’

      She leafed to the correct page, and I began to read.

      

      
        
        Recognition

      

      

      
        
        There are methods by which we may keep track of others of our kind, such as the Watch Stones.  These are very useful in letting us know if a powerful Time Witch has made Time Stops so seamless that even we other Time Witches cannot feel them.  They can also let us know whether a Time Witch is going backwards or forwards in Time.

      

      

      
        
        However, the most powerful among us have other means of recognition, so varied and sometimes unique to each witch that we cannot list them all here.  It would take the rest of us many years of training, and multiple magical objects, to know what they know through their senses alone.  For instance, they will recognise any Time Witch who is currently holding power (whether that power is innate or stolen) by the colour of their eyes.  Reportedly, they will see the eyes as ‘gold-coloured.’

      

      

      

      I reread the words.  ‘Dev’s eyes are gold.’

      Adeline shook her head.  ‘Devlin Trent junior has brown eyes.  I imagine, now that he no longer has his hands on your power or anyone else’s, you’d see them as they truly are.  You saw them as gold because he was siphoning from your power, and from other objects found in Trent Manor, too – they’d built up a supply of the things, power stolen from other true Time Witches over the years.’

      ‘Oh.  That means …’

      ‘It means you are incredibly powerful, yes.  Even when you had no idea what you were, even when you’d forgotten the brief training you had in childhood, you were powerful enough to see that he was in possession of stolen magic.’

      I felt a little uneasy at the revelation.  Sure, it was flattering to be told I was some sort of super-witch, but from what I’d discovered so far, having this power meant you spent your life being hunted, or in hiding.  The Wayfarers were treating me well right now, letting me train and grow, and it certainly didn’t seem like any of them wanted to steal what I had.  But what if they changed their minds, or decided I was dangerous?  Shivering, I focused on the text again.

      

      
        
        The eyes are also a good way for sensing a True Bond, for it is said that when two True Bonded Mates meet, their eyes will rapidly change colour.  See chapter titled The Bonds for more details.

      

      

      

      ‘“True Bonded Mates”?’  I stared at the words, reading and re-reading them.  ‘So it’s true.  Julian said there was a True Bond, but I thought … I wondered …’

      ‘If he was talking through his behind?’

      ‘Yes.  I mean, Julian even said himself that his family don’t believe in all of that.  Do you think that it’s a real thing?’

      ‘Do you recall seeing his eyes change colour in a rapid manner?’  She asked the question warily, as though afraid to spook me.

      ‘Well … yes.  And he said my eyes did the same.  But …’

      Adeline hesitated a moment, then said, ‘You did get married in Las Vegas, yes?  Am I correct in saying that you’ve made some attempts to get this marriage annulled?’

      ‘Yeah, I have.  Fat lot of good it did.  I keep coming across stupid bureaucratic problems, like … I got married under the name Jennings when I’m actually half O’Mara, half Pendulay.  They say that all of my records need to be fixed before I can even begin the process.  And then when I try to get those records changed, it just goes nowhere.  Application forms have been lost – one time, they told me my papers had been destroyed in a flood, would you believe.’

      ‘I would believe, yes.’  She reached across me, flipping her way through the pages.  ‘Read this,’ she said.

      

      
        
        The Bonds: True Bonds and Chosen Bonds

      

      

      
        
        All empowered Time Witches have reactions to one another, and those reactions vary in severity.  If they happen to touch, Time will stand still for a moment.  If they both are unattached and of marriageable age, and they continue to touch, there will be dire consequences for Time itself, and for the world as a whole.

      

      

      
        
        However, when those fated for the True Bond meet, the reaction is particularly strong.  The eyes will flash different colours when they are close, sometimes turning the colour of flame.  And, as with all empowered Time Witches, Time will stand still when they touch – but it will not be for a mere moment.  Time will remain standing still, and will not move forward until they have ceased physical contact.  The consequences of continued touching cannot be overstated: Time, and all of Life itself, will be in danger.

      

      

      
        
        In either case, the Time Witches have two choices: they must stay apart, or they must accept the Bond.  A simple marriage ceremony is enough for even the most minor of Bonds to seal.  Once married, the two will be free to touch without affecting Time.  However, if the Bond is deeper – as with a True Bond – and the love is real, then the Bond will seal itself far more completely.  You will know if this has occurred because the wedding rings will become irremovable.

      

      

      
        
        As the True Bond is unbreakable, there are no circumstances under which the rings may be removed.  There have been occasions, after the death of a partner, where a Time Witch has found love again, and even then their wedding ring has remained.

      

      

      
        
        However, a True Bond is incredibly rare.  Instead of waiting in hope for their True Bonded Mate, many Time Witches choose to enter a Chosen Bond.  In the case of the Chosen Bond, the ceremonies vary.  While it was originally intended as a means of sharing power, thoughts and love, the ceremony has sometimes been altered so that one witch may forever siphon the power of the other.  We have seen this in the infamous case of the Pendulay Curse, where now, in order to ensure this curse can never harm anyone again, Pendulay women choose to give their power to Trent men.

      

      

      

      For a moment I sat there quietly, concentrating on keeping my breath steady, on remaining calm.  When I eventually spoke, I said, ‘Is there a chapter on the curse?’

      ‘Oh.  That’s not what I expected you to ask.  Well, there’s nothing more in this book, but I’ve been studying some writings found in Trent Manor.  They’re really quite difficult to decipher.  Granvar Bay once used a unique version of the Irish language, with variants I’ve see nowhere else.  So far, I’ve translated the supposed origins of the curse – there was a mad Pendulay queen who used her Time gifts for devastation.  One of her victims cursed her – every one of her female descendants, along with their loved ones, would meet a bloody end.  Unless, of course, they gave their power over to Trent men.  The effects of the curse, according to the writings, were true and deadly.  I have many more pages to go through, though, and I want to compare it to the family histories on both sides.’

      She cast me a cautious glance.  ‘I must say, you seem to be taking all of this incredibly well.’

      ‘As opposed to running away and hiding under the nearest bed?’

      ‘Oh, I hadn’t heard about that,’ she said, averting her eyes.

      ‘Really?  Gretel didn’t warn you about my tendency to deny reality?’

      ‘Well, she …’

      ‘It’s all right.  I’m not offended.  But you should know that I no longer deny reality.  I just disagree with it.  I mean, wouldn’t you?  If you were me, and you’d been through what I have with Julian, wouldn’t you be a little annoyed to be told you have some unbreakable bond with him?’

      ‘I would be furious, actually,’ Adeline admitted.  ‘All of the evidence says he’s a murderer, a manipulator, and … well, a typical warlock.’

      My voice was weak as I said, ‘He told me today he didn’t do anything he’d been blamed for – he said he didn’t kill Etain, or have anything to do with Chronos or the rest of the Trents.  He says he knew nothing about the tunnels below Pendulay, and that – that Dev and Mrs Danby must have lied to me.

      ‘I know, I know,’ I continued, before she could tell me I would be mad to believe him.  ‘Like you say, the evidence tells us he’s a typical warlock.  Last month I overheard Gretel telling my uncle they found Warlock Society robes in Julian’s room – robes with badges that suggest he was in the highest echelons.  Even though–’  I broke myself off.  Sebastian had told me he’d never once seen Julian at a meeting, but I couldn’t tell Adeline that, because it would mean admitting I knew Seb was a spy.

      Adeline gently rubbed my arm.  ‘Essie, I understand.  You want to believe him, because you love him.’

      ‘I don’t – I mean, okay, I obviously do or I’d be able to get this ring off.  But I can’t let myself love him, Adeline.  Not while everything points to him being a very bad guy.’

      ‘Love isn’t always rational,’ she said.  ‘But even though it sometimes feels like it rules our hearts, we don’t have to let it rule our minds.  We don’t have to let it make our decisions for us.  You can love him and be aware of his true nature.  Did … did Gretel broach the subject of the Pendulay Pocket Watch with you yet?’

      I sat back and sighed.  ‘I guess you know about that because you were one of the experts she’s been consulting.’

      ‘Yes.  Anything which can mess with the fabric of reality counts as a Dark Instrument, and as we believe there are Time Turning aspects to the watch, well …’

      ‘Gretel had me ask Julian about it when I visited him today.  He says he thinks the watch will show us Etain’s Last Moments spell – maybe even some moments in time she thinks are important.  He says it’s most likely meant for him, but that I’ll be able to use it because of the True Bond.  I guess it could tell us if Julian really killed her or if something else happened.  But we only have Julian’s word to go on.  What if …’

      ‘What if it’s a trick?  What if it isn’t, and it works, but it shows you something you don’t want to see?  There are a lot of what ifs, I know there are.  But I do have one more thing to tell you, something that might help you make up your mind.’  She reached into the box and pulled out the ribbon.  ‘I imagine you’ll have been wondering why I have this manky old thing.’

      I looked away from it, unable to stop the memories tumbling over one another in my mind – how it had felt when it tightened around me, when it dug in sharply, as though it were a thorn-riddled vine.  Dev had asked me to give my power over to Julian, to make a vow, while Julian just stood there, saying nothing.  His story that he was shocked made sense – but only if everything else he said was true, and I just couldn’t be sure of that.  Not yet.

      ‘I was incredibly curious about it when I first saw that you have it,’ I admitted.  ‘But then I found out all of that other stuff, and now … now I’m not sure I can take any more bad news.’

      ‘It’s not bad news,’ she told me.  ‘It’s – well, I’m not sure what it is.  Curious, that’s what I’d call it.  Curious.’

      She ran the ribbon through her fingers as she spoke.  ‘You see, I’ve been experimenting with this, and also with another ribbon we found in Julian’s bedroom, hidden among his clothing.  The ribbons look identical.’

      ‘So there are two of these power-stealing ribbons in the world?  Great.’

      ‘Not quite.  I said that the two ribbons look identical.  But they couldn’t be more different.  One ribbon – the ribbon which Devlin used down in the cavern – is an incredibly Dark Object, designed to create a one-way bond, diverting all of your power to Julian, as and when he might want it.  The other ribbon, the one the Wayfarers found in Julian’s drawer, is a fake.  A perfect copy.  In my experiments, I found that although it would wrap around the hands and wrists and look as though the ceremony was happening, in actual fact, it would do nothing at all.’

      ‘A fake ribbon,’ I breathed.  ‘Why in the world would Julian have a thing like that?’

      Adeline pushed down her eyeglasses, looking at me over the rim.  ‘That, I think, is an incredibly important question.’
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            Sit on a Stick and Swivel

          

        

      

    

    
      Rick had messaged me while I was at the Longest Library, letting me know he and Marbles were at the vineyard, and Dillis was at work.  I longed to head to bed, but I knew I wouldn’t sleep right now, not with so many worries on my mind.

      My meeting with Adeline had left me with more questions than answers.  The only certainty, now, was that I was a fool who’d fallen for a warlock.  Not just fallen for, but fallen in love with.  Gretel would probably know by now.  She’d know about the ribbon, too.  But what did it mean?

      No, I would never be able to sleep tonight, and definitely not on that couch at Pendulay.  So, despite my tiredness, I headed to the vineyard.

      I took myself via finger-click to the entrance of the Nine Hundred, deciding to walk the rest of the way.  The evening was blustery, and I hoped that the wind would wake me up.

      The closer I drew to the vineyard, the more I worried.  Even though only one day had passed since my last visit, far more of the vines appeared to be dying off.  I had yet to tell Belinda about Kim’s vision.  Hopefully, the object Kim had seen would mean something to Belinda or to my aunt.

      As I wound my way up the path and headed around the side of the house, I paused.  I could hear Belinda and Vince at the back door, talking in loud, tense voices.  I hung back, unsure of whether to spring myself upon them while they were in the middle of what sounded rather like an argument.

      ‘You were doing it again,’ Belinda accused.

      ‘No I wasn’t,’ Vince said, his voice belligerent.

      ‘You didn’t even bother to cover them back over.  Holes everywhere, dozens of them all over the vineyard.  And Egg saw you digging the other night, so don’t deny it was you.’

      ‘That cat’s got it in for me.  Always sneaking around and spying on me wherever I go.  Look, I was just – I was trying to help you.  Seeing if I could find out what’s wrong with your soil, why everything’s getting funky, why Ava is sick.  Anyway, let’s stop talking about things we can’t change.  Come with me, Belinda.  Pretty please, my wickle silly-billy.’

      I obviously couldn’t see my sister right now – but if that baby talk hadn’t made her feel sick, it should have.

      ‘I already said I wouldn’t be going to yours tonight,’ she told him.  ‘How many times do I have to repeat myself?’

      ‘You were going to cook dinner, though,’ he complained.

      ‘Uh-huh.  Remember when you used to cook me dinner, too?  Look, there’s plenty of food inside.  But like I said, I’m not going to yours, because I’m not leaving my aunt.’

      It sounded as though he’d kicked something, before Belinda said, ‘Seriously?  What did that garden ornament ever do to you?’

      ‘It’s tacky,’ he hissed.  ‘Look, this is all getting a bit much, don’t you think?  When are you and me going to spend any time together?  I mean, I don’t see why we can’t just chuck her in a hospice and be done with it.’

      There was a moment of loaded silence.  Once again I wondered if this was the time to show myself.  Before I could make a decision, Belinda spoke once more.

      ‘Something’s over and done with, Vince.’  Her voice was low, calm and cold.  ‘You and me.’

      ‘What?  You don’t mean that, my silly-billy.  You love me.’

      ‘I loved the old you,’ she said.  ‘The one who didn’t call me “silly-billy”.  This new version of you can sit on a stick and swivel for all I care.’

      Vince stormed out past me, scowled, and continued to stomp out along the pathway and out of the Nine Hundred.  Feeling uncomfortable about all I’d overheard, I rounded the corner.  Belinda was standing beside the back door, looking forlornly towards the vineyard.

      Her face brightened a little upon seeing me.  ‘You’re just in time,’ she said.  ‘Rick brought over a chocolate and raspberry cake.  I was thinking of having an enormous hunk of it.  Most likely with cream.  Want to join me?’

      ‘Definitely.’  I’d been enjoying Rick’s chocolate and raspberry cake for many years.  It was rich and gooey, and very delicious.  Another slice was always welcome.

      ‘I have a bit of news,’ she said, as we headed into the kitchen.  She went straight for the counter, where she put on the kettle and grabbed the cake.  ‘About Vince.  I finally did it, Stell.  I broke up with him.’

      I cringed a little, then said, ‘Yeah.  The thing is, I kind of got here just as you were in the middle of that.  I didn’t know what to do, whether to announce myself or scarper or … well, stand frozen in embarrassment until it was all over.  How are you?’

      ‘It feels … surreal.’  She let out a weary sigh.  The kettle had boiled quickly (I suspected there was magic involved), so she set about making the tea.  ‘Although everything to do with Vince has felt surreal for weeks now.  You’ll have probably heard that the reason for tonight’s argument was because he wanted me to go over to his place, cook him dinner, and treat him like the second coming.’

      ‘Yeah, I did hear, actually.  What’s with the digging?  He said he was trying to help find out what was wrong with the soil, with Ava, right?’

      For a moment, she didn’t reply – she was far too busy plating up two enormous slices of cake.  As she carried them over to the table (I grabbed the tea), she said, ‘Yeah, that was what he said.  We’ve all done similar over the last while, searching for what’s hurting Ava, but we don’t just go around tearing up the place and making it even worse, the way he’s been doing.  And anytime we have searched, he’s shown absolutely no interest in helping us.  Although he used to care, way back when he was normal Vince, so I guess it’s not beyond the realms of possibility.’

      We’d just taken our first bites of cake when Marbles and Egg entered the room.  Marbles launched himself onto my lap, while Egg jumped onto Belinda’s.

      ‘He also used to make the most amazing meals,’ she went on, gently patting Egg as she spoke.  ‘If Ava and I were working late he’d come over with a picnic.  We’d eat it outside, drinking wine, laughing.  He loved her, you know.  I don’t know who he is now, why he changed.  But after what he said tonight, about putting her in a hospice … that’s just not something we can ever come back from.  He knows how much I love Ava, and how much she loves this land.  Hospices are mostly for the terminally ill, aren’t they, and I just – I just can’t think of Ava that way.  I can’t give up on her.  Moving her from here would send her downhill, I know it would.  And the old Vince would have felt the same.  I think … I think the women at the group were right.  He’s a warlock now.  I have to accept that, get over him, and move on.’

      She gave me a teary grin.  ‘Listen to me, moaning on about myself.  Judging by the way you’re devouring that cake, I’ll bet you’ve not had the best day either, have you?’

      ‘It was … weird,’ I admitted, before launching into the details of my day.  I told her about the prison visit, and the meeting with Adeline, but I skimmed over a lot of it, focusing mostly on Kim’s vision.  How I felt about Julian might feel confusing and all-consuming to me, but it was nothing compared to saving Ava’s life.

      ‘A great big jewel-like vessel, pulsing with white light and all sorts of other colours swirling around inside?  Hmm.’  Belinda mused on it a while.  ‘Did you say it had a horn attached to it?’

      ‘Yeah,’ I confirmed.  ‘Made of ivory, Kim thought.’

      ‘Huh.  I’m trying to think of what it could be, but it’s really not something that sounds familiar to me.’

      ‘I think it’s important,’ I said.  ‘I’ve seen Kim in action.  I trust in her gift, even if she doesn’t.  If she feels like this is connected to Ava, and if she’s not seeing Ava’s death, then we need to figure out what it is.  You said you’d already searched the land, though, so I guess it can’t be buried here.’

      ‘We’ve dug in the most damaged spots of farmland and at the vineyard.  We’ve done dowsing spells and all sorts, trying to find the source of all this mess.  But nothing.  Still, I got a really good vibe from Kim.  She doesn’t seem like the sort to make a big deal out of nothing.  So … maybe there is something to hope for.’

      ‘I really do think so,’ I said.  ‘Oh, another thing Kim told me is that she overheard Rick and Ava talking about a lavender field – she says the brooch was a gift from Rick to Ava as a memento of a very special day.’

      Belinda chuckled.  ‘Ava had a bit of energy this morning when she woke up, and she filled me in on all the sordid details.’  She shuddered.  ‘Our aunt isn’t exactly a shrinking violet, you know?  She told me way too much about her relationship with Rick.  She also told me the story of how they all got together, years ago.’

      She paused to savour some of the cake, before going on.  ‘There’s a dance in the Granvar Bay Community Hall, every Saturday night.  It’s where Vince and I first met, as a matter of fact but … the less said about that the better.  Anyway, a long, long time ago, our mother and Ava decided to go there on the same night as Rick and Dad – apparently Gerald was never the sociable type.’

      She grinned.  ‘Dad fell head over heels with Mam the second he saw her.  There were some other lads hassling Mam and Ava, and Dad was about to step in, only it soon became obvious they could handle themselves.  The creepy guys broke out in zits, their noses sprouted grass, and steam came out of their ears.  They legged it, screaming about how Mam and Ava were witches.’

      ‘Mam and Ava did that?’

      ‘A temporary spell, according to Ava – it wore off by morning.  You don’t mess around with the O’Mara girls.  A little later that night, Dad danced with Mam, and the rest is history.  But Rick and Ava were younger.  They took a few years to work up to it.  Ava says she was waiting for Rick to ask her out for ages.  But when he was backwards at coming forwards she took matters into her own hands and invited him on a picnic.  There was a lavender field.  Apparently Rick made the brooch afterwards.  I think there might even have been talk of following in the footsteps of Mam and Dad and tying the knot.  But then …’

      ‘Then the Trents arrived,’ I said, feeling tears pushing at my eyes.  ‘So Rick really just let go of Ava?  All to keep me safe?  Bell, I just …’

      ‘Don’t you dare feel guilty about it.  Rick and Ava had it planned.  They both knew what they were getting into, what it would mean.  It was always decided between them that if the worst happened, Ava would watch over me, and Rick would take you.  That Trent lot, they’re monsters.  What they could do with magic like yours … it doesn’t even bear thinking about.  The fact that they were prepared to kill for it just proves that.’  As she went to slice some more cake, she paused.  ‘I still can’t figure out why they killed Etain’s parents, too.  Gerald was all in, willing to hand Etain over, right?  I mean, I know the story is that they died in a car crash, but that’s just how old Devlin Trent covered things up, isn’t it?’

      ‘It’s just another mystery I’m not sure I’ll ever figure out.  Look, I know that this is the last thing you want to talk about, considering what happened with Vince tonight.  But … do you think I should do it?  Use the Pendulay Pocket Watch.  We could find out what really happened with Julian and Etain.’

      ‘If it is a message from Etain.  We only have Julian’s word for that.  Although with the ribbon and all the rest of it … I really don’t know.’  She grasped my hand.  ‘Ava wore that brooch every single day, even though she couldn’t remember Rick.  And I wished for you.  For a sister.  I ached for one, because I knew, somehow, that I had one.  So the only thing I’m sure of is that I do not want to lose you again.’

      ‘I don’t want to lose you either,’ I told her.  ‘But …’  I trailed off, with no idea of what else to say.

      ‘Tell you what,’ said Belinda.  ‘Let’s have one more cup of tea, then sleep on it.’
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            Reasonable Snooping

          

        

      

    

    
      While we were drinking our second cup of tea, Rick came down for a while.  He said that he wanted to know all about my day, and I didn’t doubt that he did.  But I could see that in his mind, he was still upstairs with Ava.  In the end, he decided he was going to stay the night on the couch in Ava’s room, and Belinda invited me to stay too.  There were two beds in her room; she told me that she’d always insisted on having two her whole life long.

      Marbles, who had been quiet all night, suddenly jerked his head up and looked at me.  ‘I don’t think we should.  Mrs Danby is back at Pendulay.  Would you like that poor old woman to be all on her lonesome after a day of being poked and prodded?’

      ‘How do you know what Mrs Danby is up to?’ I asked, eyeing him with suspicion.  It wasn’t that I didn’t care about Mrs Danby (I was unsure what to make of her, after my talk with Julian), but Marbles was using his I’m up to something voice.  To be fair, it was a voice he used a lot.

      ‘I overheard Gretel and her lot yammering about it down in the tunnels.  While I was … hunting.’

      ‘Yes, that’s right,’ Egg chimed in.  ‘We were hunting.  For spiders.’

      ‘Marbles is scared of spiders,’ I said.

      ‘No I am not!’ he protested.

      ‘You can admit it,’ said Belinda.  ‘Egg’s scared of them, too.’

      ‘Anyway.’  Marbles chose to ignore her.  ‘I think it’s the noble thing to do.  Think of the trauma she’s been through – a double of her found dead on the beach.  She must be terrified, the poor woman.’

      I felt certain that Marbles was hiding something, but I was far too tired to get to the bottom of it right now.  ‘Fine, we’ll check up on Mrs D.  But then we’re going straight to bed.’

      ‘Of course we are, my darling witch,’ said Marbles.  ‘After all, you’re the boss.’
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        * * *

      

      Pendulay’s wards had been altered to allow a few people direct entry, via finger-click, and so I was able to take us right into the mansion’s front hallway.  All of the lights were off, and the house was in darkness.  I could hear the wind howling outside the clifftop mansion, and I shivered at the sound.

      ‘Why does this place have to be so creepy?’ I muttered, as I flicked on the hallway lights.

      As if to illustrate my point, something banged within the house.

      ‘That’ll be the Wayfarers,’ said Marbles.  ‘You know, since they are here, I suppose we don’t have to spend the night with Mrs Danby at all, do we?’  He hopped up onto the hall table and looked out through a windowpane.  ‘Those lights down in Granvar Bay sure do look pretty, don’t they?’

      ‘What?  You want to go into town?  It’s almost midnight, Marbles.  Look, I’m going to go check on Mrs D, and then head to bed.’

      He cleared his throat.  ‘We could do that, of course.  Although … aren’t you curious about the other Mrs Danby?  The one in the morgue down there in town.’

      For a long, long moment, I stared at him.  I could feel my nostrils flare as I breathed in and out, low-level furious with my moggy.  ‘You didn’t want us to come back here to check on Mrs D at all, did you?  All along, you just wanted to go snooping.’

      ‘In case you’ve forgotten, you did promise me.  I remember it quite well.  We were outside Glenda’s Glamours right before the group meeting, and you said that if Vince didn’t give the Wayfarers access to the body, you and I would go and see it for ourselves.’

      ‘You said that.  I never agreed.’

      ‘Silence counts as complicity in eight out of ten courts of law.’

      ‘You’re making that up!’

      ‘Look, something’s not right here, Essie, and you know it.’  Somehow, his yellow eyes looked larger than usual.  ‘Dr Hannity, the local quack, is usually very happy to hand any witch bodies right over to the Wayfarers, especially if he finds something suspicious in his post-mortem.’

      ‘The local doctor does post-mortems?’

      ‘This is a very self-sufficient town.  But right now, Dr Hannity and Vince Brady are hiding something.  We’ve got two Mrs Danbys, one dead, one alive.’

      ‘Well, the dead one can’t be her,’ I argued.  ‘Gretel said that the living Mrs Danby is a match for everything.  DNA, magical signature – whatever that is.  She’s the real deal.  The body in the morgue is … well, I don’t know what it is.’

      ‘And aren’t you just a wee bit curious?’

      ‘Of course I am,’ I hissed.  ‘But not curious enough to go breaking and entering at midnight.’

      ‘If you find something odd, then it wouldn’t technically be breaking and entering.  It would fall under the Reasonable Snooping Provision.  It’s a local law.  You can look it up and everything.’

      ‘You’re making that up, too.’

      ‘I assure you, I am not.’  He hopped down and wrapped himself around my legs, purring loudly.  ‘Essie, please.  Trust me on this.  I have a feeling.’

      ‘I …’  I looked through the window at the lights of the town below.  I knew something was wrong about all of this, but there couldn’t really be a Reasonable Snooping Provision in local law.  Just as I was about to give him a definite no, a voice said, ‘Well, well, well.  What’s going on here?’

      I glared at Gretel and shook my head.  She had just turned into the hallway from one of the corridors beyond, and she was covered in dust.  ‘You frightened the life out of me,’ I said.  ‘I mean … not literally.  But nearly.’

      She gave me an apologetic look.  ‘Sorry.  My greeting was meant as a joke.  I really didn’t mean to frighten you.  I wouldn’t have let myself up through the house if I knew you were here.  I was just doing a spot of work down in the tunnels after I dropped Mrs D back.  And then, well …’  She lowered her voice.  ‘I’m afraid I came across a dead cat down there.  I think it might be Magoo.’

      ‘Mrs Danby’s cat?’ I whispered.  ‘What does that mean?  And do you usually work this late?’

      ‘Meh.  When I can’t solve something it bugs me.  I don’t know if it means anything, to be honest.  Mrs D was in our station all day, being questioned and tested.  She stayed on far longer than most people would have, considering she’s not actually guilty of anything.  We did ask her about her familiar, since Rick told us she used to have one.  She started crying and told us Magoo went missing a long time ago, shortly after Julian moved to Pendulay.’

      ‘Poor Magoo,’ I said, shivering as the wind outside picked up, and the lights in the hallway flickered.

      ‘Yeah, poor Magoo,’ the captain agreed.  ‘Listen, I couldn’t help but overhear some of what you and Marbles were discussing.  Tell me, were you about to give in and go to the morgue?’

      ‘No.’  Maybe.  ‘Of course not.’

      ‘She absolutely was,’ said Marbles.  ‘And it was all her idea too.  I was trying to stop her.’

      ‘Judas!’ I hissed.

      Gretel chuckled.  ‘Well, I wouldn’t blame you if you were thinking of going along with Marbles’ plan.  I know what it’s like to have a very eager familiar in your ear.  I’m putty in my cat’s paws, so I am.  So … what do you think?  Of the whole Reasonable Snooping Provision, I mean.’

      ‘What?  You can’t be telling me that it’s actually a real thing.  Can you?’

      ‘Oh, it’s real,’ she assured me.

      I didn’t have to look at Marbles to know he was giving me an incredibly smug smirk.  Focusing on the captain, I said, ‘Okay, but … what exactly are you trying to say here, Gretel?’

      She gave me an innocent smile.  ‘Me?  Nothing.  Since you’re asking, I suppose I have been having a lot of trouble getting Vince Brady to let us in to the morgue.  But hypothetically speaking, if you, as a citizen of the town, decided to snoop around, and if somewhere along the course of said snooping happened to find something incriminating or unusual, you would be perfectly within your rights to report it to the Wayfarers.  Then, without a warrant, we’d be able to do an official search.  And I should probably also mention that if, at any time during this hypothetical scenario, you happened to get caught, I would personally make sure you didn’t get in any trouble.’

      I gaped in fascination at the captain.  ‘This isn’t a hypothetical scenario, though, is it?  I actually think you’re serious.  You know, police don’t do things like this.’

      ‘No.  But Wayfarers do.’  Her eyes were nearly as round as Marbles’ as she appealed to me.  ‘I know how well you’re doing at McGinty’s, and you don’t do that well tracking down insurance fraudsters unless you’re the curious sort.’

      She had me there.  ‘Mrs Danby, though.  I don’t want to leave her alone.’

      ‘She’s fast asleep,’ Gretel informed me.  ‘She dropped off shortly after I brought her back, and she snores very loud.’

      I looked at Marbles, and then at the captain.  ‘Okay, I guess – let’s go reasonably snoop at a morgue.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 16

          

          

      

    

    







            Jumping to Conclusions

          

        

      

    

    
      Dr Hannity’s building was sandwiched between a tackle shop and a chipper.  The door was, of course, locked.  I tried an opening spell, but it didn’t work.  Shrugging, I held out my hands.  ‘Do you want to try?’ I asked the captain.  ‘I’ve only learned opening spells recently.  Maybe I’m not doing it right.’

      ‘I would,’ she said, ‘but I can’t.  Until you enter that building and find something incriminating, I can’t be involved.  You’ll need to find another way in.’

      ‘You’re not suggesting I pick the lock or break a window, are you?’  I laughed out loud, but soon saw that she wasn’t laughing along with me. ‘Wait … you are suggesting I pick the lock or break a window, aren’t you?’

      She reddened.  ‘Picking a lock would be my preferred method, rather than breaking a window, but it would be illegal for me to explain how.  If you happened to be interested in such things, though, there’s a dodgy video website run by a guy called Ex-Con Jonny that has demonstrations.’

      ‘Okay,’ I said, mystified that a cop was advising me to break and enter.  I looked up the videos, with such titles as How to Pick a Lock, How to Pick a Pocket, How to Pick a Locket from a Pocket.  I spent a great deal of time using an assortment of clips, pins and cards and following Ex-Con Jonny’s instructions, but nothing worked.

      ‘I think you should do the thing,’ Marbles suggested.  ‘This lock picking is never going to work.  It’s not Jonny’s fault, it’s the door’s.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’ I asked.  ‘How can it be the door’s fault?  What thing should I do?’

      ‘The thing you did with the book at the library.  You told Belinda about it.’

      ‘Yeah, but …’  I glanced at the door.  ‘This is a tiny morgue in a tiny health centre in a tiny town.  It …’  I swallowed, staring at Marbles.  ‘Why would there be a Time Lock?  Marbles, are you saying that you think Vince Brady or the doctor might have access to Time Magic?’

      ‘I certainly don’t suspect the doctor,’ he said.

      ‘So you do suspect Vince.  Did you see him with someone?  Meeting with one of the rogue Trents, maybe?’  I gave Gretel a guilty glance.  ‘Assuming there are rogue Trents.  Obviously we only have Julian’s word for that.’

      My cat shrugged.  ‘I didn’t see Vince with anyone out of the ordinary, but the man is obviously a warlock, and we know the Trents have long had other warlocks who work for them.  And who knows what kind of secrets they’d be willing to share in return?  Secrets like Time Locks, perhaps.’

      The captain’s face was pale.  ‘Look, we really can’t jump to conclusions just yet.  I mean, first, we don’t know that there really are three more Trents still on the loose.  Second, there’s no evidence that Vince might be connected to them.  And third, until Essie tries to open that door with her magic, we have no reason to think it is a Time Lock.’

      ‘I can’t answer points one and two right now,’ said Marbles.  ‘And only my witch can answer your third.’  He gave me a steady stare.  ‘So what are you waiting for?’

      Gritting my teeth, I concentrated hard on the lock, listening and listening until I heard it: the clockbeat.  This was a Time Lock all right.  I focused on that sound, searching for the silence at its centre.  When I found it, the noise of the world faded away.  I held my hand over the lock just as I’d held it over the book in Adeline’s office, whispered, ‘Oscail,’ and felt the lock click.  When the door sprang open, and Time resumed once more, I stared at my cat.

      ‘You were right.’

      ‘I was.’  He gave the captain a smirk.  ‘Just shows you, doesn’t it?  Sometimes jumping to conclusions is the only way to go.’
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        * * *

      

      As I walked into the health centre with Marbles at my heels, I was filled with worry.  I’d known from the off that something was wrong with Vince.  He’d creeped me out in the same way Devlin Trent had.  I should have come here much sooner.  It would have helped, of course, if I’d known about the Reasonable Snooping Provision.

      I wasn’t ready to look at the body, so I avoided the small morgue and searched the office instead.  There was nothing but family photos and some spare stationery.  The filing cabinets were locked, but a simple opening spell allowed me in, and under D I found a thin folder on Mrs Brida Danby, and opened it up.

      I glanced at the report.  Mrs Brida Danby, it said, before listing the date the body had come in, where and when it had been found, and the date of the post-mortem.  In neat writing, Dr Hannity had written:

      The deceased was a witch of one hundred and two.  I estimate that, at the time of my examination, she has been dead for eight to ten weeks.  There is little to no evidence to suggest she was in the water for a long time, and no suggestion that she may have fallen to her death.  It is my belief that, shortly before discovery, her body washed out of a nearby cave, perhaps during a recent storm.

      Having known Mrs Brida Danby in life, I can confirm that she was a healthy woman, with no known illnesses.  However, she appears to have suffered some inexplicable form of malnutrition, perhaps a prolonged period of starvation.

      I suspect supernatural involvement, due to the fact that I saw Mrs Danby only days before her body was discovered, and she appeared to be in good health.  As well as the suggestion of supernatural activity, there are indications that she was kept somewhere dark and isolated, such as–

      The report stopped there, the writing breaking off abruptly, the last letter written in a shaky, wavy scrawl, as though the pen had been pulled from the doctor’s hand.

      As I picked it up to look closer, I noticed a second, shorter report behind it in the file.  In this report, the deceased was listed as Jane Doe.  Dr Hannity wrote:

      I estimate that this Jane Doe is a woman of approximately eighty to ninety years old.  At the time of examination, I estimate she has been dead for a short period of time, perhaps mere hours.  The cause of death is inconclusive, however the injuries are consistent with a fall from a great height – for example, from a cliff.

      The handwriting in this report was far less neat than the first; it was shaky and uneven.

      ‘I’d say report number two was written under duress, wouldn’t you?’ Marbles commented.  He was sitting atop the cabinet, reading over my shoulder.  I still wasn’t completely used to the fact that he could speak, read, and do all sorts of things no normal cat could do.  ‘I’ve been asking around about Dr Hannity.  He’s supposed to be a lovely man.  Human, but well aware of the existence of supernaturals.  You can see by the first report that he knew Mrs Danby was a witch, and he also knew that her death was far from natural.  Apparently he dotes on his kids and grandkids, so if you wanted to get him to make a fake report, all you’d have to do is threaten his family.  I’d say Vince Brady twisted his arm, wouldn’t you?’

      ‘But why?’ I wondered.  ‘You really think he’s working with the three rogue Trents?  I mean, if he is – if everything Julian said about his brothers is true – then what has Mrs Danby got to do with it all?  And Ava’s illness, the O’Mara land … it can’t all be connected, can it?’

      ‘Vince has been quite literally digging around there, though,’ Marbles pointed out.

      ‘I know, but … I mean, the Trents didn’t know Ava or the O’Maras had any connection to me or the Pendulays, not until recently.  Rick’s spell made sure of that.  And according to Belinda, Vince’s odd behaviour started up two or maybe three months ago – which is at least a month before Rick’s spell was undone.  And Ava’s illness, that’s been getting steadily worse for two or three years.  None of this can be connected.  It just can’t.’

      ‘Maybe it’s connected, maybe it’s not,’ said Marbles.  ‘What we know for sure is someone – presumably Vince – made this doctor write a fake report and label Mrs Danby as a Jane Doe.  But luckily for us, there are photos of the very same body attached to each report.’

      I shuddered.  I’d been doing my best to ignore the photos.  ‘I can’t even think about the other stuff for now, so just … go get Gretel, will you?’

      He hopped down and headed to the door, saying, ‘Happy to oblige.’
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        * * *

      

      Straight after the captain read the reports she made some phone calls, and it was mere seconds before a small team of Wayfarers arrived.  As they opened up the freezer where Mrs Danby’s body supposedly lay, I shrank back against the wall.  The cold from the freezer was intense, but not nearly as intense as the dread I was feeling.

      I didn’t know if I should be in here or not.  I’d followed them into the small morgue, and no one had told me to leave.  Marbles had made himself comfortable (he’d hopped up on a stainless-steel table), and I just … stayed.  Maybe they were too busy to notice me, or maybe Gretel had told them I could stay.

      There was no doubt in my mind, when I saw the body, that this was her: the woman Belinda and I had found on the beach.  She looked just the same – like Mrs Danby, yet not.  I’d seen my share of bodies recently, so I knew by now that we all looked different after death.  Something of us – perhaps the part that really was us – was gone, and only the shell remained.

      But with Mrs Danby’s body, the differences were more than existential.  She looked thinner than I’d ever seen her, and paler, too.

      I watched as the Wayfarer healer examined her with wands and scanners, whispering urgently to Gretel as he worked.  I already knew that the Wayfarers’ methods were nothing like those a human doctor might use.  With a wave of their magical equipment, they could know things that might otherwise take hours to confirm.  I thought I heard him say, ‘This is impossible.  I don’t see how they can both match our records.’

      After a little more murmuring, Gretel left him to it and came over to me.  ‘Are you all right?’

      ‘I’m fine,’ I lied.  ‘Perfectly well, given the circumstances.  But what’s happening, Gretel?  She’s not – I mean, she can’t be.  They can’t both be Mrs Danby, can they?’

      ‘Nothing’s conclusive,’ she said, averting her eyes.

      ‘Fine.  I get it.  You can’t tell me right now.  But look, me and Marbles, we’re seriously wondering if all of this could be connected to Time Witches.  I know it doesn’t all add up – Vince went weird at least a month, maybe more, before the Trents knew I existed.  But there was a Time Lock on the door, so I just think … well, I don’t know what I think.  But you have a theory, don’t you?  I can see it in your eyes.’

      ‘I promise you,’ said the captain, ‘as soon as I’m certain of what’s been happening here, I’ll let you know.  In the meantime, do you have somewhere safe to spend the night?  Somewhere other than Pendulay.’

      ‘I – sure.’  I had no intention of going to the vineyard at this hour and potentially disturbing Ava, but I could head to Teach Dearg.  ‘I’ll need to get some things, though.’

      ‘Of course.  I’ll escort you to your room and take you wherever you want to go.  I’ve posted guards outside Mrs D’s room, and we have officers on the way to Vince Brady’s as we speak.  So you can go and get a good night’s sleep, and I’ll fill you in on what’s happening in the morning.’

      I would have liked to ask her more, but she grabbed hold of Marbles and me, clicked her fingers, and took us back to Pendulay.
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            Yuppie Lair

          

        

      

    

    
      Gretel stood watch while I packed up the few things I had at Pendulay.  I rushed around the suite, throwing my toothbrush and make-up into my bag.  There wasn’t anything else here that I needed – I’d only taken a couple of outfits and one pair of pyjamas, because I’d never intended to stay this long.

      ‘Okay,’ I said.  ‘I’m done.’

      She probably would have acknowledged me, if it weren’t for the loud shouting and the crash we suddenly heard.  The noise was definitely in the house and not beneath it – I’d been hearing enough crashes from the tunnels to recognise that this was something new.

      Gretel turned from the room and ran in the direction of the noise and, because she hadn’t told me not to, I followed.  Marbles followed too, although he somehow managed to look relaxed, not frenzied, as he ran.  Looking calm in times of panic was not an ability I shared with my cat – I was sweating, and my legs were wobbling.

      Even though the noise had ceased, Gretel seemed certain about where she was going.  We ran into the kitchen, then turned down a long, narrow corridor lined with small rooms.  Some were for storage, some looked like old servants’ rooms.

      At the end of the corridor, an open door led into a room with a narrow bed and a small desk – the television atop the desk took up most of its surface.  The room’s only decoration was a painting above the bed, featuring a laughing goat.  Of course, I couldn’t be sure that the goat was laughing, but it certainly looked that way.

      Next to the bed, there was an open wardrobe filled with Mrs Danby’s cloaks, dresses and hats.  The clothing had been pushed aside, and at the back of the wardrobe I saw another door which was ajar, letting through a chink of harsh electric light.

      ‘Essie,’ Gretel said warningly.  ‘Don’t go through that door.  It could be dangerous.’

      But it wasn’t me she had to worry about.  Already, Marbles had pranced into the wardrobe and gone beyond the rack of clothing, and through the second door.

      Gretel rushed through after him, and I went next – but I certainly didn’t rush.  The air surrounding that secret door felt thick and heavy; it was like walking through mud.  When I made it to the other side of the door there was yet another wardrobe.  We fought our way through racks of suits and shirts before emerging into an enormous bedroom.  Slumped on the floor just outside the wardrobe were two unconscious Wayfarers.

      Gretel bent to examine them, calling in backup as she did so, while I spun around and took it all in.

      ‘Sweet Narnia!’ I exclaimed.  ‘Actually, Narnia was quite pretty despite the forever winter, wasn’t it?  This place is more like a yuppie lair.’

      Whereas the other rooms of Pendulay had stone or wooden floors (with the exception of the bathrooms, which had been carpeted in the eighties), this room had a polished concrete floor.  Here and there, the room was broken up by divider walls made of thick glass blocks.

      There was a circular waterbed in the centre of the floor, draped in black silk sheets.  Through the bathroom door I could see that the bath, toilet and sink were black, too.  Even the toilet paper had been dyed black.

      At the foot of the bed there was a great big leather couch and a glass coffee table.  The magazines on the table surprised me – they were, well … let’s just say they were men’s magazines and leave it at that.

      I turned to Gretel.  She’d quietly walked alongside me through the yuppie lair, saying nothing, seeming unsurprised.  ‘Why aren’t your eyes popping out of your head?’ I asked.  ‘Did you find this place before, when you searched Mrs Danby’s room?’

      ‘No,’ she replied.  ‘When we searched Mrs Danby’s, there was no door at the back of the wardrobe.  But … I have seen this room before.’

      All of the curtains were closed, and there was another door which was open just a crack.  I wondered where it led to.  Marbles had headed straight for it, clearly impatient to investigate further, but now he turned to face Gretel, his tail swishing.  ‘What do you mean you’ve seen it before?  How?  This room isn’t in Pendulay.  I’d know if it was.’

      I had no doubt he was right about that – Marbles had an inquisitive nature.  He’d have nosed his way around every inch of Pendulay by now.

      ‘I didn’t say this room was in Pendulay, though, did I?’  As she spoke, Gretel was walking to one of the room’s windows and pulling back the curtains.  ‘I think you should look through here, first.’

      I hoisted Marbles into my arms and went to Gretel’s side, looking out the window.  The view I saw made me stagger back for a moment, before staring out once more.  ‘Am I seeing what I think I’m seeing?’

      Gretel sighed.  ‘You are, I’m afraid.’

      I didn’t gulp (I felt I’d been overdoing them a bit); I simply stared out at the scene before me.  I was looking down upon Granvar Bay from an altogether different vantage point.  Across the bay, on the opposite cliff, stood Pendulay Manor.

      ‘This is … are we in …?’ My throat had gone dry, and I couldn’t finish my question.

      ‘We’re in Trent Manor, yes,’ said Gretel.

      ‘But how?  I don’t understand any of this,’ Marbles said.  ‘How did we get from Mrs Danby’s room to here?’

      ‘I think it’s portal magic,’ she replied, sounding resigned.  ‘The door at the back of the wardrobe led us directly to here, which must be three or four miles away at least.  This is one of many bedrooms in Trent Manor that we’ve already searched, and we had no idea there was a portal door at the back of the wardrobe.  Or at the back of Mrs Danby’s.  My guess is it was hidden somehow – possibly overlaid with Time Magic.  Not a Time Lock, but definitely something in the Time Magic family.’

      That would explain the odd muddiness I felt as I’d walked through.  ‘Yeah, I think you might be right about that.’

      Half a dozen Wayfarers appeared in the room, and she went to speak with them for a minute.  One of them soon vanished with the fallen guards, while the others remained, carefully examining the wardrobe.  Gretel left her colleagues and returned to me.  ‘Let’s head back to Pendulay for a minute, shall we?’
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        * * *

      

      ‘Essie.’  The captain stood calmly before me, but I could see a glimmer of panic in her eyes.  ‘I don’t quite know how to tell you this, so I’ll just come out and say it.  See, I don’t think you ever met the real Mrs Danby.  I don’t think any of us did.  That woman we met, she might not even be a woman.’

      ‘But … you said you’d tested her.  That she was her.’

      ‘That’s true.  But then we tested the second Mrs Danby at the morgue tonight.  My healer is certain about it – the dead woman had identical DNA to the live Mrs Danby.  I’ve had an alternative theory of things brewing for a little while now, and now that I’ve seen the portal leading from Pendulay to Trent Manor, I think I might be right.  Portal magic is a magic which the Púca specialize in.  They’re a kind of supernatural from the faery realms, but they have been known to visit other realms from time to time – and they usually cause a lot of trouble wherever they go.  Another kind of magic they specialize in is transformational magic.  They can impersonate a person so perfectly that there is simply no way to know you’re looking at an imposter.  Even blood, DNA, magical signature – they’re able to replicate it all.  Testing proves nothing.  The Púca have gifts with shifting that we can’t even begin to contemplate.  Although it’s also worth mentioning that throughout history, they’ve rather enjoyed pranking humans by shifting into the form of a goat.’

      ‘The laughing goat,’ I said, shaking my head.  ‘That picture was there as a taunt.’

      ‘I think so,’ Gretel agreed.

      ‘You think she – the fake Mrs Danby – she’s really a Púca?’ Marbles asked.

      ‘It’s possible, but I’m going to go out on a limb here and say no,’ said Gretel.  ‘You see, you don’t have to be a Púca to do the spell.  You can have a Púca do it to you – they can transform you into whoever you want to be.  Flawlessly.  Undetectably.  You would need to have a lot of money and influence to even know about this sort of magic, let alone find a Púca to do it, but I think we can agree that the Trents have all of the above.’

      ‘Oh.’  My voice was barely above a whisper, as the implications raged through my mind.  ‘So you think that she – she was never a she.  She was one of Julian’s brothers, pretending.  Posing as Mrs D while the real Mrs D was held captive somewhere.  That’s … that’s mad.  And yet I think you might be right.’

      ‘Me too,’ Marbles agreed, sitting up a little straighter in my lap.  ‘It explains so much.  Fake Mrs D messed with your head, Essie.  She worked with Devlin and made you mistrust Julian.  Maybe tonight, the faker got word about the morgue being searched and decided it was time to do a runner.  The Wayfarer guards heard him moving around in the room and checked to see what was going on.  They followed him through the portal before he could close it, but he knocked them out on the other side.  Maybe with the help of the two other rogue Trents.  They’ll be off planning their next moves by now, I imagine.’

      The rhythm in my chest grew faster.  I’d been worried about saying my thoughts aloud, but Marbles was thinking exactly what I was.  ‘Marbles is right.  She worked me – I mean he worked me, whichever Trent is actually behind the Mrs Danby façade.  This means … this means Julian was telling the truth.’

      ‘Essie.’  Gretel shot me a look of warning.  ‘Nothing’s certain right now.  This is all guesswork on my part, based on the fact that a portal door was used, and that there are clearly two Mrs Danbys.  I’d prefer if you don’t repeat any of what I’m telling you.  For one thing, we like to keep knowledge of this sort of magic on a need-to-know basis.  For another, I won’t know if I’m right until … well, until we find the fake Mrs Danby and force that person to reveal themselves.  I’ve got people searching right now, but considering we didn’t even know there were more Trents until very recently, I’m guessing they’re very good at staying out of our way.  And even if Julian was telling the truth about some of his brothers being at large, it doesn’t mean he’s not in on it.  He could have told us as part of a set-up, a long game.  I just … we still have so much evidence linking him to the Warlock Society, to Chronos, to everything.’

      ‘But the bond is real,’ I said.  ‘Adeline told me so.  It’s a True Bond, not something you can fake.  And you can’t fake the pain he felt when his brothers were beating him, because I felt that pain, Gretel.  I felt it.  I felt him.  Why would they beat him if they’re all in on this together?’

      ‘That I don’t know,’ she conceded.  ‘Again, it could be all part of yet another Trent scheme.’

      ‘No.’  I shook my head rather forcefully.  ‘He said himself he suspected Dev was working with Mrs Danby.  He thought Mrs Danby was manipulating Etain, and that she was manipulating me, too, as some sort of plan to set him up.  You don’t tell someone you’re manipulating that they’re being manipulated, do you?’

      ‘You do if you want to place the blame elsewhere and act like the good guy,’ Gretel argued.

      ‘No.’  Again, I shook my head.  ‘Julian didn’t act like the good guy.  He didn’t act like anything – except maybe shocked, like he hadn’t got a clue what was going on when he found me down in those tunnels.  And Kim, she was shocked when the news came out about Julian being a killer and a warlock.  Until then, she was convinced he was a really good guy, and I think … I think she’s a very good judge of character, actually.  She had no idea he was a warlock because he doesn’t act like one.  Every other warlock I’ve met, they can’t hide what they are, Gretel, they just can’t.  So I just … I just …’

      I finally stopped babbling, but only because I needed to breathe.  Every word that had just spewed from me, it felt as though it had been bubbling under the surface for a while now, as though they were thoughts I’d been having all along, but refusing to consider.

      Gretel sat down next to me and squeezed my shoulder.  ‘Oh, Essie, I understand how you’re feeling, really I do.  But think about it.  You really think he had no idea that one of his brothers might be posing as Mrs Danby?  And if their job was to make you mistrust Julian, then why force the bonding ceremony?  If Devlin and whichever other brother this was were working against Julian, why would they want you to give him all of your power?  Surely Devlin would want your power for himself, and yet the bonding ceremony would make sure that could never happen.’

      There it was: the obvious question.  All day long, ever since that visit to the prison, I’d been building up a new version of Julian in the back of my mind – a version that didn’t set out to lie, and take my magic.  A version that hadn’t murdered my cousin.  But was that version based in reality, or shaped by my longing?

      ‘I guess I didn’t think of that,’ I said, squeezing my eyes shut, trying to force back tears of exhaustion and disappointment.  ‘I suppose you’re right.  If we’re to believe Julian, then the ceremony makes no sense.  We don’t know anything, really, do we?  We still don’t know why Vince would be involved, or what – if anything – the problems at the Nine Hundred have to do with it all.’  I sucked in some air and gave her a rueful smile.  ‘Sorry for the Julian is innocent rant.  He just has a way of getting under my skin.’

      Gretel squeezed my hand.  ‘That’s the thing about the Trents, and warlocks in general.  They’re practised deceivers.  They’ll twist their words and yours, turn your perceptions all upside down, until you don’t know whether you’re coming or going.  It’s a game to them, and as far as they’re concerned, the longer the game, the better.  We will keep looking into this, and we will get to the bottom of it.  But in the meantime, just … don’t get your hopes up.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 18

          

          

      

    

    







            The Cult of Trent

          

        

      

    

    
      When I got back to Teach Dearg, I tried to convince myself that the officers Gretel had sent with me might actually be able to do something in an emergency.  But when it came to Time Magic, they would be far outmatched.

      As far as we knew, the three rogue Trents – Grady, Nicholas and Jeremy – had no innate Time Magic to rely upon.  But we knew they had access to some, because they’d used it to disguise the portal doors.  Perhaps they’d siphoned from watches or other objects which had some stored-up magic.  Hopefully they didn’t have much, but we couldn’t be sure.

      What we could be sure of was that, with the help of some Púca transformational magic, they could be posing as just about anyone.  The thought made me a little paranoid, but Marbles was far worse.

      ‘What if it’s one of those officers outside?’ he suggested as we got ready for bed.

      ‘Gretel asked them a bunch of security questions.’

      ‘What if it’s Gretel?’

      I held back a sigh.  ‘Her boss asked her some security questions.  And before you say what if it’s her boss, the answer is we really don’t know.  Honestly, I’m not sure if even a million security questions would make a difference.  Not considering the things Gretel told us about this spell.’

      Gretel had reluctantly explained that, although they would do all they could to weed out imposters, the expertise of the Púca meant that this spell did far more than make you look like someone else.  You could even access their memories, if you wanted.

      ‘The Trents could be pretending to be anyone right now,’ I continued.  ‘But … well … I’m guessing one of them is – or at least was – pretending to be Vince.’

      I’d put that theory to Gretel, and she’d agreed with me.  The problem was, whoever the Trents were posing as wasn’t necessarily who they were anymore.  There were no photographs in Trent Manor, no records of any kind that could have clued the Wayfarers in on the fact that there were thirteen children instead of ten.  Julian had given a description of them, saying that two of them – Nicholas and Jeremy – were Devlin’s triplets.  The third – Grady – was a triplet of two of the already-caught brothers.  None of them were perfectly identical, but they looked fairly alike – all of the other brothers a little shorter than Julian, with brown hair and eyes.

      ‘That would explain Vince’s sudden interest in digging up the O’Mara land,’ Marbles mused.  ‘Although … this object Kim saw in her vision, she thinks it could be buried, doesn’t she?  So do you think that what we’re looking for, and what the Trents are looking for, it could be the same thing?’

      ‘Huh.’  I smoothed out the duvet.  I’d just changed the bedding, and even though it had been sitting in the cupboard for a while, it still smelled fresh and inviting.  ‘That just makes me more curious,’ I admitted with a yawn.

      Marbles looked up at the freshly-made bed.  ‘So we’re sleeping up top?’

      ‘Yeah, why?’

      ‘I don’t know.  I just thought – well, never mind.’

      I scooped him up, placing him on the bed.  ‘You thought I’d go back to my old tricks, and try and hide from this.’  I shook my head.  ‘Not this time, Marbles.  There is a lot I’m scared of right now.  I’m scared we might never find a way to make Ava better.  I’m scared that those three Trents will come looking for me.  I’m scared Seb’s going to ruin his relationship with Kim forever.  And I’m scared … I’m scared that Julian might be lying.  Because I know that what Gretel said made sense.  Julian said that the True Bond can’t be usurped, that the bonding ceremony wouldn’t have worked, but maybe that’s not true.  I mean, Dev junior was going to bond me to Julian, and not to himself.  That suggests Julian is the coven leader, no matter what he says.  But …’

      ‘But you don’t want to believe it.’  He gave me a look of sympathy.  ‘I once fancied a minx by the name of Star.  Most gorgeous kitty cat I’d ever seen.  And she seemed very interested in me, too.  Every morning when I nicked a few bits and pieces off the back of the delivery van, I’d share them with her.  Every time I caught a nice big rat, I’d let her play with it before we dined.  I thought we were in love.  Only to find out that at least three other cats thought the same.  And they all shared every meal with her, too.  She wasn’t in love with any of us.  She was just greedy.’

      I pulled back the duvet, kicked off my slippers, and slid into bed.  ‘Well, putting the intricacies of cat romance aside for a moment, is there a moral to this story?  A way that it applies to me and Julian?’

      He looked highly offended.  ‘A moral?  A moral?  Can’t a cat simply share some tales of romantic woe with the witch he loves, in the hope of some – oh, I don’t know – sympathy?  Camaraderie?  Am I supposed to have no life outside of you unless you can apply the lessons to your life?’

      ‘Point taken, Marbles – I’m sorry about Star,’ I said, turning over and flicking off the bedside light.  ‘Sweet dreams.’
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      I didn’t have sweet dreams.  I dreamt I was Etain, being killed over and over again.  And each time, the face of my killer would change.  In one dream it was Julian, the next Dev junior, and so on, and so on, and so on …

      I was grateful that Seb had given me the next day off.  He told me I should spend the day beautifying myself for the dinner party, but I intended to spend it in my pyjamas, watching sitcom reruns and eating junk.

      I was doing very well at it, too.  By three o’clock that afternoon Marbles and I had shared a bucket of chicken, and I’d enjoyed two bowls of ice cream and an extra-large fruit and nut chocolate bar.

      I might have eaten even more, had Uncle Rick not arrived.  I heard him at the door of the flat, answering the Wayfarers’ questions with ease.

      ‘Not that it proves anything,’ Marbles reminded me.  ‘We have no way to tell if it’s actually Rick or an imposter coming to murder us – a slow death, filled with torture and probably pain.’

      ‘I think you’ll find it’s hard to have torture without pain,’ I muttered.

      As Rick walked into the living room, chuckling at the mess I’d made, Marbles wrapped himself around his ankles, saying, ‘Well, you smell like you.’

      ‘That’s because I am me.’  Rick settled into the loveseat, while Marbles joined me on the couch once again.  ‘I would have come over first thing, but I thought you’d need to catch up on your sleep.’

      ‘We slept until noon,’ Marbles informed him.  ‘And it still doesn’t feel like long enough.  Shouldn’t you be with Ava?’

      Rick arched a brow.  ‘You know, just because I’m worried for Ava doesn’t mean I can’t be concerned about you two, too.  You’re my family.’

      I sat up, noticing the dirt on his hands.  ‘Belinda told you about Kim’s vision?’

      ‘She did.  Half of the O’Mara coven went out digging and dowsing first thing this morning, while the other half are scouring the library for any mention of this object.  Mind you, they’ve been searching their land for a good while now, so I’m not sure they’ll turn up anything new.’

      ‘I should go and help them,’ I said.  ‘I have a while before I have to go out.  I shouldn’t be sitting on my rear end watching TV.  I just …’

      ‘Essie,’ said my uncle.  ‘You’re going to carry on resting if I have to make you.  You need some rest.  I was glad to hear you were still here instead of going in to work this morning.  After everything Gretel told me you found out last night, I thought you’d be off at McGinty’s taking your mind off things.  Well, that, or …’

      ‘Or under the bed.’  I shrugged.  ‘Yeah, well, I decided to hide in a bucket of chicken instead.  But seriously, Rick, I’ve got a couple of big things ahead of me.  I have to do something with Seb tonight, and then I’m going to try and use the Pendulay Pocket Watch tomorrow – Gretel says she’ll have everything organised by then.  But the second I’m finished, I will be all over the O’Mara land searching for this object.’

      ‘What are you and Seb up to?’  He wiggled his brows.  ‘A date, I hope?’

      I stared at him.  I was the only one – other than Gretel and her boss – who knew about Seb’s undercover work.  As far as Rick was concerned, Seb was exactly what he pretended to be.  ‘Seriously?  You’d be happy if I dated Sebastian McGinty?  The warlock?  The womaniser?  Only the other day you were telling me I should quit my job.’

      ‘Well, he’s … you know, he’s a hardworking, handsome young man, isn’t he?  You could do worse.’

      ‘Oh.’  I suddenly understood.  ‘Worse like Julian, you mean.  Gretel really did fill you in on everything, didn’t she?  I suppose she told you that I was beginning to believe him, to believe he might be telling the truth about all of this?’

      He cleared his throat and looked away.  ‘I read between the lines.’

      ‘Uh-huh.  And I suppose you think I’m an idiot too, do you?  Look, I know he’s most likely lying, okay, I just …’

      Rick got up from the loveseat and said, ‘Budge up.’

      I made some room for him, and he sat down next to me, throwing an arm around my shoulder.  ‘Essie,’ he said, ‘I know about the True Bond, and what it means.  We had that story in the Pendulay Coven, but no one took it seriously.  No one had seen it in action, and they believed in it a lot less than they believed in the curse.  I suppose I was always a romantic at heart, though.  I liked the idea of the magic going both ways, between man and woman, freely shared, one giving to the other when they needed it, and vice versa.  It sounded like how a relationship ought to be, you know?’

      I waved my wedding ring in the air.  ‘If you knew about it, why didn’t you tell me?’

      ‘I didn’t know the details, or anything about the ring.  Not until Gretel told me this morning.  The Trent Coven stole our copy of The Changelings long before Devlin senior or I even existed.  But now that I do know about it, well … it’s clear that the True Bond is real, and that it’s happening between you and Julian.  But …’

      ‘How did I know there’d be a but?’ I muttered.

      ‘Because you’re sensible, that’s why,’ he told me.  ‘You’re cautious about this, and you’re right to be.  Love should be everything, Essie.  Julian loving you, it should mean you can trust him.  It should mean that he will never hurt you, that he’ll always protect you and put you before anyone else.  But … oh, how do I put this?’

      He sat back, looking up at the ceiling, thinking his words through.  ‘Ava calls Julian’s family the Cult of Trent.  She has it right, I think.  Because growing up as a Pendulay was bad enough – being told the curse was real, being told the Trents knew best – but imagine what it was like for Julian, for Dev junior, for all of them, growing up as Trents.  They think they have a right to Pendulay women, Essie.  They are taught, from the moment they can pay attention, that Trent men are the only men who can control Pendulay women.  If they’re not controlled, the Trents truly believe that they’ll bring about the end for us all.  Love … it doesn’t even come into it.  So even if Julian does love you, he’s had thirty years of being taught that sort of nonsense, hasn’t he?  He will believe your magic needs to be controlled by him.  Owned by him.  Used only by him.’

      Giving me a sad look, Rick added, ‘I wish I could tell you different, but that’s just the way it is.  I don’t believe the curse is real, but Julian will.  He’ll have believed Etain belonged to him, and he’ll believe you belong to him, too.’  He squeezed my arm.  ‘And you, and your magic, you belong to you.  You’re more than capable of controlling it – far more than the Trents are.  Just remember that.’
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      Shortly after my uncle left, Kim came over for a visit.  Sebastian had told her I’d taken the day off because I wasn’t feeling well, so she brought over chicken noodle soup, crusty bread, and some deliciously trashy books to read.

      I popped the soup in the fridge, telling her I was too ill to eat but I’d have it later (I’d hidden the evidence of my earlier excesses the moment she arrived).  I offered to heat some soup up for her, but she said she could only stay a short while.  I didn’t get much of a chance to talk to her, because she was constantly on the phone throughout her visit.  Thanks to a spot of accidental eavesdropping, I discovered that not only had she found a flat, but she had been offered a new job, too.

      By the time she left I was more worried about her relationship with Sebastian than ever, but I had to get ready, so I hopped in the shower, plastered myself in make-up (Seb told me warlock wives usually wore a lot), and donned my new dress.

      I was ready early, so I played about with the purse for a while.  It was small, and yet I managed to fit in a pair of ballet flats, a spare lipstick, a banana (to snack on if they served tiny posh portions) and a bottle of water, still leaving plenty of room to spare; it was, as promised, far bigger on the inside.

      A quick summoning spell brought out whatever I wanted, but I wondered what he might ask me to throw in there.  I hoped he wasn’t serious about the stun gun, but nothing about Seb would surprise me anymore.

      ‘You really should consider popping me in the purse,’ Marbles said, giving me a hopeful grin.  He was on top of the dining table, rolling an apple around in the fruit bowl.

      ‘Seb said familiars aren’t welcome at these shindigs.’  He had sent me a message to that effect earlier on this morning.  ‘Apparently, not a lot of warlocks have them.’

      ‘That’s because warlocks are soulless evil prats.’  He stood up, abandoning his apple, swishing his tail.  ‘Well, fine, I won’t go – but don’t say I didn’t offer.’

      As he pranced off, I wondered if I should take him, after all.  Before I could decide, there was a knock at the window.

      I stared out for a moment – the sight of Seb hovering in the air was a little disconcerting – then rushed to pull it open.

      ‘Ready for date night?’ he asked with a grin.

      ‘You’re riding a broom,’ I pointed out.  ‘And you’re dressed like a wizard.’

      He was wearing a nice tux, but it was beneath some very ugly robes – a neat under-cloak with sleeves and buttons he hadn’t yet done up, and an over-cloak with lapels that could have come straight out of the nineteen seventies.  There was a large W embroidered on one side, and an S on the other.  Atop his head was a black pointed hat with a wide brim.

      ‘A wizard?’ he spat.  ‘Whatever you do, do not call the finest Warlock Society robes wizard robes when we get there.  This is traditional garb, and you’ll be wearing a cloak too, missy.’

      ‘Missy?’  I giggled.  ‘And the broom?  Say this is a joke, Seb, please.  Because that thing you’re on looks like it’d have trouble sweeping, let alone flying.’

      ‘How dare you insult the broom,’ he said, not quite managing a straight face.  ‘This is a Plimpton Elite, I’ll have you know.  You can’t get these anymore, because the company owner turned out to be a horrendously evil villain, but that just makes them all the more valuable.  Anyway, you wouldn’t dare rock up to a party at Pontius Hooey’s on anything but a broom.  He’s very old-school.  He can trace his ancestry back to the signing of the original Warlock Society manifesto.  They called it An Fógairt – the proclamation.’

      ‘Thank you for that little snippet of warlock history,’ I drawled.  ‘So are we good to go?  What do I do?  Chuck my leg over?’

      ‘First things first.’  He flew across the window frame and into the room, before hopping off the broom.  ‘I’ve got one or two little toys for you.’

      After passing me a cloak almost as ugly as his, he then opened what looked like a slimline wallet; a bevy of items billowed out and tumbled onto the floor.  There was what appeared to be an old-timey pistol, a wand, a crowbar, a nail file, some assorted bags of powder, a mirror, and a card.

      ‘You were serious about this stuff?’

      ‘Of course I was.  The pistol is a stun gun, as I told you.  The crowbar and the nail file are self-explanatory–’

      ‘Explain them anyway,’ I interrupted.  ‘In fact, you’d better explain everything.  What is it you want me to do here tonight, Seb?’

      He shrugged.  ‘I need you to scurry around as many rooms in this mansion as you can.  You’re looking for something in a not so obvious place.  It’s the makings of a code.  There are eighteen parts to this code – some are letters, some are symbols – and I’ve collected every part except for the eighteenth.  So you’ll be looking for the number eighteen in a little love heart, and right next to it there’ll be another number or symbol.  I’ll need you to take a picture of it the second you find it, and show it to me.  Simples.’

      ‘Sure.  And what is this code for?’

      ‘It um … it’s not for anything or anywhere you’d know.  It’s just for … it leads to … an um … a safe that’s got a trophy in it, and whoever gets the trophy will become a higher-level warlock.’

      ‘Mm hm.  So it’s got nothing to do with the safe you’re trying to open in your office, then?’

      He pulled at his collar.  ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.  Look, it’ll be scratched into the wood somewhere, usually out of sight.  I’m thinking it’ll be under the card table, or one of the chairs around the card table.  But it could also be under the billiard table, or possibly on a bowling ball in the bowling alley, or possibly on the tennis court, or–’

      ‘There’s a bowling alley?  A billiard table?  Jeez, Seb, how big is this house?  How many rooms will I be searching?  And outside, too?’

      ‘The house is very big.  But … I’m sure you’ll find the time to search it all.’

      ‘Oh, you are, are you?  You’re sure I’ll have time?  You know, it would save a lot of time if you’d just come out and tell me everything.  You still haven’t explained the reason for the pranky gadgets, Seb.’

      He steeled his jaw.  ‘Pontius is kind of wiggy.  He’s got wards everywhere to stop people using opening spells in rooms he doesn’t want them to go into.  Non-magical ways should get you in just fine, so something like picking a lock or jimmying open a window might be your best bet.  That wand I gave you is set on a levitating spell, so you can move heavy pieces of furniture around.  Just touch it to what you want to move, and say Up or Down okay?  And look, I know you’ll be able to look after yourself when it comes to this little code hunt, but … it is possible you’ll run into other sorts of trouble.’

      ‘Trouble like what?’

      ‘Trouble like warlocks.’  There wasn’t a trace of mirth on his face.  ‘The men at this dinner party are creeps, Essie.  And they’re the kind of creeps who get away with everything that they do.  So I’m not too worried about your little treasure hunt, because I know you’ll be able to look after yourself where that’s concerned.  What I’m most worried about is when you’ve got your guard down, like you’re popping to the loo and one of these men decides to follow you.’

      ‘They can’t be that creepy, surely.’

      His voice was deadly serious.  ‘They can.  And if they are, and if you panic, or you don’t have time to summon whatever kind of magic might help you, then these gadgets will be ready.  The pink powder will send them to sleep, the purple will tamper with their short-term memory if you blow it in their face – just say “You never saw me” or something like that as you blow it.  They’re very suggestible for a few seconds after that, so you could even tell them to do a headstand and they would.  The stun gun would be preferable in a particularly tight moment.  Just point and shoot.  Heck, use the crowbar if you’ve got to.’

      I sank down into the loveseat.  ‘This doesn’t sound like a fun party.’

      ‘Well, warlocks aren’t fun, Essie.’

      ‘Strange way to talk about your friends.’

      His cheeks grew pink.  ‘You don’t have to do this.’

      ‘I don’t think you would have asked if it wasn’t important.’

      ‘Yes, but … look, they’re really a bad lot when they feel like their backs are against the wall.  So if anything happens to go wrong, even if it looks like I’m in trouble, I just want you to get out of there, okay?  That card I gave you, just flash it in their faces and tell them whatever lie you like, and they’ll believe it.  The mirror will dazzle them with their own reflection if you feel like you need a bit more time to get away.  And once again, I am wholeheartedly recommending that in a scrape, you never forget the crowbar.’

      I frowned at him.  I was getting bored of playing dumb.  Things really would be easier if I came out and told him I knew his secret.  ‘See, I thought you were just trying to get your hands on whatever’s in your uncle’s safe, hence the code search.  But now I’m thinking you’re there for some other reason.  Something really big.  Something … undercover.’

      He jumped.  ‘What?’

      Shaking my head and sighing, I said, ‘Is this how you behave whenever you’re asked if you’re a Wayfarer?  Because if it is, I don’t know how you’ve survived this long.’

      ‘How did you guess?’

      ‘I didn’t guess, Seb.  I remembered.  Look, I’ve been keeping it quiet because I just didn’t want to deal with it, not with all the other stuff going on.  But honestly, that memory spell you did when I was in hospital, it never worked on me.’

      He flopped down beside me.  ‘So you’ve known this past month.  Then why haven’t you told Kim?’

      I groaned.  ‘I’ve attempted to.  It’s farcical, honestly.  We get interrupted every time I try.  But she needs to know.’

      ‘No she doesn’t.’

      ‘She’ll keep the secret, Seb.  She’s not some airhead, you know.  She’s smart, and loyal, and honestly, she’s the best friend I’ve ever had.  You can’t make me forget this.  And you can’t keep lying to her.’

      ‘It’s not that I – it’s just – she doesn’t need the hassle of this secret.’

      ‘Seb.’  I touched his hand.  ‘She’s lining up a new flat and job as we speak.  This part you’re playing, she thinks it’s you.  And she doesn’t like it.  She doesn’t like the way you’re treating women, and she misses you.  It’s time to tell her the truth, because I really think you’ll lose her if you don’t.’

      For a moment, he just stared down at my hand, before wrapping his own hand around it and looking me in the eye.  ‘Okay.  Okay, I’ll tell her, but just … give me a couple of days, all right?  I promise I’ll tell her.’

      ‘Okay.’  He was holding on a little tight, and looking at me a little intensely, so I eased my hand out from his and shuffled further along the couch.  ‘Two days, no more.  Now please, tell me more about tonight.  This thing we’re looking for, the code – is this a Wayfarer job?  Is there a dark object in your safe or something?  Something you told them you could get?’

      He sat back, banging his head against the back of the seat.  ‘No.  Well … the thing is, I’m doing two jobs tonight.  One is for me – the last digit I need for the code to Jim’s safe.  He left me something in there, an inheritance of sorts, but he decided to make a game of it because, well, that’s how he was.  That’s why I suggested places like card tables and so on – they’re the kinds of places I’ve found other parts of the code.  He liked to win things, or to trick things out from under the noses of other warlocks.  Wherever he got his hands on something big, he usually left his mark.  And he won many things out from under Ponty’s nose, so … it’s not going to be as easy to find this part of the code as it was the others.’

      He looked at me again.  ‘That’s why I asked you.  I thought you could use your gifts to find it, because I won’t have another chance after tonight.  You see, while you’re looking for the code, I’m going to Ponty’s party as a Wayfarer agent.  He’s been involved in weredog trafficking, and tonight he thinks I’m about to sign a contract with him.  I’ve been playing it like I’m worried about getting involved, so he plans to show me a whole stack of contracts, hoping to prove to me that all of the best warlocks are involved.  And the second I see the evidence, he’ll be arrested.  Warlocks sign with blood and magic, so it’ll be a firm link to him.  He won’t get away with it.  But then … well, then his house will be seized by the Wyrd Court.  All of his assets, too.  It’s going to be hard enough to find the last piece of the code tonight, but after tonight … not a chance.’

      He reached over and brushed a loose strand of hair out of my eyes.  ‘So what do you think?  Do you still want to help me?’

      I felt my face grow warm.  His eyes had gone all intense again.  ‘Of course,’ I said.  ‘All I wanted was honesty.  But we’d really better get going or we’ll be late.’
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      Sebastian had told me with some trepidation that I would have to ride side broom, because no warlock ever let his woman ride a broom astride.  I didn’t mind the position, though, since if I didn’t sit that way I would probably split my dress.

      I’d never had a fear of flying, but tonight I was just a little bit nervous.  I mean, the broom looked like something you would sweep a house with in the eighteen hundreds, and we were meant to travel on it.

      ‘Won’t it be cold?’ I asked as Sebastian kicked off the ground, his arms wrapped around me as he leaned forward to clutch the shaft.  ‘And how do we stay on?  And–’

      ‘And what if it rains?’ he said with a warm laugh.  ‘And what if we crash into another broom?  Or what if a plane sees us?’

      ‘Those weren’t my next questions,’ I lied.

      ‘Yes, they were.  And the answer to every one of them is: magic.  Right now I’ve got a lot of spells on the go.  I’m flying the broom, keeping us thoroughly stuck to it so we can’t fall off, operating a warmth spell and an invisibility spell.  I’ve got another spell on the go that broadcasts my position to other brooms in the area, and most witches do the same.  If they don’t, my flying skills are good enough to avoid an accident.  And if I feel even a sprinkle of rain, I’ll magic that bad boy away from us too, okay?’

      ‘Okay.’  I settled back, but not too much, seeing as that would have meant pressing my back against his chest.  He smelled incredible tonight, and he looked amazing in his tuxedo (as long as I could ignore the robes he wore over it).  Any other woman would be deep into crush territory around about now.  I almost wished I could be there.  Life would be so much easier if I could develop feelings for Seb, or for anyone but Julian.

      I glanced around at him.  ‘Tell me a little more about the layout,’ I said.  ‘And where you think I should start searching first.’

      ‘Sure.  So, the first thing you’ll see when we enter is a hallway bigger than most houses …’

      Seb talked quickly, telling me everything I needed to know about the house – which rooms were where, where the code was most likely to be hidden, which warlocks to avoid, and which housewitches to avoid, too, because according to Seb, there were some of them who supported their husbands in every endeavour.  After about fifteen minutes of in-flight chat, he pointed to the ground below us and said, ‘Look, we’re nearly there.’

      The house was in a hidden enclave called Luna Park.  According to Sebastian, it was on the posh side of the park, Easterly Crescent, where many of the richest witches kept their Dublin homes.

      There was something slightly sad about seeing so many mansions all lined up like this.  Out in the countryside, any of these houses would have looked stately and magnificent.  But with so many of them in the same area, it looked as though they were trying to outdo one another.  I noticed one of the houses was having a larger pool put in, and another was having an extra floor added to one of its many turrets.  Even the rich, it seemed, played Keeping Up with the Joneses.

      ‘They’ve usually got second homes in coastal enclaves,’ Sebastian told me.  ‘And a lot of them have townhouses, as well.  These people are rich beyond anything you could imagine.  Well, you’re half Pendulay, so maybe not.’

      ‘Hah!  Maybe the Pendulays were rich once, but you know perfectly well I grew up in a small flat in Moore Street.  Holiday homes were not part of my childhood experience.  Off-season self-catering deals, now those I know all about.  Would you like one of these houses?’

      Shaking his head, he said, ‘Nah.  I’ve always thought a little place in Riddler’s Cove might be nice.  On the west side of town, by the sea.  Spend the mornings surfing and hanging out on the beach, me and Kimmy and our familiars.’

      ‘I’ve never seen yours,’ I said.  ‘Do you have a poodle like Kim?’

      ‘Not a poodle, no.  But he is a dog – an incredibly lazy spaniel called Conrad.  He likes to lie in front of the fire, even in the middle of summer.  He won’t step foot in McGinty’s because he hated my uncle Jim.  Doesn’t matter that the man is dead now.  Conrad is not the kind of dog you can use logic with.  You’ll meet him if you ever come back to our flat.  You could come back tonight, if you want.  You know – if we get out of here alive.’

      I blushed a little at that, and was relieved as he set down the broom so I didn’t have to answer.
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      Entering Pontius Hooey’s house on Seb’s arm was … an experience.  A servant opened the door and admitted us into a hallway with a sparkling marble floor, grand columns and a sweeping staircase.  As I gazed up at a chandelier about the size of a football field, a short, stout man walked over to us.

      Addressing me, he said, ‘That’s not just any old crystal in that chandelier, you know.  It’s crystal seized from the palace of Queen Shea, an upstart wizard who thought she could rule an enclave of her own, the fool.’

      ‘That’s … nice,’ I said, looking at Sebastian.  He was being clapped on the back by about a dozen robed men, all of whom sized me up as I stood there.

      ‘So this is your latest, is it?’ said the man with the chandelier knowledge, turning to Seb.  ‘Hm.  Not bad, not bad.’

      Seb let out an easy laugh.  ‘Keep your hands off, Ponty.  I have first dibs.  Essie, this is Pontius Hooey, the host of tonight’s dinner party.  He likes to be called Ponty.  Ponty, this is Essie Pendulay-O’Mara.’

      ‘Oh, I say – you’re the one who almost got done in by your husband!’ exclaimed one man, while another said, ‘I mean, I believe in disciplining my woman, but the Trents do take it a bit far, don’t they?’

      As they chattered on around me, making casual jokes and comments about murder, I simply stood there, blinking.

      There was a large drawing room just off the hallway filled with about a dozen women – presumably the wives and girlfriends of the warlocks.  The women cast quick glances my way, all the while feigning disinterest.  Their dresses were stunning, although they certainly showed more skin than I would have expected.  Even in my incredibly expensive dress and carefully applied make-up, I felt dowdy.

      Thighs and cleavage were on show, and the dress code was more is more.  Big lips, big lashes, huge jewels adorning their necks, enormous sparkling diamonds on their fingers …  The waists, however, were tiny.

      I felt myself being touched on the small of the back by a lingering hand, and Pontius bent close to me and said, ‘There you go now.  Go off with my wife and gossip about dresses, and we’ll see you in the dining room, there’s a good girl.’

      Before I knew it I was being pushed forward, caught by a woman I hadn’t expected to see: Ruth.

      Ruth always stood out at the survivors’ group, but tonight her elegance made her stand out even more.  Her gown was in a muted shade of silver, with no splits, and no low-cut bodice.  The sleeves were long, the neck was high, and her blonde hair was pulled back into a neat chignon.

      She schooled her expression well, considering, but I caught a flicker of surprise as she led me into the drawing room.

      I got to make some brief contributions to the conversation, but mostly I stood there in shock.  I’d never been to a party like this before.  It might be (slightly) exaggerating to say that it was the party from Hell, but it was certainly the party from Heck.  I was used to a much more casual affair, with friendly guests, cheap beer and wine to drink, and crisps and peanuts to nibble.  Here, I was handed a foie gras vol-au-vent and a glass of something called Golden Haze.  The drink was fine – it looked and tasted like champagne – but I set the vol-au-vent aside.

      ‘Well, I hope you at least appreciate the drink,’ said a thin woman in a sparkling blue lowcut gown.  ‘Ruth doesn’t do cheap wine from the likes of the O’Mara vineyard,’ she sneered.  ‘Oh, I’m sorry, dear.  I forgot, you are an O’Mara, aren’t you?’

      I shuddered and turned away, looking at Ruth, who said, ‘Excuse us, ladies, Essie and I just need a little chat.’

      As she pulled me aside, she whispered, ‘I wasn’t expecting to see you here.  With Seb McGinty, too.  Essie, have you learned nothing from the women at our group?  Do you want to find yourself living a life like mine, because I’m telling you, it is not something to covet.’

      ‘I … it’s just a date,’ I said.  ‘I didn’t expect quite so many guests, though.  They’re all very nice, your friends.  When will we be having dinner?’

      Ruth sighed.  ‘You don’t have to pretend to like them for my sake.  They’re not my friends.  Dinner will start in about twenty minutes, I expect, but it’s going to drag on.  And afterwards we’ll be stuck in here again while the men talk business.  I’m sorry if I’m being a bit harsh, sweetheart, but I just – I’m shocked to see you dating a warlock, especially after everything you’ve already been through.’

      I shrugged pathetically.  Ruth knew the same story as most people did, which was very far from the truth.  Even that version was bad enough, so I couldn’t blame her for her reaction.

      ‘Look, I’ll have a word with the others and tell them to cut the jibes,’ she went on.  ‘But honestly, I wouldn’t hold your breath in the hope of better behaviour from this lot.  They tend to get very jealous of Sebastian’s girlfriends.’

      ‘Jealous?  Doesn’t he have like ten girlfriends a week?  What’s to be jealous of?’

      She lifted one of her immaculate brows.  ‘What’s to be jealous of indeed?  I’m glad you’ve not entirely lost your mind, Essie.  But now I’m even more curious about why you’ve come with him.  As to why they all want him, I have no idea.  As far as I’m concerned, he looks far too like his uncle.’

      I felt my eyes goggle.  I’d seen pictures of Jim, and Sebastian had clearly inherited his looks from someone else.  ‘Oh, right.  Twenty minutes to dinner you say …’

      As another woman approached us and asked where I’d bought my dress, I wondered if I could make it that long.  I wasn’t hungry – far from it, after all I’d eaten today – but I just couldn’t stand being around these people.  I couldn’t believe they were real (many parts of them probably weren’t); I thought women like this only existed in bad reality shows and old soap operas.  At least three of them asked me how it had felt to marry a murderer, but they’d asked it with a gleam of excitement in their eyes.

      This would be the perfect moment to go timeless and begin my search, but the sheer annoyance I was feeling was clouding my mind, making it impossible to concentrate.  If I wanted to put this party on hold, I would need to go somewhere quieter first.

      ‘Got to visit the little girl’s room,’ I murmured, extricating myself from a conversation about whose husband earned the most money.

      Out in the hallway, one of the many servants told me where I could find a toilet, and I quickly headed in that direction, turning onto a long, wide corridor.  I was about halfway along when I felt, for the second time that night, a hand on the small of my back.
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      ‘I saw you looking at me,’ he said, not removing his hand.

      I gave Ponty a weak smile.  A door was open behind him, revealing a lavish home office.  ‘Oh, hello,’ I said, stepping back.  ‘Well, if you’ll just excuse me, I need to pop to the loo.’

      ‘Enjoying yourself tonight, are you?’ he questioned, taking a step and closing the gap I’d created.

      Inwardly, I gave myself a very harsh talking-to.  Seb had warned me the men would be like this.  I’d expected they wouldn’t start misbehaving until later in the evening, after a few more drinks.  ‘It’s a very nice party,’ I told him.  ‘But like I said, I really need to–’

      ‘You know, some women just have a thing for warlocks, don’t they?  Can’t help themselves.  But you see, my dear, handsome as Sebastian is, he’s not quite in my league.  I have enough gold in this house to sink the Lilting Lass, so if you do want to play with the big boys anytime, all you have to do is give me a call.’

      The ‘Ew!’ was out of my mouth before I could rein it in, and the effect it had on Ponty was far from pleasant.

      His upper lip curled, and with his free hand he grasped my wrist.

      I thought about the gadgets I had – the stun gun would knock him out until some unlucky servant found him, or I could throw some powder at him, maybe dazzle him with the mirror.  But all of those things were in my bag, and I would have to open it before uttering the summoning spell – a little difficult, pinned as I was.  And seeing as I was about to go searching for the final part of the code anyway, I decided that there was no time like the present.

      I focused on my wristwatch – I’d made sure to wear one to help me tonight – and listened to the ticking of the hand, searching for the moment between one movement and another.

      With an ugly glint in his eyes, Pontius said, ‘What are you “Ew”ing at, Essie, eh?  You’d better not be “Ew”ing at–’

      Before he’d made it to me, he was frozen, just like everything around him.  For a moment I simply smiled, and breathed, enjoying the stillness.  But soon, a wicked idea came to mind.  I rushed across the corridor into his office, grabbed a thick black marker, and returned to Pontius.

      Feeling happier than I’d felt since I arrived at this house, I drew a large and ornate moustache on his face, and some fake glasses around his eyes.  Then, I got to work.

      I started with the card table.  Sebastian had been specific about where I would find it – in a room just off the dining room, with paintings of werewolf hunts decorating the walls.

      It looked as though the room had been set up for cards tonight, so I carefully examined the table and chairs.  If Jim’s mark was there, it should be obvious – even if it had been noticed by a sharp-eyed servant, painting over it or sanding it off would make no difference.  Jim had used a magical knife to make his marks, and they would reappear quickly after any attempts to get rid.

      The card room had nothing, so I moved onto the billiard room, then the bowling alley, and then (beginning to feel a little tired) I trudged to the tennis court.  When I found nothing in any of those places, I went through every room in the house.

      Pontius hadn’t lied about having enough gold to sink the Lilting Lass (whoever or whatever that might be).  A lot of gold was hidden in the house.  I found large coins in a tennis shoe, an entire gold bar in one of his bowling shoes, and a bag filled with jewels and more gold bars taped to the bottom of the billiard table.  What I didn’t find, however, was a code.

      I combed the entire mansion and its grounds, until there was only one place left to search: Ponty’s office.

      Seb had dismissed that room, along with most of the others, because he was sure it would be in one of the places where Jim had won a game against Pontius.  But maybe he’d won a business deal out from under him in the office, or maybe they’d played a card game at Ponty’s desk.

      I spared a moment to giggle at Ponty’s facial embellishments, before heading in and getting to my knees, looking at the underside of his desk and his chairs, even pulling out the drawers in my quest for the mark.

      I used the wand to levitate some bigger pieces so I could look behind and underneath them, but there was nothing except for a few more hidden stashes of money.  He had a safe (Seb somehow knew the code) but again, it was filled with mostly money.  There were some very dodgy contracts as well, but Seb would have to be the one to see those if they were ever to arrest the guy.  This wasn’t Granvar Bay, and there were no provisions in the law for Reasonable Snooping.

      I’d looked behind every other picture in the house, so I looked behind the ones in this office, too.  I was about halfway around the room when I saw the first photo of Julian.

      In the picture, he was laughing with Ponty as they played some game that looked like golf, except on brooms.  There was another photo of him, patting Ponty’s back outside what was definitely a strip bar.  In the last photo of Julian, he was on a yacht with Ponty, surrounded by half a dozen beautiful young women, none of whom were Ruth or Etain.

      I stared at all of those pictures for a long, long time.  The Julian in them wasn’t the Julian I knew.  He certainly wasn’t the Julian I wanted to know, or to believe in.  But if Gretel was right – heck, if most of the evidence was right – then maybe this horrible version was the real Julian, after all.

      Feeling sick to my stomach, I headed back out to Ponty.

      Before I started time once more, I reached into my purse and pulled out two things – the purple powder, and the mirror.  As soon as I resumed time, I blew the purple dust in his face and said, ‘You never saw me in this corridor.  You’ll leave me alone for the rest of the night, and not spare me another thought.’  As he blinked, I pressed the mirror into his hand.  ‘Here – take a good long look at yourself, you ass.’

      As I dashed away to the sound of the dinner gong, I risked a look over my shoulder.  He was staring at his reflection, brushing back his hair with a hand and saying, ‘Oh my, you are a handsome lad aren’t you?’
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        * * *

      

      Ruth was wrong.  Dinner didn’t simply drag on.  It dragged on and on and on …

      I got to sit next to Seb, which made it slightly more bearable (even if a dozen women were glaring at me).  I didn’t eat much, but neither did any of the wives or girlfriends.  The men ate with gusto, enjoying each course, laughing and talking loudly over one another.  Ponty had managed, somehow or other, to remove quite a bit of my artwork, but there was still a shadow of a moustache, and a hint of the drawn-on spectacles.  People peered at him every now and then, but no one said a thing.

      With such a noisy group surrounding us, it was easy enough to discuss things with Seb, as long as we kept our voices low.

      ‘I thought for sure you’d find it at the card table,’ he murmured, as the dessert course began.  ‘Uncle Jim won so much money from Ponty there.’

      ‘I didn’t just stop at the places you mentioned.  I’ve been through this entire house.  Why do you think I’m sweating so much?’

      ‘I’d say you’re glowing.’

      ‘And I’d say you’re a bad liar,’ I laughed, leaning closer to him so that the other guests would think we were whispering sweet nothings.  ‘Look, what do you want to do?  I can stop time again but I’m not sure I see the point.  It’s just not here.  This thing in Jim’s safe, is it more important than the contracts you’ll see tonight?  Because I have to tell you, I think I’ve seen them.  This man sells people, Seb.’

      His face pulled back into a guilty-looking grimace.  ‘I’m very much aware of what he does.’  He gave me a beseeching stare.  ‘I don’t know what to do, Ess.  It has to be here.  Jim listed eighteen of his acquaintances, and told me I’d find a piece of the code with each of them, and I have.  Until now, anyway.  Look, once everything starts to go down, I’ll probably never get another chance to search this place.  I don’t suppose you can start making the decisions for me?  I–’  He stopped short, looking down.  ‘Did you hear that?’

      Before I could reply, I heard a distinct Meow.  In my lap, my purse began to purr.  ‘Oh no he didn’t,’ I grumbled.  Standing up, I said, ‘Excuse me,’ and left the room.
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        * * *

      

      In the safety of the bathroom, I opened my purse.  First, Marbles’ head appeared, looking incredibly odd as it emerged.  I could see the rest of him inside, all squished up, before he pulled his whole body out and glided to the floor.

      ‘When did you get in there?  And wasn’t it uncomfortable?’

      ‘I got in when you weren’t looking, obviously.  And no, it wasn’t.  I just felt … not quite me.  The only thing I could compare it to is when I accidentally drank a potion in Dillis’s clinic.  She made it to calm down a very angry vampire, but it looked just like milk.  It made me feel all floaty light …’  He was grinning at the memory.

      ‘Good God.’  I paced the room, massaging my temples.

      ‘You’re supposed to say “Good goddess” in witch company, you know.  Anyway, the reason I decided to interrupt you is because I have an idea.  You need to talk to Ruth.’

      ‘I’ve already talked to Ruth,’ I said.

      ‘But were you listening, or were you too busy feeling embarrassed to be seen with a warlock?  She knew Jim McGinty.  She’s mentioned him tonight, and she mentioned him at the group meeting.  Tonight, she even compared him to Seb in the looks department, which means she’s either half blind, or something happened between them.’  He gave me a wink.  ‘Something romantic.’

      I sat on the edge of the bath, thinking it over.  Marbles was right.  Ruth had mentioned Jim on more than one occasion.  I hadn’t thought much of it because she was at least thirty years younger than Jim had been, but she was much younger than her husband, too.  Maybe she had a thing for older guys.

      ‘Fine.’  I stood up.  ‘I’ll get her talking.  But you need to get back in the bag.’

      ‘Well, of course I do.  You’re useless without me.’
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      Dessert was just finished when I headed back.  Yes, I could have used another time stop to speak to Marbles, but then I would have been even longer at the table.

      There was a pompous announcement from Ponty, telling us the men would be going off to play cards and enjoy some drinks, while the women were going off to the drawing room again.  I quickly told Sebastian I needed one more chance to find the mark, and then I sidled up to Ruth.

      ‘Ruth,’ I whispered.  ‘I really need to talk to you.  Is there somewhere, well …’

      ‘Less infested with poisonous witches?’  She leaned closer.  ‘Let’s go to the kitchen.  There’s not a single other person at this party who’ll step foot there.’
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        * * *

      

      Ruth’s husband and the other guests might not frequent kitchens, but it was clear that this was a part of the house in which Ruth was very much at home.  The chef and his helpers greeted her warmly, and she chatted with them for a few minutes before leading me into a corner of the room.

      ‘Hello there, Virginia.’  Ruth paused at a perch, kissing her parakeet’s head.  The bird gave her a flurry of beaky kisses.  ‘Don’t you worry,’ Ruth told her.  ‘When Ponty’s asleep I’ll set you free.’

      It was then that I noticed the thin rope, attaching Virginia to the perch.

      There were two armchairs just below the perch.  A bottle of something called Worm on a Broom sat upon a small table.  Ruth quickly fetched two shot glasses, and poured a drink for us both.

      ‘Don’t worry,’ she said.  ‘It’s the modern kind, without the flying potion.’

      I ogled the bottle and sniffed the drink.  ‘They used to put flying potion in this?  It smells like tequila.’

      She grinned.  ‘You’ve never had this?  Well, take a seat.  It might not make you fly these days, but it’ll certainly make you lightheaded.  I just thought you could do with something strong.’

      As I sat down, she curled up in the opposite armchair.  ‘This is about Ponty, isn’t it?’ she guessed.  ‘He tried it on.’

      ‘Oh.  No.  I mean …’  I thought about how much to tell her.  Ruth seemed to know her husband well enough by now, so I said, ‘Well, I think he kind of did, yeah.  But I was able to handle myself.’

      She put a hand to her chest.  ‘Good.  Because if it was bad enough to send you to the Wayfarers, I’m not sure how much help I could be.  Not that I wouldn’t want to help you, but …’

      She pulled back the sleeve of her dress, revealing a beautiful silver bracelet.  ‘It looks very pretty, doesn’t it?  That’s certainly what I thought when Ponty slipped it on my wrist this morning.  I also thought I could sell it and add to my getaway fund.  Turns out, I can’t take it off.  It tracks me, so he would know in a heartbeat if I tried to go anywhere I shouldn’t.’  She nodded to my ring.  ‘That’s why you’re still wearing that, isn’t it?  Even though Julian’s guilty of murder.  You can’t take it off.’

      ‘I can’t take it off, no,’ I said, although there was a lot more to it than that.  ‘But Ruth, if he’s tracking you, how are you going to get away?’

      She huffed out some air.  ‘Therein lies the problem.  I suppose I won’t, will I?  You see, he found out that I was visiting the group.  I tried to tell him I was just having some evening glamour work done with Glenda, but he’s had a detective following me, taking pictures, so he knows I was lying.  He’s actually known about it for a while, without telling me.  He used the time to place cameras everywhere, and to find my stash of getaway money.  I would have put it in a bank account, except I’m not allowed to have one.  He’s friends with all of the bank managers.  They do what he says.’

      She’d been swirling her drink, but now she tipped her head back and drank it in one big gulp.  ‘If you’re wondering why I’m being so candid, you should already know the answer.  I’m trying to warn you, Essie.  Look, I’m never going to get away from here.  I’m never going to have my little place by the sea.  But you … you have one bad man behind you.  Don’t put another ahead of you, too.  Get away from Sebastian McGinty, and never let another warlock drag you down.’

      I followed her lead and downed my drink.  It really was just like tequila, except that I felt incredibly light, as though I could fly away.  At least I’d have that experience in common with Marbles.  ‘Ruth, the thing is … you seem so certain that Seb is a bad guy.  You mentioned his uncle, who I’ve heard terrible things about.  Do you really think Seb takes after Jim?’

      ‘The apple rarely falls far from the tree.’

      ‘So, did you know Jim well?’

      ‘Once upon a time,’ she said with an almost wistful look in her eyes.  ‘Back when I was naïve enough to believe that not all warlocks are the same.’

      I sat still, waiting for her to say more.  Sure enough, squeezing her eyes shut and laying her head back, she said, ‘I’m going to tell you a story.  It’s the story of a woman who had a very successful business, young though she was.  A woman who was a fashion designer, and whose handbags sold for a small fortune.  A woman who had no family of her own, but married a dashing and brilliant businessman who whisked her off her feet.  Everything was perfect.  He was perfect.  Until he wasn’t.’

      She opened her eyes, reaching for the bottle and pouring us both another drink.  ‘I didn’t know he was a warlock until after we were married.  He took his time, revealing himself bit by bit.  First, I was to take some time off as a prolonged honeymoon, next, he would say I didn’t need to go back to work, not when he could support us both.  And initially, I didn’t really mind.  My work was exhausting.  The break was nice.  But then … then it became … “No, you can’t go back to work.  Don’t you appreciate everything I do for you?”’

      She swallowed down her second glass.  ‘After that, the downhill trajectory was much faster.  It was almost a relief, in a way.  At least now I knew who he really was, and I could react accordingly.  It was around that time that Jim McGinty appeared in his circle of friends.’

      Her eyes grew wistful again.  ‘Jim had this way about him, you know?  He could see I was unhappy with Ponty, and he took advantage of that.  He told me everything I wanted to hear – how I could do so much better, how Ponty wasn’t worthy of me.  He even told me he wasn’t a warlock, not really.’

      She snorted.  ‘Jim told me he was an undercover cop, infiltrating the society to bring bad men like my husband down.  Oh, I knew there were stories like that, and that they were just urban legends, but … I wanted to believe him.  I was lonely, I was unhappy.  And so … well … we kissed.’

      As her face flushed, I felt a rush of sympathy.  Ruth was one of the most beautiful women I’d ever seen.  She could do anything, have anyone she wanted, and yet she thought so little of herself that she was flattered by the worst sort of men.  ‘Jim told me he wouldn’t go any further than that.  He said he didn’t want to have some cheap affair, he wanted to rescue me, to be with me for real.  He said, “Run away with me, Ruth.”  And I agreed.’

      She took in a deep breath before continuing.  ‘We said we’d meet at the bandstand in St Stephen’s Green, and we’d start our new life together from there.  When I got there – when I got there, I found that he’d taken me for a fool.’

      ‘How so?’ I asked.

      She ground her teeth a while before saying, ‘He’d made a bet with my husband.  Ponty said I wouldn’t be fool enough to attempt to run away with Jim.  Jim said I would.  Jim won.’

      I gasped.  ‘What did Ponty do?  Was he mad?’

      ‘Of course he was.  Furious.  But … more furious that he’d lost the bet than that I was planning on running away, I think.  Men like Ponty don’t expect you to love them, Essie.  They much prefer fear, control.  In the end, he was rather happy that he had something to punish me for, something to hold over me.’

      She leaned forward and put a hand to my shoulder, her eyes brimming with tears.  ‘I am telling you this, Essie, the most excruciatingly embarrassing thing that has ever happened to me, because I need you to know – they are all the same.  There is not a single warlock who can be trusted, no matter how convincing they seem.’

      ‘Thank you, Ruth,’ I said.  ‘It means a lot to me that you told me.’

      ‘Here,’ she said, wiping her eyes with one hand and lifting the bottle with the other.  ‘Let’s have another drink.’

      I sipped at mine, not wanting to feel any more inebriated than I already did.  I thought I knew, now, where I would find the last part of the code.  But there was no rush.  Not when I had Time at my disposal.  So we talked for a little while longer, Ruth getting it all out of her system, while I nodded and murmured along.  I stayed with her right up until she squared her shoulders and said, ‘Well, I must get back to it now, Essie – sometimes I fear I’ll play the hostess with the mostest until the day I die.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      During my second time stop of the night I snapped my fingers and took myself to the bandstand at St Stephen’s Green.  The park was closed for the night, and all was quiet inside.  Outside the fence, I could hear the noises of the city.  Rain began to thunder down, and I was almost relieved – I was hot, and sweaty, and a little bit drunk.

      Marbles leapt out of the bag, and we ran all around the bandstand, finally finding the mark on the underside of one of the rails: the number eighteen in a little heart, with a …

      ‘Wait, Marbles, is that a full stop beneath the heart?  That can’t really be the last part of the code, can it?  Could the rest of it have been sanded off, maybe?’

      ‘Not possible, and you know it.  It’s a full stop, all right.  Seems like old Jim had a sense of humour.’
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        * * *

      

      I was shivering by the time I got back to the mansion.  I towelled Marbles off, then took a hot shower before blow-drying my hair and dress and touching up my make-up.  When I no longer looked as though I’d been engaged in a rain-soaked code-hunt, I headed to the card room.

      Seb was standing at the door, hands in his pockets, watching a game.  Well, that’s what he had been doing before my time stop.

      For a moment I looked him up and down, thinking about him, wondering: what would he be like when this was all over, when he was finished with the subterfuge?  I realised, then, that I’d never met the real Sebastian.  Pretending to be a warlock wasn’t easy.  It seeped into your being, became part of your personality.  We might need some rehab to get him back on track.

      When I was done with my gawking I took hold of him and walked him out like he was a full-grown doll, moving his legs this way and that, keeping him upright as best I could.  It wasn’t graceful, but I got him out of the room.

      Then, I started time once more.

      Sebastian blinked at me.  ‘I was in there, and now I’m out here.  Did you …?’

      ‘Physically walk you like you were my own personal toy boy?’  I grinned at him.  ‘Sure did.  It seemed easier than having to go into a room full of warlocks after I’d started time again.’

      ‘Impressive extraction,’ he said.

      ‘Yeah, well, you were right about these guys.’

      His eyes narrowed.  ‘Who tried it on?’

      ‘It doesn’t matter.’  I pulled out my phone and showed him the picture.  ‘I’ve got it.  The eighteenth part of the code.  I mean … I think it is.  But it looks like a full stop.’

      He sighed.  ‘Yeah, I should have known.  There’s a comma at the halfway point.  Where did you find it?’

      As quickly as I could, I told him about my conversation with Ruth.  ‘It seemed kind of obvious, then,’ I said when I’d finished the story.  ‘You said he left his mark where he got one over on people.  The bandstand is where he won a very big bet with Ponty.’

      Sebastian shuddered.  ‘All right, well … I’ll tell him I’m ready to sign the deal, so we can get this douche arrested and get out of here forever.’

      ‘Yeah, about that.  Ruth’ll be okay, right?  You know she’s not involved in any of this.’

      He winced.  ‘I don’t think she will be all right, actually.  Every single sickle her husband ever made is about to be confiscated.  And, well … he once boasted to me that he puts a lot of his dirty money through bank accounts in Ruth’s name.’

      ‘She’s got nothing to do with any of that.  She’s not even allowed have a bank account, Seb.’

      ‘Yeah, I can believe that.  And the courts are well aware of the amount of control warlocks keep over the household finances, so I don’t think she’ll go down.  But until she’s been investigated fully, everything of hers, even if it’s just a small amount of savings, will be put on hold.  She’s in for a rough ride, even if none of it is her fault.’

      ‘It’s not fair – and she doesn’t even have a little bit saved,’ I said.  ‘I told you, that dirtbag Ponty stole her getaway fund.’

      ‘Wait a minute.’  He gave me a slow, mischievous smile.  ‘Didn’t you tell me you’d found some gold and stuff?’

      ‘Well, yeah.  But that’ll be confiscated, along with everything else, won’t it?’

      ‘Sure.  But maybe a little bit could go missing first …’
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      Once Seb went into the office with Ponty and a few other warlocks, the rest didn’t take long.  The Wayfarers pounced on the mansion, arresting the warlocks (including Seb, just so he didn’t have a target on his back in the weeks to come).

      I hung around for a while, watching while the guilty parties tried to pin the blame on each other, or on their wives, or on anyone other than themselves.  But Seb had recorded every moment of that closed-door meeting, every word Ponty and the other warlocks had said.  Along with the contracts which the Wayfarers could now seize as evidence, plus other footage and recordings Seb had been building up, the case against Ponty and his weredog trafficking ring was solid.

      Finally, at about one in the morning, Seb was let out of pretend custody, and he and I headed into McGinty’s together.  Marbles had gone home, muttering about wanting to go to sleep.  I wanted to go to bed, too.  I was exhausted after everything I’d been through tonight.  The physical efforts had been one thing – my time stops meant that I’d been on the go far longer than anyone else at that terrible party – but the mental and emotional toll was far worse.

      Those photos of Julian reinforced everything that everyone was telling me: he was a warlock, a deceiver, and a man I should be happy was in jail.  It had hurt like heck to see that version of him, those moments caught on camera which proved that he was precisely the man they all thought he was.

      But the heart isn’t always as sensible as you’d like it to be.  Whether he was a warlock or not didn’t really matter, because he was bonded to me, as I was to him.  I could feel him, even now.  He felt … hopeful.

      ‘I’m surprised you wanted me with you for this,’ I said, as Seb unlocked the door of his office and switched on the lights.  ‘You’ve told me nothing about what this inheritance actually is, so I figured you wanted to keep it to yourself.’

      ‘Yeah, about that.’  He took a seat behind his desk, running a hand through his hair.  ‘This thing Jim left in the safe, it’s a valuable object, and not just in the monetary sense.  In the four years since my uncle’s death, I’ve made a lot of plans about what I’d do with it if I ever got it out of the safe.  But I might need your help.’

      ‘My help?’

      He looked away from me.  ‘This inheritance, it’s got a lot of magic stored up in it.  Mostly Time Magic.’

      I began to feel a little lightheaded, and sat down across from him.  ‘What exactly are we talking about here, Seb?  What do you want to do with this thing?’

      ‘I want to use it – I want to use it to undo something,’ he went on.  ‘Do you know of any books or anything that might give me an idea of how to do that?’

      ‘You’re talking about travelling through time, aren’t you?’

      He shrugged.  ‘Would that be so bad?’

      ‘Oh, only according to every sci-fi film ever.’  And according to my lessons with Rick, plus the many broken cups Belinda had told me about, which had followed my childhood time-travel adventure.  You couldn’t simply undo something.  Even the simple act of saving a rabbit-adorned cup would have a knock-on effect.

      ‘Movies aren’t real life.  Do you know how to do it or not?  I mean, I know about Etain’s watch and the pin, and what you’re doing tomorrow.  You wouldn’t have offered to do that if you didn’t think it would be okay.’

      ‘There’ll be precautions in place tomorrow, Seb,’ I told him.  ‘Even if I do manage to use the watch, the pin, I’m not going to affect Time.  I’ll be an observer of Etain’s Last Moments spell.  Nothing more.’

      For a few seconds he just sat there, looking pensive, tapping his fingertips against the desktop.  Then he stood and said, ‘Fine.  I’ll get it out of the safe, tell you a bit more about it and what I want to do.  I know once you hear the full story, you’ll want to help me.’

      As Seb opened up the portrait of his uncle, I let out a little gasp of awe.  Jim was at the bandstand in St Stephen’s Green in that picture, the sly old sod.  His final clue had been staring Seb in the face for years.  I didn’t mention it, though, just watched as Seb began to punch the code into a keypad in the door.  It was a pretty big keypad, filled with a lot of letters, numbers and symbols.  Seb typed slowly and carefully, consulting the code many times as he worked.

      Finally, he finished, and we both went absolutely silent, waiting for the tell-tale click.

      It happened almost immediately; after four long years, hundreds of dents and many failed attempts, the safe finally opened.

      But there was nothing inside.

      I rushed to stand next to Seb so I could get a better look.  Proximity made no difference, though; this safe was truly empty.

      ‘I don’t understand.’  Seb’s voice was hoarse as he reached into his breast pocket and pulled out an envelope.  Inside the envelope was a well-worn, much read letter, which he handed to me so I could read it for myself.

      

      
        
        Dear Seb,

      

        

      
        You have already been given the details of your inheritance.  As my only surviving male relative, what is left of my insurance empire is bequeathed to you.  But there’s something I couldn’t possibly detail in the official will.  I bequeath to thee, Sebastian McGinty, an object of awesome power known as the Master Siphon.  I bought it in a garage sale – stupid human who was selling it thought it was an ugly old perfume bottle!

      

        

      
        With the Master Siphon, you will be the master of all men.  It can pull in power – it will settle for anything, but it’s particularly designed to pull from the greatest and rarest magic of all – Time Magic.  With this, you could take every ounce of magic from even the most powerful of Time Witches.  I’ve attached details of how to operate it, and I hope you have fun, nephew, I do, however …

      

        

      
        I can’t very well give you something like this without making sure you deserve it, now can I?  So I’ve made a little game of things – you’ll have to get into the safe in my office before you can get your hands on it.  The rules are attached to this letter, along with the Master Siphon’s instructions.

      

        

      
        You’d better be quick about it – there are others who want this even more than you do, my lad.

      

        

      
        Good luck,

        Uncle Jim.

      

      

      

      I lurched to the desk, sitting on the edge.  ‘The Master Siphon,’ I whispered.  ‘And it pulls Time Magic?’

      He rushed to my side, sitting next to me, taking my hands in his.  ‘I wouldn’t have used it against you, Essie, you know that.  I would have used it once, and once only, and then handed it over to the Wayfarers so they could lock it safely away.  Or to you, if you wanted it.  You seem like the sort who’d use something like that for good instead of evil.  You probably wouldn’t even use it to win the lottery.’

      I studied his face, and decided that he seemed sincere enough.  ‘All right, I believe you, I think.  And no, I wouldn’t use it to win the lottery.  I mean … I’d be tempted.  But what is this one thing you wanted to do with it, Seb?  What could be important enough that you’d attempt to mess with a magic that dangerous?’

      His eyes grew wet with tears, and he turned away from me, reaching down into one of the drawers and grabbing a bottle of whiskey and two glasses.  ‘Did Kimmy ever tell you how our parents died?’ he asked me as he poured.

      I shook my head.  ‘I was curious, but …’

      ‘But you didn’t want to ask.’  He pressed a glass into my hand.  ‘Yeah, most people don’t.  Anyway, it was a long time ago.  And it really was a car crash, not like the fake stories made up to explain away the deaths of your parents or Etain’s.  But our folks weren’t driving.  Uncle Jim was.  Our mother was his little sister, and she loved him, no matter what he did.  On the night in question, he’d won my dad’s broom in a poker game, plus some poor wizard’s car.  He’d probably cheated.  He usually did.

      ‘Now, Uncle Jim couldn’t actually drive,’ he continued.  ‘And he had no love of cars – or brooms, for that matter – but that didn’t stop him.  And so, when he crashed, I guess it shouldn’t have been a big surprise.  But it was.’

      ‘What age were you and Kim?’

      ‘I was six, she was four.’

      ‘And you remember it?  You were in the car?’

      He chugged back some whiskey.  ‘The memories were kind of fractured for years.  But I went to see a vamp and she set my mind right, brought all of the memories of that night back.  So … the car went off the road and we crashed into a tree.  Most of the damage was to the right side of the back seat, where Mam and Dad were.  I dragged Kimmy out – she was curled up on the back seat on the left side.  She was okay, bar a bit of concussion.  Me and Uncle Jim were just dandy, too.  I remember sitting on the ground outside the car, trying to make sure Kimmy stayed awake, because Uncle Jim said that it was important she didn’t fall asleep.  And then he called in Devlin Trent.’

      ‘Senior?  Julian’s dad?’

      Seb nodded.  ‘I always knew Jim had some hold over Devlin, because he did a lot of dodgy jobs for him, but I never really understood what he had over him until I got those memories back.  That night, when Devlin turned up, Jim asked him to undo it.  He asked Devlin to make a time jump, to go back and make sure Jim wouldn’t drive that car.  Devlin said, “Of course I’ll do it.  But only if you give me back what’s mine.”’

      Seb let out a harsh bark of laughter.  ‘I didn’t understand at the time.  But now I do.  See, Devlin Trent was adamant that the Master Siphon belonged to him, by rights.  He said it had been created by an ancestor of his, and got lost.  Somehow it wound up in a random garage sale, and Jim recognised it for the dark object it was.’

      ‘Why couldn’t Julian’s dad just take it?  Or go back in time and buy it from that garage sale himself?’

      ‘Jim did a spell which meant that Devlin couldn’t touch it without his say so, and there was no way around it, including travelling through time.  For years, Julian’s dad couldn’t do a thing without my uncle’s say so.  Jim would threaten to drain him, and Devlin would fall in line.’

      ‘So that night … your uncle …’

      ‘Yes.  My uncle decided that he’d rather keep the Master Siphon than save my parents’ life.  His sister’s life.  Jim said, “I bought it fair and square, and nothing will entice me to hand it back.”’

      Seb lay back across the desk, looking up at the empty space in the wall: the safe with nothing inside.  ‘My uncle was killed by a friend of his – someone else he’d tried to get the better of.  I wasn’t sad about it, and I couldn’t really figure out why.  He was always good to me, I … I should have cared at least a little bit.  But when I got that letter after he died, it rang a bell, you know.  So I went to that vamp, got those childhood memories back and figured it all out.’

      ‘You must hate Jim.’

      ‘I really do.  I tried to get him dragged back from the afterlife so I could give him a good kicking, but he’d already annoyed a lot of people by then, so he’s been banished to some unreachable part of … wherever we go.’  He gave a weary laugh.  ‘But who knows?  Maybe my parents are giving him that kicking as we speak.’

      I lay back on the desk too, looking up at the ceiling.  ‘I think my parents might join in,’ I said.  ‘And then they can all go off and give Devlin Trent senior his just desserts.’

      He laughed hard for a moment.  ‘A gang of gurriers, our parents, aren’t they?  The life of the afterlife party.’  Even though he was laughing, he was also crying, and I didn’t realise I was too until he reached out his thumb and brushed those tears away.

      I’m not sure what I was thinking, but I didn’t stop him as he leaned in and kissed me.  I kissed him back for a few seconds, putting my all into it, hoping it could wipe away memories and feelings that I didn’t want to have.

      But all I felt was emptiness.

      I moved away from him and jumped to my feet, hugging my arms about myself, feeling rotten.  Julian, Julian, Julian.  He was all that I could think about.  How it had felt to kiss him – how I had wanted, and still wanted, no one and nothing but him.

      ‘Sorry,’ he said.  ‘I didn’t mean – I just thought–’

      ‘It wasn’t just you.  It was me.  I just … it’s not …’

      ‘You’re not feeling it?  My kissing skills aren’t quite as amazing as a million other women have sworn?’

      I chuckled.  ‘I wouldn’t be surprised if it actually was that many.’

      ‘It didn’t feel quite like I thought it would, either.  But first kisses aren’t always what you hope they’ll be.  Nerves, expectations, they get in the way.  But I believe that our next kiss is going to be the kiss to end all kisses, Ess.  It has to be.  I say we give it another go.’

      I laughed again.  ‘Maybe when I’m not still hung up on Julian.’

      ‘You still are?  After everything?’

      ‘Yeah.’  It felt painful but freeing to say it out loud.  ‘I still am.  I thought I could get over him, but I can’t.  And I have to get to the bottom of all of this before I truly can.  Because if I still think there’s even the slightest chance that he might be telling the truth, that he didn’t kill Etain, then I can’t ever get over him.  I have to find out for my sake as well as his.’

      He gave me a sweet smile.  ‘I have confidence that you’ll be happy, in the end.  I just think it’s going to be with me, not Julian.’

      ‘Oh, you do, huh?’

      ‘I do.’

      I really couldn’t figure him out.  Was he genuine, or had he been playing a warlock for so long that he couldn’t resist the opportunity to flirt?  ‘So … if we’d found the Master Siphon, you would have asked me to help you use it so you could go back in time?’ I asked.  ‘You would have tried to stop the car crash?’

      ‘Swift change of subject, well done.  And yeah – it was always my plan.  I know I probably couldn’t have done it myself, but the siphon would be something to tempt a Time Witch with.  Whether you would have agreed is another story.  All the times I imagined this night, you were eager to help me.  Imaginary Essie is very accommodating.  But now, after tonight … I’m thinking you would have lectured me, and after a few hours of passionate back and forth, I would have given in because I trust your opinion, and you would have been so impressed that you would have given me another kiss, which would have been much better than the first.’

      I grabbed my glass and took a sip.  ‘Who are the others, though?  The people your uncle mentioned in the letter who want to get their hands on the siphon.  Devlin senior?  His sons?’

      ‘And another swift change of subject.’  He sighed, jumping to the floor.  ‘Yeah.  I guess.  I mean it has to be, right?  See, once Jim died Devlin senior would have been able to touch it without being drained, if he got his hands on it.  But I often wonder if that was why he got Julian the job here all those years ago – if he couldn’t touch it until Jim died, maybe Julian could.  Uncle Jim would have assumed Julian was a spy, anyway, it just wouldn’t have bothered him.  He would have viewed it as another grand game.’

      ‘But they wouldn’t have had the clues of how to open the safe, would they?  Julian and his dad?’

      ‘Julian could find out pretty much anything with his skills, don’t you think?’

      ‘I guess so,’ I conceded.  ‘But if he and his dad did manage to spring it from the safe, then the Wayfarers would have found it in Trent Manor, right?  And we know they haven’t, because they would have come to Rick for advice about it, and also because if the Trents had it, they would have used it.  I’d have no power now.  No Time Witch would, except for whichever brother happened to track it down.  The Master Siphon … it looked like an old perfume bottle, according to Jim, right?’

      Sebastian laughed wryly.  ‘Not quite.  That’s what the people who sold it thought it was.  Jim has a better description written down in one of the letter’s many instructional attachments.  It was a round vessel made of a precious, magical stone, attached to a horn – it was the horn of the last unicorn on the Blasket Islands, according to Jim.  And even though there’s no way my uncle could have seen magic, because only the fae can, he says he could see this – he says there was white magic shining and pulsing in the vessel, with veins of colour running through it, bubbling and flowing, desperate to get out.’

      I quickly gulped the remainder of my drink, my mind racing, my heart pumping fast.  Finally, things were beginning to make sense.  ‘It’s the Master bloody Siphon!  That’s what’s hurting Ava.  That’s what Kim saw when she touched the brooch.’  I had no doubt my eyes were a little wild as I stared at Seb.  ‘And I don’t know how, but somehow, it’s now buried on O’Mara land!’
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            Signs of Life

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time I went to Pendulay at noon the next day, I was well rested.  But only because Rick had sneaked back to Teach Dearg to turn off my morning alarm.

      I’d wanted to get up early so I could join the search of the Nine Hundred, but I supposed he was right – I needed all the rest I could get if I was going to activate Etain’s Last Moments spell.

      Anyway, there were a lot of others on the search.  Once I’d found out about the Master Siphon, I’d rushed over to (quietly) wake Rick and Belinda, so I could tell them about it.  It gave the dowsers something to focus their finding spells upon.  They now intended to specifically focus on unicorn horn, as per Jim’s description.

      I was slightly worried that, if there was some Time Magic stored up in that vessel, it might interfere with the spell.  Time Magic had prevented Gretel and the Wayfarers from finding that portal door, after all.  But I kept those worries to myself, because if we were ever going to find this thing we needed hope and faith.

      Pendulay was fuller than usual when I arrived with Marbles in tow.  Dillis and Rick were there, as well as Adeline and Gretel and a guy she called her tech wizard; he was setting up cameras so we could (hopefully) record Etain’s last message.  If it worked, and I also went back in time, they wouldn’t be able to go back with me and record that part, but it was important to try and get the initial message on film.  It could contain evidence of Julian’s innocence – or his guilt.

      There was one other onlooker, and she surprised me: Belinda.

      ‘I know what you’re thinking.’  Belinda gave me a rueful smile.  ‘You reckon I should be off looking for this unicorn horn vessel thingy.  And I will be, as soon as I know you’re through this safely.’

      I’d been so terrified about what would happen here today, but now I felt just a little bit better.  Throwing my arms around her, I said, ‘Thank you, Bell.  I can’t believe you came, but I’m really glad you did.’

      ‘Of course I came, dummy,’ she told me.  ‘That’s what sisters are for.’

      ‘You two are so corny,’ said Egg.

      ‘Agreed.’  Marbles shook his head with disdain.  ‘You need to go talk to Adeline, Essie – so you don’t make a mess of this.’  As I rolled my eyes and headed in Adeline’s direction, Marbles stood in my path, before wrapping himself around my legs. ‘And also,’ he said, ‘I love you.  So you’d better come back from this.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Adeline had been through any and all material on how to open yourself to the bond.  ‘It’s not very explanatory, any of it,’ she told me with an air of frustration.  ‘The book says things like; “Focus on your bond, open yourself to it, and call upon your True Bonded Mate.  They will feel you through your connection and answer your call, and if they wish, they will let their power flow into yours.”’

      ‘That …’  I shook my head in exasperation.  ‘That is not helpful.  I don’t know how to focus on the bond.  Any time I think I’ve felt Julian it’s been completely random.’

      ‘I’m afraid it’s the most helpful passage I’ve found, not that it’s saying much.  Every passage very much assumes that you’ll simply be able to give Julian some sort of mental phone call, the way a powerful vampire might speak into another’s mind.  I had a visit with Julian, and he seemed to know even less about it than I’m telling you now.  And yet somehow, he’s absolutely certain that this will work.  As far as the time-turning goes, he only told me what he told you when you visited him – stick the pin in and turn it until it clicks, making sure you’re invisible, and you’ll be moved through Etain’s chosen moments, observing from the sidelines.’

      I looked hopefully at Rick.  He and Dillis were sitting on a nearby couch, and had no doubt heard every word.  ‘Do you have any advice for me?’ I asked, flopping down next to him.

      He put an arm around my shoulder, giving me a light squeeze.  ‘My advice is just to do it, not because I want you to, but because I know you’ll never rest easy until you know the truth.  And I would tell you that you need to be careful when you go back in time – make sure you don’t change a thing, no matter how tempting that might be.  But I’ve told you that in almost all of our lessons already.’

      I fake-yawned.  ‘Have you?  All I heard was blah blah blah.’

      With a chuckle, he carried on talking.  ‘Oh, I know you know about the many broken cups you once created, so don’t you give me blah blah blah.  Sweetheart, I wish I could tell you more about how to use the bond or to do the Last Moments spell, but they’re just not things I was taught.  I have a feeling they were part of our coven’s repertoire long, long ago.  But I think that when we gave in to the so-called curse and let the Trents take our women, we lost a lot of our knowledge, too.  Some, because they stole it – I’ve heard tales that we had an immense library of Time Magic books in the past.  And some of our knowledge probably just dwindled away because we didn’t need it.  We had no one powerful enough to use it.  But we do now, and I know you can do this.’

      I glanced at Dillis.  ‘Maybe you could – you know – give me a spot of confidence before I start.’

      Her eyes rounded.  ‘You mean compel you?  I can’t compel you, Essie.  Your mind won’t let me in.’

      ‘But down in the tunnel, you hypnotized me, I know you did,’ I insisted.  ‘That’s how I was able to access my power, to get out of the circle and throw myself in front of the stake.  Your eyes went all weird.’

      She snorted.  ‘Oh, I tried, believe me, just like I’ve tried all your life to get into that brain of yours and make you remember who you are, what you are.  But you’re too stubborn.  And a good thing, too.  You can put your mind to anything, Essie.  Including this.’

      Marbles pushed his head against my leg.  ‘Go on.  Just get it over with.’

      With such words of encouragement, how could I do anything else?  I stood up, squared my shoulders, and walked to the coffee table where the Pendulay Pocket Watch and the pin were waiting.  I took the watch in one hand, the pin in the other, and focused.  I didn’t need to stop time right now, or to do anything much myself.  Theoretically, the watch should do it all for me – as long as it responded to my power.

      I dug down, searching for that part of me which had felt him when I dreamed, that part of me that had seen through Julian’s eyes, felt through his emotions, as he walked the halls of Witchfield, as he was beaten, and frightened.  I felt for that part of me that had heard his voice at night, telling me he loved me, telling me he would prove himself to me, that he would find a way to make me believe him.

      I felt for that part of myself that had heard him say ‘Please’ when Gretel asked me to go and see him.  The voice had been deep in my consciousness, but it had been him.  I knew it had.  I had opened myself to it then, so I could open myself now.

      I felt all of those parts of me, all together, reaching out and opening, and in my mind I thought: ‘Julian.  Julian, are you there?’

      ‘Ess’.  His voice was like a breath of air.  ‘I’m here.  I’ve always been here.’

      The sound of him, the feel of him, was a caress across my mind and body.  I wanted to hold onto that, to revel in that sensation, but instead I focused on the task at hand and said, ‘Does this mean our bond is open?  How do I access your power?’

      ‘I’ve never done this before but just … feel me, I think.  Feel me, and pull.  I’ll give, you take.’

      I tried.  I really did.  But as soon as I’d started communicating with him – to enjoy communicating with him – it was as if my brain began to fight with itself.  Images flashed into my mind, recollections of those photos I’d seen in Pontius Hooey’s.  Recollections of those walls, in the tunnels below.

      I was being far too trusting, wasn’t I?  What if I opened myself, but he didn’t give?  What if all he did was take, like the Trent that he was?

      ‘Ess!’  His voice sounded far away, desperate.  ‘You’re shutting me out.  You can’t shut me out.  This won’t work if you do.’

      ‘I can’t … I …’

      ‘You can’t trust me?  You need to trust me.  This won’t work otherwise.  I saw those walls in your mind, Ess, the ones in the tunnels.  You know I didn’t build them, right?  You know I had nothing to do with Etain’s death.  Deep down, I know you know that.  Just remember … remember how it felt, when we were together.  Remember how you slipped on that footbridge, and my magic wrapped around you.  Focus on that, Ess.  Remember how my magic felt, how it curled around you, kept you safe.  Remember that I will always be there to catch you, and I will never let you fall.’

      There was a pause, and then he continued.  ‘Our two powers are drawn to each other.  They want to be together.  Yours reached out to mine, and I’ll send mine to yours now.  I give, you take.  All you have to do is open.’

      I recalled that moment on the bridge, how I had felt when I thought I was about to fall into the chilly water, but found myself falling into his magic instead: magic which kept me safe, magic which was so warm, so welcome, that being surrounded by it felt like coming home.

      As I thought about that moment, I felt something deep in me burst open, and a warmth like sunshine rushed into that space, filling me up, intertwining with all that I was, until there was so much of it that it was rushing to the edges, tingling and impatient.  I knew I could take more of him.  I knew he would give it.  But I knew, too, that he had already given me more than enough.

      In my hands, the watch and the pin glowed like fire, but it wasn’t a heat that burned.  It was responding to me – responding to Julian, now that his power was melded with mine.

      Just as I was about to insert the pin, an officer rushed into the room.  ‘Boss!’ he cried, running to Gretel.  ‘We’ve found another room – and there are signs of life inside!’
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        * * *

      

      After some hurried words with her officer, Gretel approached me.  ‘I’m so sorry, Essie.  I know we’ve already asked so much of you, but we’re going to have to ask you one more thing.’

      I looked at the watch in my hand.  I’d been seconds away from putting that pin in, from finding out the truth.  The shock of the interruption had dissolved my connection with Julian, with his magic, and now I felt bereft.

      ‘What is it?’ I asked.

      ‘It’s better you come with me and I explain on the way.’

      She rushed along, her long legs moving gracefully towards Julian’s suite.  ‘We have other ways in now, since the tunnels lead to so many caves along the coast.  But this is quickest, if you don’t mind.’

      We wound the grandfather clock forward, to just before midnight, and took our places on the floor, waiting.  As the hand struck midnight, the hole opened up in the floor, revealing the spiral staircase which would lead us below.

      Soon, we were following the same path I’d followed a month ago, ending up in the cavern.  Gretel headed towards the far end, where I’d been told the ground fell steeply away.

      ‘Mrs Danby said it’s too dangerous that way,’ I warned, then groaned at myself.  ‘Or … one of Julian’s brothers told me, I guess.’

      ‘It’s actually pretty easy going,’ Gretel informed me.  ‘It’s also the only way we can get to where we’re going – normal magic doesn’t work so well down here.  Yours might, but mine certainly won’t, and I’m the one who knows where we’re going.’

      I soon found that she was right about this route being easy.  After an initial steep decline, the path became a gentle slope which quickly evened out.  A little way along, we came to an area which looked much used.  Doors lined the walls – some were closed, and some had clearly been blown off their hinges.  Could that have been the reason for the bangs and blasts we’d heard in the house?  With magic being iffy down here, as Gretel had said, perhaps they’d resorted to more down-to-earth techniques.

      Through some of the blown-open doors, I could see into the underground rooms.  Some held wine collections, some held unlabelled crates, one held a small apartment.  There was a single bed, a table with one chair, and a little kitchenette and bathroom.  The kitchen was well stocked with tinned and microwavable meals, plus a large tub of multivitamins.  There was even some fruit and veg, although it was looking past its best.

      Gretel’s expression darkened.  ‘This is where we think the real Mrs Danby was kept, probably for a long time.  We don’t even know if blowing the doors open is what finally worked, or if it was just because once there was no longer a prisoner in here, they ended the Time Lock.  We’re thinking the latter.  Her DNA is all over the room, as well as Magoo’s fur.  We think she somehow escaped one day – maybe one of the brothers didn’t lock the door properly, or she sneaked out past him or something.  Perhaps she then died of exhaustion somewhere along the way.  These caves are like a labyrinth.  Magoo would have died when his witch did, and her body later washed out of the caves and onto the beach where you found her.’

      ‘The kitchen looks pretty well stocked,’ I observed.  ‘Why would she have been so exhausted?  Why did she look so malnourished?  She wasn’t a Time Witch, was she?  So they weren’t siphoning her magic.’

      Gretel bit down on her lip, but didn’t answer.  Instead, she rushed me out of that room and down along the corridor.  I’m not sure how long more we walked before we came to the next door: this door, however, was firmly shut.

      ‘This is it,’ said the officer.  ‘Of course, we can’t actually be sure it’s Time Magic holding the door closed, but we can’t blow it off like we did the others.  Either way, there’s a sign of life inside.  A witch, according to our equipment.’

      ‘So you think you can open it?’ Gretel asked.

      ‘I’ll try,’ I said, laying my hand upon the lock, feeling for that still point, that time out of time.  Now that I was getting used to my magic, it didn’t take long before Gretel and her officer stilled.  Keeping all of my focus on the lock, so I wouldn’t have to think about how weird people looked during time stops, I whispered, ‘Oscail.’

      As the door shot open, I didn’t resume time, not straight away.  Instead, I just stared at the man in the room.  He sat at a small table, looking drawn and haggard.  There was plenty of food in this room, even a tub of vitamins, just like in the real Mrs Danby’s.  He had been in the middle of eating something before the time stop: a plate of chicken, rice, and vegetables.  Despite the fact that he was being well fed, he was so, so thin.

      But I knew who he was.  I knew, because I’d already met the imposter version of this man.

      I was looking at the real Vince Brady.
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            When My End Began

          

        

      

    

    
      About forty-five minutes later, we sat in one of Pendulay’s many sitting rooms.  Vince had been seen to by the Wayfarer healer, and apart from being weak and tired, he was okay.  He insisted he was up to talking, although the first thing he asked was to see Belinda.

      When I initially resumed time, he thought that I was my sister, which was a little awkward.  He had rushed to envelop me, tears streaming down his face.  I told him I was Essie, not Belinda, but he had no idea who I was, or that I even existed.  After some quick but gentle explanations from Gretel, we got him to let go of me and to follow us up to Pendulay Manor.

      As soon as she was allowed into the room, Belinda had rushed into his arms, staring at him, touching him; a sense of calm was now on her face, a look I hadn’t seen her wear before.  Even now, as Gretel explained things in more detail, Belinda stayed close to Vince, reluctant to let him out of her sight.  I could understand that.  After weeks of feeling like she was going mad, she finally had him back: the real Vince, the man she loved.

      ‘I knew it,’ she breathed, gazing at Vince just after Gretel had finished her explanation.  ‘I knew he wasn’t you.  He was an imposter.  I’d never heard of a Púca transformation spell until now, but … wow, that’s strong magic.  This guy had your voice, Vince, your memories, your mannerisms.  He didn’t have your personality, mind you.’

      ‘Well, he could have if he’d wanted to,’ Gretel said.  She looked at me.  ‘I’m surprised you didn’t fill your twin in on the wonders of the Púca transformation spell.’

      In the short time I’d spoken to Belinda since the other night, I’d been far more concerned with the Master Siphon.  ‘Oh, I would never reveal something you asked me to keep a secret,’ I lied.

      ‘Uh-huh,’ said the captain.  ‘More like you just haven’t had the chance.  Vince, can you tell us a bit about how you were taken.  When did it happen?’

      He blinked.  ‘I don’t know for sure.  Time passes differently without daylight.  I think … oh, now I remember.  Bell, you and me had just had a rare night out.  We’d gone into Dublin to see a musical, Skeleton Skies.’

      Belinda’s eyes widened.  ‘That was like … two and a half months ago.  You know, it makes sense.  That was the last time I remember you behaving like you.  How did they get you?’

      ‘I was walking out of the Nine Hundred after seeing you home, when I spied Mrs Danby in the vineyard, digging holes in the ground,’ Vince explained.  ‘I went to ask her what she was up to.  She seemed really put out that I’d caught her, and she started to say she’d lost something in the vineyard, when I felt like someone was standing behind me.  Before I could turn to see who it was, they boffed me over the head.  When I woke up, I was in that cave room.  There was no way out, and I had a mother of a headache.  I thought it was from being knocked out, but it only grew and grew.’

      ‘The effects of the transformation spell,’ Gretel said.

      ‘Yeah, well, I don’t feel much better now,’ Vince replied.

      ‘Two and a half months is far longer than the normal duration for this type of spell,’ said the captain.  ‘Normally, the spell is performed with a time limit in place.  One reason for that is that the imposter’s character can become submerged, overtaken, by the personality and memories of whoever they’re impersonating.  I think it’s safe to say that didn’t happen with whoever impersonated you.  The Trent brothers have particularly strong personalities.’

      ‘It definitely didn’t happen,’ said Belinda with a shiver.  ‘Fake Vince was a prat.’

      The real Vince looked at her with a tired smile.  ‘I’m glad to hear it.’

      Placing a kiss on his cheek, she said, ‘Well duh.  No one could compare to you.’

      Gretel looked seriously at Vince.  ‘The bigger danger of a spell like this, if carried on for too long, is that it can be damaging to the person who’s being impersonated.  They kept you prisoner so there wouldn’t be two Vinces running around, and they kept you well fed so they could draw on you for as long as possible.  But that’s the thing – they were drawing on you.  On your memories, on your mannerisms, on your magic, and on your very DNA.  We’ve used the spell ourselves, but never for long.  We’ve never seen what the long-term effects might be until now.  You’ve been made ill, and Mrs Danby – the real Mrs Danby – was weakened so much that she passed away while trying to escape.’

      ‘Oh,’ I said quietly.  So that’s why the real Mrs Danby and Vince looked so drained.  If I hadn’t already thought Julian’s brothers were evil, I certainly would now.

      ‘We believe the imposter taking her place has been doing so for a very long time,’ Gretel continued. ‘We have some idea as to why she was impersonated – it gave the Trents access to Etain and to her powerful magic, and later to Essie.  Did you hear them discuss anything about that?  Or perhaps Julian Trent was mentioned?’

      Vince shook his head.  ‘I mean, they argued a lot, but I couldn’t understand what they were talking about.  I was usually too weak to focus on much.  But I do remember the day when I felt absolutely certain that Mrs D wasn’t the real thing – she had a wrestling match with one of the others right there in my room.’

      ‘How many of them were there?’ Gretel asked.

      ‘Um … well, I’m not really sure.  For the first while, lots of different guys came in and out.  And of course there was the fake Mrs D – recently, I heard one of the others call her Nicholas.  There were two there when I first woke up.  One of them I didn’t recognise – tall and dark, he had an air of power around him.  His name was never mentioned.  The other one was called Jeremy.  He had the look of a Trent, and the guys I saw after that day did, too.  But they don’t come into town much, so I wasn’t sure.  Heck, I don’t even know how many guys live in that mansion.’

      I snort-laughed.  ‘Sorry.  It’s just that no one is certain about that.’

      ‘Well, we’ve been told there are thirteen Trent sons,’ said Gretel.  ‘But even that much isn’t verifiable.  At least we now know the one pretending to be Mrs D is actually called Nicholas.  And did you ever see Jeremy or the powerful-looking guy after that day?’

      He shook his head.  ‘Never again.’

      ‘So then we can assume Jeremy is the one who was posing as you, and he took that other man – probably the Púca – down to the caves that day to perform the transformation spell,’ Gretel surmised.

      ‘Do you think he’s still posing as me?’

      ‘It’s unlikely – the fake Vince disappeared the other night,’ said Gretel.  ‘Around the same time as the fake Mrs Danby.’

      Vince picked up his tea and took a sip before saying, ‘I just can’t figure out why they would have impersonated me.  I understand about the Trents and the Pendulays, now you’ve explained all of that, but what have I got to do with any of it?  You said they didn’t even know Belinda was connected to Essie until a month ago.’

      ‘That’s true,’ said Belinda.  ‘But I think they had an interest in the O’Maras – or at least our land – for a lot longer than that.  There’s a reason they were digging, Vince.  They were looking for something called the Master Siphon.’

      As Belinda filled Vince in, I stood up and made some polite excuses.  There was no need for me to be here anymore.  It was time for me to witness Etain’s Last Moments.
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        * * *

      

      For the second time that day, I picked up the watch and the pin, and opened myself up to Julian’s magic.  The camera was rolling, and except for Belinda, everyone who had been with me before was here now.

      I tuned them all out, focusing only on opening myself up and letting the warmth of Julian’s magic fill me to the brim.  With an invisibility spell to hide me from whatever moments I might be taken to, I stuck the pin in, gently turning it until it clicked.

      For a moment, I thought it hadn’t worked, and that the pin had refused to work with me, but about three seconds after I turned it, a vapour began to seep out of the watch, filling up the space before me.  A wispy form coalesced in front of me, a ghost but not a ghost, a recording of the woman she once was: a too-thin but beautiful woman, with long red hair.

      Her eyes were wide with fear.  Her face was caked in dust; even a pebble or two was pressed in.  There was grazing and bruising on her right cheek, and a trickle of blood seeping from her forehead.

      In a frantic voice, she said: ‘Julian, I only have a moment before I die.  The pin is connecting with my last thoughts, I can feel it.  I want you to see it all.  I want you to know how sorry I am that I trusted him, that I ever believed a word he said.  All you ever did was what I asked of you.  You protected me, just like I begged you to.  I know that now.  So I’ve put together my Last Moments.  It’s not as easy as it seemed when you taught me how.  My mind keeps turning to when we met, it’s all I can think about now – regrets, regrets, regrets.  But I’m doing my very best to concentrate, to show you what really happened, at the end.  Oh, how I wish you and I could have really loved each other, but now … now I know that my end began the day I fell in love with a warlock …’

      There was no time for me to look at the others in the room, or to wonder what their reactions might have been, because I was no longer in that room.  With a topsy-turvy lurch in my stomach, I was dragged back through time.

      As the sickly sensation subsided, I smelled fish, fruit, and freshly brewed coffee.  I looked around, knowing no one could see me as I tried to discern where – and when – I was.

      This was a market, I realised, in Granvar Bay.  The day was bright but chilly; it felt like late autumn or early winter.  Through a gap in the line of stalls I could see fishing boats bobbing in the harbour, and waves lapping calmly against the shore.

      A few feet away from me, at a fruit stall, a swollen-eyed Etain was paying for a bag of apples.

      She was young – late teens, I would say.  Despite the sadness on her face, she looked so much fitter and healthier than she had in her later years.  After paying for her fruit, she turned south out of the market.  She hadn’t yet made it more than a few feet when she ran right into someone else in their late teens.  Julian.

      As their bodies collided, the world stood still, but only for a fraction of a second.  I almost wished it could have been longer, so I could have studied Julian’s face.  He wasn’t as handsome as he would later become, but there was something so lovely about getting this chance to see him in his youth.

      I knew, now, that this was the day they met.  Fake Mrs Danby had told me they met in the Granvar Bay Farmers’ Market shortly after Etain’s parents died.  I also knew that they would be married soon after this day.  Etain was only eighteen when they tied the knot, Julian nineteen.

      ‘Julian Trent.  You … you look like your brother,’ Etain said, then shook her head.  ‘But whatever happened just now … that does not happen when I touch Dev.’

      Julian frowned in confusion, then said, ‘Oh my stars.  You’re Etain, aren’t you?  Of course.  I was so sorry to hear about your parents.’

      She shivered a little.  ‘Yeah, well, these things happen.’

      ‘Do they, though?’  Julian frowned again.  ‘I mean … your parents were witches, right?  Did they drive a lot?’

      She flinched.  ‘Why are you asking me that?  You know perfectly well what really happened.’  She held her hands up, her frustration obvious.  ‘Look, why am I even bothering?  I’m going to marry Dev junior so I can be sure I don’t meet the same fate.  But … what was that, Julian?  Why was there a time stop when we bumped into each other?’

      A mask of impassiveness formed on his face.  ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

      ‘What?’  She lowered her voice.  ‘Yes, you do.  I know you do.  You’ll have been trained like the rest of them.  That was a time stop, Julian.  Did you cause it?’

      Again, he replied, ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about.’

      She gritted her teeth, giving him a defiant stare.  ‘Yes, you do.  But if you don’t want to tell me, then I suppose I can’t make you.  Goodbye, Julian.’  Turning around, she added, ‘I’m sure I’ll run into you sometime at Trent Manor.’

      ‘You won’t, actually.  I don’t live there.  I have a flat in Dublin, near my job.’

      She stopped, twisting back to face him.  ‘Oh, sure you do.  Not.  Trents don’t leave Trent Manor.  Sometimes I think you weirdos enjoy being slaves to your father.’

      He shrugged.  ‘I don’t know what to tell you, Etain.  I got away from that house, and I don’t intend to return.  Ever.’

      ‘Uh-huh.  So why are you here, if that’s the case?  And who are the flowers for?’

      I watched his face, the war going on beneath his features as he debated with himself.  Finally, he decided to tell her.  ‘The flowers are for my mother, if you must know,’ he said, his voice cracking.  ‘I come back here once in a while to tidy up her grave.’

      Her cheeks turned pink.  ‘Oh.  Right.  Well, I hope she was nicer than the rest of you.’

      ‘I wouldn’t know,’ Julian murmured, but Etain was already walking away.

      These were her moments, so I had to stay with her.  She trudged up the cliff path, and into the forest, occasionally munching on an apple or taking a sip from the water bottle in her bag.  I didn’t recognise the route she was taking – she was veering away from Pendulay, cutting through deep and dark parts of the forest, going north instead of south.  She wasn’t merely meandering, though; she seemed very set on her course.

      As a clearing appeared ahead, Etain stopped, hid behind a tree, and watched.

      I followed her gaze.  There was a graveyard in the forest clearing, filled with dozens of graves and a small, tumbledown chapel.  Julian was on the ground at a grave which might have been swallowed up by the forest itself, had it not been so well tended.

      He was pulling weeds, murmuring beneath his breath – chatting, I thought, with whoever lay below the ground.  The flowers from the market were in a vase near a simple headstone.  Hoping my invisibility held up, I moved closer so I could read any words that might be carved into the stone, but there was nothing.

      A tear was rolling down Julian’s face, and I wanted to reach out and wipe it away.

      ‘So you were telling the truth then?’  It was Etain speaking.  As soon as I took my attention off her, she had stepped out of the woods, surprising both Julian and me.

      Julian jolted, wiping his tears away.  ‘Etain.  What are you doing here?’

      She sat upon a nearby headstone.  ‘I was curious.  I didn’t think the Trents actually gave a crap about the women they take.  But your eyes are wet, and you didn’t know I was watching, so now … now I don’t know what to think.’

      He stood up, folding his arms.  ‘Well, you’ve had a good gawk now, haven’t you?  So maybe you should go on home.’

      ‘You know,’ she said, looking down at her half-eaten apple, ‘I managed to sneak a look at some of the books in the Trent library a little while back.  Dev did his nut when he caught me.  He went on about how a warlock’s wife should always obey the rules.  Knowledge is a dangerous thing for a woman, he said.  We’re not equipped to properly understand what we read.  He ranted on about it for days afterwards.  You know how he is.’

      ‘Yeah, I know how he is,’ Julian grunted.

      ‘Before he took the book off me I saw this bit about the bond,’ she went on.  ‘But it wasn’t just about how he’s going to take my power with some dumb ceremony when we marry.  There was more.  There’s a thing that happens when Time Witches with real power meet.  A natural time stop.  It happens to varying degrees, depending on whether they’re destined to be together or not, but it happens.’

      With a frown, he said, ‘Dad says that’s a load of old nonsense.’

      ‘Your dad is an idiot.  I’ll bet he’s wrong about just about everything.’

      A wide smile formed on Julian’s face.  ‘You … you’re very brave, Etain.  Stupid, considering who you’re about to marry.  But definitely brave.’

      ‘So did you read the book I’m talking about?  The Changelings?’

      ‘I think I tried when I was a kid.  Dad snatched it away from me before I could get a good look.’

      ‘Well, what I read lets me know that you have power.  Your big brother doesn’t.  But you do.  We wouldn’t have reacted like that when we touched otherwise.’

      He shrugged.  ‘Look, you’re right, I guess.  But from the small bit I recall, we should also get married so we can touch again without causing all sorts of disasters.  And that’s never going to happen, is it?’

      She let out a little growl of frustration and jumped to her feet.  ‘Why not?  I mean, why him?  You’ve got power.  Why am I marrying him and not you?’

      He laughed grimly.  ‘Well, I don’t generally marry people I’ve known all of five minutes, do you?  Anyway, Dev is the oldest.  He’ll be coven leader when Dad dies.  That’s just how it goes.’

      She began to pace the ground.  ‘Except it’s not, though, is it?  I know your rules, inside and out.  Traditionally, the son with the most power inherits the coven leadership and gets his pick of women.  They only stopped doing it that way because none of you idiots have had any innate power for generations.’

      Taking a step back, looking warily at her, Julian said, ‘Look, I think I’d better go.  I’ve been here way too long.’

      ‘No!’  She lunged after him, catching hold of his arm.  During this second touch of theirs, time barely halted at all.  ‘Look, I’m sorry, but … Julian, you said it was weird, the way my parents died.  And you were right.  We both know what really happened to them.  But do you know why they died?’

      ‘No,’ he said gruffly, pulling his arm away.  ‘I do my best to keep out of Trent business.’

      ‘I wasn’t going to marry your brother,’ she informed him, her voice high with nerves.  ‘My dad caught me trying to run away.  I thought for sure he’d force me to stay, to go through with it but … he didn’t.  He listened to my reasons, and told me he would sort things out with your father, get me out of the marriage.  The very next day, both of my parents were dead.’

      Julian was gathering up his things as she spoke; he held his hand up, preparing to click his fingers and get out of there, but his face had that same look it had in the market – the look of a man who was warring with himself.  He lowered his hand, and said, ‘Your dad would never have changed his mind.  I’m surprised you did, to be honest.  You were all brought up with the same sort of weirdness I was.  I mean, you actually believe in this curse, don’t you?’

      She raised her brows.  ‘My parents are dead, so I’d say that, in one sense, the curse has come true, wouldn’t you?  But if you really want to know why I changed my mind about marrying Dev, I’ll tell you.  It’s because I saw him kicking Magoo.’

      ‘Who the heck is Magoo?’

      ‘My nanny’s familiar.  Dev and I, we have these dates.  He calls it courting.  As part of our arranged marriage, we spend time together so we can get to know each other.  I thought it was going really well.  I actually … I kind of liked him.’  Her jaw hardened.  ‘I don’t know why I’m minimising it.  I didn’t just kind of like him.  I loved him.  I just … I just did.  I spent my whole life preparing to be his wife, and I wasn’t even a little bit reluctant.’

      Kicking at the ground, she continued her tale.  ‘But Magoo didn’t even like him, let alone love him.  Even Mrs Danby hated his guts, and she normally likes just about everyone.  But I could see the real Dev – or at least that’s what I thought.  We were in the north sitting room one evening, and I popped to the kitchen to get him a fresh cup of tea, and when I got back I saw him kicking Magoo.  Not gently, either.  I shouted at him, and he didn’t apologise.  He just got angrier.  He … he raised his fist and told me that it wasn’t my place to argue with him.  He didn’t hit me, but it was a clear warning.  Stay in your place, woman, or else.’

      She gave him a steady stare.  ‘Julian, you’re right when you say I was brought up with the same sort of weirdness you were.  And I fully embraced it, the whole time.  I thought it was some sort of divine duty, to give your magic to your husband.  I thought it was the right and proper thing to do.  I thought that in return, my husband would respect me and honour me and be eternally grateful for my gift.  But in that moment, when he almost hit me, the truth hit home.  I saw how things would really be if I married him, and it scared me to death.  So, I packed my things, tried to run away, and … here we are.’

      ‘Here we are.’  Julian’s face was pale, pensive.  ‘I’m sorry about that, Etain, I really am, but I–’

      ‘But you’re just not sorry enough?  I get it.  You don’t know me.  Probably don’t fancy me.  Redheads are like marmite, right?  And you’ve gotten away from here, so you don’t want to get pulled back in.’  She waved a hand dismissively.  ‘It’s all right.  Go back to your life, Julian.  I’ll be fine.’

      He raised a hand to finger-click, then hesitated once more.  ‘Look, it’s just … it’s true.  I could be coven leader if I wanted.  Even my father acknowledges that.  But … Dev junior, he’s … he won’t accept it.  I mean, do you know how I even got away from here in the first place?  My dad sends me off to do other work because he knows full well that if I stick around here, my brothers will try to use me as their own personal power battery.  And he doesn’t protect me out of concern for me – he only does it so he can keep me on reserve.’

      In a voice dripping with sarcasm, she said, ‘Wow, you think your brothers would siphon you?  Poor you.  I have no idea how that must feel.’

      ‘Etain, I … what are you actually saying?  You want me to … what?  March up to my dad, tell him I’m going to take my place as his heir and I’m going to marry you instead of letting Dev junior have you?’

      ‘Would that be so awful?’  Her sarcasm had evaporated; she sounded tired now, and strained, as she walked to Julian’s mother’s grave and bent down.  ‘They don’t even put names on your women’s graves, Julian.  I know you don’t think that’s okay.  I know because you come here.  You’re the only one who does.  You care about a woman, a woman who is dead, who can’t give you anything, but you still care.’

      ‘She gave me life,’ he said, his voice as strained as hers.  ‘Etain, I know how scared you must be, so I’m not going to pretend I don’t.  I know how cruel my brother is.  I know he won’t stop at taking just a little of your magic, but will keep right on going, until there’s nothing of you left.’

      There were tears pushing at the corners of his eyes as he continued.  ‘My mother got weaker and sicker, as the years went on.  She died giving birth to me.  Sometimes I think, if she hadn’t been so exhausted already …’  He sucked in air, shaking out his wrists.  ‘But I don’t think you actually understand what you’re asking here.  See, it doesn’t matter if I agree to become coven leader.  It doesn’t matter if I marry you.  For one thing, we’ll have to go through a bonding ceremony which all of the Trents will attend.  After that, your power will belong to me, and I don’t want that.  The thought of it makes me feel sick to my stomach.  And for another thing, I don’t think you realise how much resistance Dev junior will put up.’

      ‘So what?  So what if you have a connection to my power?  You won’t actually take it, will you?  We could even fake it, couldn’t we?  I’ve read about the ceremony.  All we’d have to do is substitute a fake ribbon.  I could pretend it’s really working, and your coven would know no different.’

      ‘Even if that were possible,’ he argued, ‘you don’t know Dev, Etain, not the way you think you do.  He won’t give up.’

      She pulled him by the arm into a more open area, jumped up on a log, and beckoned him to follow.  ‘See that turret, sticking out of the trees?’

      ‘Pendulay,’ he said.  ‘What about it?’

      She smiled, a beautiful, irresistible smile.  ‘You have power, I have power.  Between us, we could make that place a stronghold.  A place of our own.  A one-Trent-only castle.’

      He appeared to be thinking it over, giving it real consideration.  ‘I mean, I think we could do that, yeah.  But there are other options.  Far less drastic ones.  Like … I could help you get away and start a new life, Etain.  I’d be happy to do that.  And that way, you wouldn’t have to have anything to do with any of us.’

      She tilted her head, looked at him.  ‘Do you really think that would work?  You don’t think your father would chase me to the ends of the earth and drag me back to Trent Manor?’

      ‘I … maybe you’re right.  But …’

      She extended her hand, took his in hers.  ‘I am begging you, Julian,’ she said imploringly.  ‘You know as well as I do that this is the only way.  You’re the only one who can take Dev’s place, who can make sure he can’t marry me, can’t drain me.  Can’t hurt me.’

      He glanced at their entwined hands.  Worry took over his face, but he said, ‘Look I – I’ll think about it, okay.  I’ll even talk to my dad about it, and see if it’s possible.’

      She threw her arms around him.  There had been some bravado in her demeanour, here and there, but it fell away now, and I saw nothing but relief.  ‘Thank you, Julian,’ she said.  ‘You won’t regret it, I swear.  I’ll be grateful to you until the day I die.’
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      In my mind I heard clicking and whirring, and then I felt sick once more, spinning and whirling through a dizzying abyss until I arrived at the second of Etain’s chosen moments, this time in a place I recognised: the hidden enclave of Warren Lane.

      It was a bright, sunny afternoon.  People sat at tables outside cafés and bars, enjoying ice creams or cool drinks.  I looked around for Etain, and saw her emerge from a place called the Hilltop Hotel.  The sight of her was a little disconcerting – I’d just seen her as an eighteen-year-old, and now she was a woman in her twenties.  She was a far thinner woman, too.

      As she popped a receipt into her bag and waved goodbye to someone inside, I pressed my face to the window; Mrs Danby was sitting in the hotel restaurant, sipping the remains of a drink.

      Suddenly, Etain spun on her heels and stared in my direction.  ‘Unveil yourself.’

      For a moment I thought she meant me, until Devlin junior materialized beside me.

      ‘I should have known you’d sense me following you,’ he said to Etain.  ‘But you know I’m not doing it to be a creep.  It’s like I keep telling you, I only want to keep you safe.’

      ‘Hah.’  She arched a brow.  ‘You.  The one who kicks familiars.’

      ‘Kicks familiars?  Oh.  You still think … you think that was me?’

      She gritted her teeth.  ‘Don’t start, Dev.  I saw you with my own eyes.’

      ‘You think you saw me.  Look, the only reason I even know about it is because Julian laughed so much afterwards.  It was him, Etain.  He was pretending to be me.  He used a doppelganger spell to fool you.’

      Crossing her arms, she said, ‘Oh?  And why would he do a thing like that?’

      As Etain spoke, I studied her carefully.  There was a catch to her voice, a glint of hope in her eyes.  She wanted to believe him.  It was an expression I’d probably worn myself, during my prison visit with Julian.

      ‘You know why,’ Dev insisted.  ‘Stealing the coven out from under me wasn’t enough for my brother.  He wanted you, too.’

      ‘Well, it seems to me that he lets you do whatever you want with the coven.  Anyway, I’m his by rights.’  She lifted her chin, trying to look stubborn, intractable, but that same hopeful expression remained.  ‘He wouldn’t have had to go to any great effort to achieve that, would he?  All he would have to do is claim his birthright.’

      ‘He’s entitled to your power,’ Dev hissed.  ‘Not to your love.  But he had to do it – he had to go and make me look like the bad guy so he could sweep in and act the hero.  That’s the kind of thing he does.  He’s the worst of all of us.  And as for having nothing to do with any of us?  Hah!  We’re all under his thumb, Etain.  We always have been.’

      Dev’s words were far less convincing than they had been on the day I almost died.  Then, I’d had a long day of being manipulated by the fake Mrs Danby.  I’d been primed, ripened for Devlin’s lies.  But now I could see the sly turn of his lips, the duper’s delight as he realised Etain was beginning to believe him.

      He straightened his face and pressed on.  ‘I told him I didn’t care about becoming head of the coven.  I said he could have that job.  But I begged him – I got down on my knees and begged him – to let me keep you.’

      ‘I don’t know that I believe you,’ she said, although from what I could see, her whole demeanour had softened.  ‘And why now?  Why start following me now, years after I’ve married Julian?  Oh, let me guess – you waited until your father died because you were afraid of him.’

      At least now I knew the timeframe.  This was roughly three years ago.  Julian and Etain had already been married for eight years.

      ‘I didn’t wait,’ he said.  ‘I’ve always been watching you because I’ve always cared about you.  And most of the time when I saw you, you seemed okay.  But lately … is he treating you well?  He’s not taking too much of your power?’

      Etain looked confused, frightened.  ‘I … he …’

      ‘He told you he was different?  That he wouldn’t keep taking and taking and taking …?  And yet you’re tired, right?  You’re getting more and more tired every day, and finding it hard to do even the simplest of spells.’

      ‘I … I don’t know what you want me to say here, Dev.  It’s a wife’s duty to give of herself lest the curse befall her kin.’

      ‘Uh-huh.  Look, Julian talks a good game, but at the end of the day, he’s worse than our father ever was.  You know he’s the one who–’  He shook his head.  ‘Never mind.’

      ‘He’s the one who what?’

      He pretended to hesitate, but he was clearly impatient to get it out.  ‘Etain, he didn’t just inherit the coven because of his power.  That was part of it, yeah, but the biggest part was that he was my dad’s favourite – and the reason he was the favourite was because he was the fixer.  He did all of the coven’s dirty work for years.  Julian set it all up.  He killed your parents.’

      I covered up my gasp.  It was so obvious to me that Devlin was lying, obvious in a way it should have been all along.  With every word he looked slyer and slyer.  Everything he accused Julian of, he was guilty of.  I knew it now; I was certain.  A quick glance through the window at Mrs Danby confirmed it: she was watching the interaction, and she was grinning.  Already, the Trents had replaced her with Nicholas.  Now that Devlin senior was dead, the brothers were free to make a move against Julian.

      ‘No way.’  She shook her head.  ‘No way.  He wouldn’t.’

      He held his hands out, palms up.  ‘Look, I get why you don’t want to believe this.  But you’re living through the same kind of thing our mother did.  I can tell by looking at you.  And I don’t want that for you, Etain.  I wish I could have married you, been coven leader, kept you safe.  But I couldn’t manage that, so I’m going to keep on watching over you, as much as I can.  I’m going to make sure he doesn’t use you up.’

      He gave her a soft, concerned stare, but I could see that same barely-concealed triumph from before: he had her in the palm of his hands now, and he knew it.  ‘Is there somewhere we can meet, every now and then?  Just for a couple of minutes here and there, so I know you’re okay.’
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        * * *

      

      As time lurched once more, I felt sick in more ways than one.  I’d seen how Etain softened as Dev spoke.  I’d seen her look at him in a way which made me certain her feelings ran deep.  She believed him, but not because he deserved it.  She believed him because she wanted to believe him.

      Now that I’d opened myself to Julian, allowed him in through our bond, I knew: my husband wasn’t a taker.  He wasn’t a warlock, and he never had been.  Something was affecting Etain’s health, but it wasn’t Julian.  He really had meant it when he told her that the thought of taking her power made him feel sick.

      Yes, I knew I might well be a fool – I’d seen those photos in Ponty’s, after all.  But I’d felt his magic, his essence, and I’d seen how he reacted to Etain.  Most importantly, I’d heard her last words to him.

      Before I could reflect any further, I arrived at the third of Etain’s moments, in a place with which I was all too familiar: down in the cavern where I’d almost died.

      There were no markings on the floor, and no Dillis or Rick tied up.  The door which Devlin had emerged from on that fateful day was wide open, and inside, I saw that it was laid out with a bed, a dining table and a kitchenette, just like the room in which Vince had been kept.

      Etain and Devlin were sitting on the edge of the bed, getting dressed.  I felt a little icked out by what had obviously just happened, and very glad Etain had got the timing right.

      She looked even thinner than when I’d seen her last.

      ‘What’s wrong, babe?’ said Devlin.  ‘You don’t seem like yourself.’

      ‘I’m fine.  I told you three times already that I’m fine.  I just want to get back up to the house before Julian gets back from work.’

      ‘And … are you going to do it tonight?  That thing we’ve talked about?’

      Etain’s jaw hardened.  ‘We haven’t talked about anything.  You’re the one who’s obsessed with me finding this Master Siphon thingy.  I’ve never seen it, never heard him mention it.  And if I do manage to get my hands on it, what will you do with it?’

      ‘I’ll use it to become coven leader so I can save you, Etain.’  He shook his head, the picture of love and sympathy.  ‘See how thin you’re getting?  He’s taking too much, even though you won’t admit it.’

      She remained focused on tying her shoe.  ‘Well, I don’t think he is, actually – that’s why I won’t admit it.  Something else is wrong, and I don’t think it’s Julian.’

      ‘Of course it’s Julian.  You did the bonding ritual when you got married.  We all watched it.’

      Her cheeks flushed slightly.  ‘Yes, but I – I’d feel him drawing on my power if he were doing that, and he’s not.  I’m going to go visit a healer.  Something’s not right with me.’

      ‘Look, if you don’t want to get me the siphon, then at least stay here a little longer and have some food.  I know you haven’t eaten today, seeing as he threw out those doughnuts Mrs Danby bought.’

      She straightened up, frowning at Dev.  ‘How did you know about that?’

      ‘You told me.’

      ‘No I didn’t.  I didn’t tell you Mrs Danby bought doughnuts, or that Julian threw them out.  And you know why I didn’t tell you?  Because I’m still incredibly weirded out by what I saw.  I saw Mrs Danby throwing them out the back door for the foxes this morning.  That’s weird, right?  Especially since when I asked her about it, she told me that Julian was the one who chucked them away.’

      Dev tried to interrupt her flow, but Etain carried on talking.  ‘But then again,’ she said, ‘Mrs Danby always blames Julian.  “Julian said I could only give you grapefruit for breakfast” or “Julian said you’re putting on weight”.  But you know what, Devlin?’

      ‘What?’ he squeaked.

      ‘I don’t think Julian ever said such things.  I think Mrs Danby is gaslighting me.  I think she’s making me think Julian is negging me behind my back, so that I’ll believe he’s a typical warlock.  That’s what I think.  And now that you know all about the doughnuts disappearing, I’m beginning to think maybe you and she are in on this together.’

      Why that was the day when things finally clicked for Etain, I would never know.  But it was clear by her facial expression that certain things were finally coming together in her mind.

      ‘You know, Mrs Danby’s really changed, this past year or two,’ she went on, once again ignoring his attempts to get a word in.  ‘She’s like a whole different woman.  Acting all obsequious around Julian, when the last thing he would want is her standing on ceremony.  And there was dust on her shoes the other day.  The kind of dust I get on my shoes when I come down here.  Only … Mrs Danby’s never been down here.  This place is a Pendulay secret.’

      ‘Well, now you’re just being paranoid,’ he said, finally edging in a few words.  ‘Of course you told her about the tunnels.  She’s your nanny.  You tell her everything.  You must have just forgotten about it.’

      ‘Oh, must I?  Well, no, actually.  I am very, very certain that I never told Mrs Danby about the tunnels.  I only told you because you insisted we have somewhere private to meet, but now I’m wondering … was that a really bad idea?’

      As she put on her cardigan and stood up, Devlin carried on with his protestations.  He told her she was imagining things, going crazy, she was weak because Julian was controlling her every move, right down to what she ate.  On and on he spoke, and on and on Etain ignored him.

      She rushed out of the little apartment and through the cavern.  She had only made it as far as the bend when she found herself face to face with Mrs Danby.

      She turned, only to see Devlin standing behind her.

      ‘We can’t let you rush off to Julian right now.  Things aren’t right in your head, my love,’ said the fake Mrs Danby.

      ‘Mrs D is right,’ Devlin said.  ‘You’re all over the place, Etain.’

      Seemingly, Etain disagreed with his assessment, as she forced her way past and carried on walking.  She had only taken two steps when they both lunged.

      ‘Let go of me!’ she cried, looking at the imposter.  ‘You … who are you?’

      She didn’t wait for an answer.  I could feel the change in the air around me as Etain tried to put the two of them on pause.  She almost managed it, for a fraction of a second, but she lacked the power to hold it for longer than that.  Next, she tried a more standard freezing spell, shouting, ‘Conáil!’ at them both; that didn’t work either.

      She didn’t give in; she struggled in their hold, kicking them in the shins, slapping at them, scratching and biting.  ‘Why are you so strong?’ she shouted at the fake Mrs Danby.  ‘You’re … you’re not my nanny, are you?  You haven’t been for ages.  Who are you?’

      No answers came, not as long as Etain still struggled.  It was only when she’d run out of energy and settled down a little that both Devlin and the imposter finally let go.

      She stood there panting, eyes wide and wild, with one brother behind her and the other in front.

      ‘See, here’s the thing,’ said Devlin, his voice calm and cold.  ‘You’re right.  It took you a while, but you got there in the end.  Mrs Danby hasn’t been herself for quite some time.  She is not a she any longer.  My brother Nicholas has been playing her part for … oh, maybe two years or so.  And no, Julian isn’t draining you – that little sap hasn’t got the stones.  As a matter of fact, no one is draining you.  We’re just slowly starving you and dosing what little food and drink you do have.  So we can weaken you, make you suspicious of Julian.’

      Even though it was the conclusion she’d already come to, Etain looked shocked.  Thinking something is very different from knowing it for sure.  Her face grew deathly pale, and her limbs began to shake.  ‘Why?’ she whispered.  ‘You don’t – you can’t – you love me.  You said you love me.’

      ‘What can I say?  You believed what you wanted to.  I could carry on trying to convince you, but what would be the point?  You’re getting suspicious of me, and you refuse to help me find the Master Siphon.  But look at it this way – you got to have a few peaceful years with Julian, didn’t you?  It’s more than I would have given you.’

      Her tears fell quickly, but she swatted them away.  ‘I should have listened to my gut.  I knew you were bad.  I knew it all along.  That’s why I married him, and not you.  I should have never let you into my head.’

      ‘No,’ he agreed.  ‘You shouldn’t.  But Pendulay women aren’t very clever, are they?’

      ‘Julian is your leader, by rights,’ she said, ignoring the barb.  ‘And I’m his wife.  You need to let me go, right now.’

      ‘Leader?  Hah!  Julian couldn’t lead a marching band.  You know perfectly well he has nothing to do with the rest of us.  He pretended he’d take over from Dad just so he could save your pretty behind, didn’t he?’

      Her shaking intensified, but she was trying very hard to hide it, to appear calm.  ‘He is the most powerful Trent, so he is your leader.  You should learn your place, Devlin.’

      He snorted.  ‘Listen, sweetheart, you can act all high and mighty, but I can see that you’re terrified.  And honestly, you’re right to be.  You should have been terrified of me all along.’  A vicious smile formed on his face.  ‘But I still need to get my hands on the Master Siphon, so right now you need to keep still, like a good little girl, while I make sure you forget any of this ever happened.’

      Etain, her face twisted with hatred and hurt, said, ‘I don’t really have a choice, do I?  I’ll stand still.  I don’t want to remember any of this.’

      As the fake Mrs Danby smirked and folded her arms, and Devlin reached into his pocket, withdrawing a bag of fine, sparkling dust, Etain surprised them both.  She didn’t stand still.  Instead, she ran.

      With fury on their faces, they took up the chase.

      Clutching at her pocket watch, incanting with all her might, she kept on running.  But what was she incanting?  She’d already proven that she couldn’t put others of her kind on pause, so she had to be attempting something else.

      Moving closer to her, I picked up some of her words – words I’d heard just a little while earlier, when her wispy form had appeared to speak her last words to Julian.  Etain was activating her Last Moments spell.  She feared she was about to die.  She didn’t simply give up, though, despite the fact that she was preparing her pin – she moved faster than ever, gaining a few metres on them, but she couldn’t keep it up for long before they began to close the gap again.

      And as she turned the next bend, more of them appeared: Trent after Trent after Trent, lined up in rows, fixing her with cold, hard grins.

      Even then, Etain didn’t give up.  She ran at them, dodging around them, hitting them, kicking them.  There were so many of them, the action moving so fast that I struggled to follow.  All I knew for sure was that, right up until the moment she fell to the floor and banged her head, she kept on fighting.

      I didn’t think they meant to kill her.  She was far more valuable alive.  And yet each of them murdered her, all twelve of those Trents, as much as if they’d struck the final blow.

      I knew, through it all, that I couldn’t interfere.  I knew that what’s done cannot – and should not – be undone.  Rick had warned me a hundred times over that there would be catastrophic consequences and blah blah blah.  But staying still, remaining invisible, and just watching … I felt ill, I felt angry, I felt like screaming.

      If I’d been able to stick around for longer, I would probably see them dragging her upstairs, setting things up so it looked like the house had been burgled.

      But I had come to the end of Etain’s very last moment, and with yet another nauseating lurch, I was pulled back to my present.

      As I stood in the living room once more, my head was buzzing with thoughts of what I’d just witnessed.  Julian’s brothers had killed his wife.  And her death had happened because they wanted her to find out where he had stashed the Master Siphon.  Did Julian have it all along, the very object that could be hurting Aunt Ava?

      As I thought over it all, I realised: my mind was the only thing in this room that was busy.  Everything else was far too quiet.  Cautiously, I looked at the others: Gretel, Adeline and Dillis were all frozen in time, along with the tech wizard and the Wayfarer guards.
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            Down But Not Out

          

        

      

    

    
      It was time, I thought, to allow myself another gulp.  I wasn’t responsible for this time stop, so who was?  And where were my uncle and Marbles?

      I heard hissing behind me, and turned.  Marbles was at the back of the room, all trussed up in a fishing net, dangling from the curtain rod, limbs flailing every which way as he tried to escape.  ‘A bloody net?  Who does that?’  Probably, I thought, the same kind of villains who force you to gulp.

      Next to him, Rick was tied to a chair.  My uncle’s eyes were wide with desperation, but he couldn’t voice whatever warning he wanted to give me, because he was gagged.

      It was only as I walked over to them that I noticed: a narrow path had been made from me to them, and it was lined with Temporal Stability Devices.  Each step I took was heavy, sluggish, and something deep inside me went quiet.

      I knew Gretel had brought some of her devices with her, but she’d kept them outside in the corridor, locked in a box which suppressed their effect.  They were only here in case Julian had been playing some long game, and things went wrong.  But someone had taken them out and now that they were so near me – and so many of them – everything about my body felt wrong.

      I thought my lessons were going badly, that I was too slow, too blocked-up.  But now I knew: for weeks, I’d been freeing a little bit more of my magic, each and every day.  It had been happening so gradually that I’d barely noticed.  The rhythm of Time had been growing within me, oscillating through my days.

      Now, though, with my newfound magic dampened by the devices, I keenly felt the loss.  But I trudged on regardless, reaching Rick and Marbles.  I bent to Rick first, grabbing hold of his gag to pull it off.  The moment I touched it, a hot shock surged through my body and I vaulted back, falling flat on my behind.

      As I stood up once more, I could see that Rick’s whole body was violently shaking.  Smoke hissed off his gag and ropes.

      Would the same happen if I tried to free Marbles?

      ‘Where are you?’ I said, looking around the room.  ‘How did you do this?  Show yourselves, you dirty rotten Trents.’

      As soon as I spoke, they walked in through a door on the other side of the room.  It led through to a room Uncle Rick told me had been his father’s private study.  There were two of them: Nicholas, still in his Mrs Danby disguise, and another Trent brother I had seen just minutes before, when I witnessed Etain’s death.

      ‘Let’s just call it a little bit of electro-shock therapy,’ said Nicholas.  ‘The same thing will happen if you touch the net your brat of a cat is in.  Oh, and in case you’re wondering why he’s being unusually quiet, it’s because we’ve hit him with a Mute spell.  He can hiss and meow all he likes, but he can’t talk for at least another hour.’

      My nose crinkled as I stared at him.  ‘Look, can you just drop that Púca transformation spell already?  It’s doing my head in.’

      ‘That’s precisely why I won’t drop it,’ he retorted, but his cheeks had turned puce.

      ‘You’re stuck, aren’t you?’ I said with a gasp.  ‘She died while you were posing as her, so you’re stuck.’  I turned to the other one.  ‘And you’re the one who was pretending to be Vince, right?  Which one are you?  Jeremy or Grady?’

      ‘None of your business,’ he said, although I’d noticed a slight twitch when I said Jeremy.

      ‘Well, then I’ll just name you Prat,’ I said, losing my patience.  I didn’t want to have to deal with these goons, not now.  I had to go see Julian, to find out what he knew about the Master Siphon.  ‘So out with it, Prat, how on earth did you arrange this, and why?  How can you have made a time stop when there are Temporal Stability Devices in the room?’

      With a thunderous face, he said, ‘Fine.  Call me Jeremy.  And you need to stop being so cheeky, Estelle.  As to how we arranged it, it was simple.  We created the time stop first, from a short distance away.  Then we came here, took them out and arranged them around the room to dampen your power.  These Wayfarer devices could prevent a time stop from beginning, as long as they’re within range beforehand.  But they definitely can’t halt a time stop that’s already in progress.  However, they can dampen your magic, even now.’

      ‘But your power would be dampened too, right?’  I glanced from one to the other.  There were hints of gold in their eyes, which meant they had some Time Magic in their systems, but it was very much subdued.  Jeremy wore a delicate silver wristwatch; it looked far too feminine to be his.  ‘I mean, I see you’ve brought something to draw from, because you’re not actually Time Witches.  You’re leeches, feeding off of real Time Witches, like typical Trents.  But the watch won’t work for you, not with those Wayfarer devices in the room.’

      ‘This is my mother’s watch,’ Jeremy informed me.  ‘She sometimes stored up a little of her magic for herself and hid it away, the little silly-billy.  But we found it, and it’s got more than enough juice left to get us what we want here today.  You’re right though.  It’s not much good at the moment.  Luckily, I came prepared.’  With a smirk, he pulled back his jacket and drew a gun from a holster.  ‘This was Detective Brady’s weapon, but as he and I have shared so much these past months, I didn’t think he’d mind.  Make one move, and Rick gets this right in the forehead.  So just sit down, be a good girl, and listen to what we have to say.’

      Reluctantly, I sank into a seat near Rick and Marbles.  From here, I had a vantage of the entire room.  I could have done without the view, mind you – looking at the Wayfarers frozen in time wasn’t exactly giving me hope.  Although …

      ‘So how does this end?’ I asked.  ‘I mean, if your power is dampened too, then how do you end the time stop?  Oh.  You put some sort of timer on it, right?  It’ll run out all by itself.  How long is left?’

      ‘Long enough,’ Jeremy growled.  ‘Now shut up while I tell you what you’re about to do for us.  Thanks to this little miracle you pulled today, we know that the True Bond is real.  Use it.  Reach out to Julian and get him to tell you where the Master Siphon is.  We know he buried it on the Nine Hundred – only something as dark as the siphon could be pulling the O’Mara magic from its land – but we need to know where.  Precise coordinates.  Otherwise, everyone in this room dies.’

      ‘I can’t do that!’ I cried.  ‘I don’t have power, so how can I reach out to him?’

      ‘Liar!’ Nicholas accused, marching over to Adeline.  On a table next to her, her bag was open, and all of her belongings had been taken out.  Nicholas picked up one of her notebooks.  ‘This lady has been translating books from our library.  The bond always works – in fact, it’s easier to sense and reach out to each other in times of need.’  He giggled.  ‘Times of need.  Funny.’

      ‘Not very,’ I muttered.  ‘Look, I’m telling you, I can’t reach out to him right now.  I’d know if I could.’  I wasn’t actually sure about that, but I needed to slow things down.  I doubted they would let me dither until their time stop ran out (even they couldn’t be that dumb), but I needed to think of something.  Once they had the Master Siphon, we were in the end game.  I’d seen how cruel they were, how callous.  With Julian’s power and mine, they could do terrible things.  ‘Maybe it’s because I’m so wiped out from the Last Moments spell,’ I added.  ‘Maybe I just need a few minutes to recuperate.’

      Grinding his teeth, Jeremy said, ‘You’ve got five minutes.  We’ll even get you a glass of juice to help you along.’  He lifted a brow at his brother.  ‘Go get her some orange juice.’

      I was glad when Nicholas scurried away.  Looking at him in the dead housekeeper’s body was messing with my mind.

      ‘You know,’ I said to Jeremy, ‘for a while I couldn’t understand why Dev wanted me and Julian to go through with that ceremony down in the tunnels.  Why would he want Julian to have my power as well as his own?  But I think I understand now.  By that time, you thought you knew where the siphon was.  You thought you’d dig it up from O’Mara land and have it in your hands very soon.  So if I gave my power to Julian, and you all made sure I later met the same fate as Etain … well, you’d frame Julian as a wife killer.  Then, with the Master Siphon, you’d take everything he had before he went to prison.’

      ‘That’s about the size of it,’ said Jeremy.  ‘Although we didn’t know about the True Bond back then.  The ceremony probably wouldn’t have worked, seeing as you two already share a connection.’

      ‘Probably not,’ I mused.  ‘You know, you all seem so close, but you’re not really, are you?  What you’re doing to Julian, you’d do the same to any one of your brothers, and they’d do the same to you.  That’s what’s going to happen, you know, if you get your hands on this thing.  You’ll all fight and fight to be the one to control it, and eventually there’ll be none of you left.’

      ‘No!’ he shrieked.  Clearly, I’d hit a nerve.  ‘That is not what would happen.  We will have one leader – Dev, and he’ll control the siphon.  We respect authority in the Trent Coven.’

      ‘Not if you’re doing this to Julian you don’t,’ I argued.  ‘He’s supposed to be your leader.  Your dad gave him the role – and it was his by rights anyway, because he’s the only one of you who doesn’t have to leech his power off others.’

      He huffed, his face purple with anger, his fist clutching a little too tightly to the gun.  ‘There was a time when we would have been happy to have Julian as our leader,’ he said.  ‘Because we do respect our father’s wishes.  Julian is, as you say, the only one with his own store of Time Magic, but he also proved himself worthy.  He and Dev were both tasked with getting the Master Siphon out of Jim McGinty’s safe, and Julian is the one who triumphed.  Of course, it helped that he worked at McGinty’s, but Dad really thought Dev might pip him to the post, just because he wanted it so much.  If Dev had succeeded, Dad would have said to heck with Julian’s power and made Dev coven leader.’

      He moved to a chair, sitting down and dangling the gun in his hands.  He was making me very nervous – I was sure I’d read somewhere that the guns they issued to detectives in this country didn’t always have a safety mechanism.  ‘But Dev didn’t succeed.  Julian did.  And Dad gained respect for him because of that.  He respected Julian even more when he hid the siphon.  He’d never really been sure of whether Julian would be a good leader, but when he kept the siphon for himself … oh, that’s when Dad knew for sure.’

      ‘Weird way to decide on an heir,’ I remarked.  Nicholas had returned, and I took the juice from him and had a good long drink.  ‘But I guess that’s just how your father was.  I mean, he died arguing with one of his sons.  But still – I don’t see why you get to go against his wishes just because he shouted himself to death.  What do you think your dad would say right now if he saw you setting up the very son he chose to lead you all?’

      Jeremy and Nicholas simply shrugged.

      ‘If he saw how Julian abandoned us, then I’m sure he’d agree with us, actually,’ said Nicholas.  ‘We asked Julian to come back to Trent Manor and lead us, but he refused.  If he doesn’t want to be our leader, why shouldn’t we set him up?  Why shouldn’t we take everything he has?’

      ‘We’re getting away from the point here,’ said Jeremy.  ‘It looks to me like you’re finished with that OJ.  So how are you feeling?  Because if you can’t reach out, we’re just going to kill you all now.  It’s too much of a danger to have someone with your power hanging around.  We can’t risk you getting in the way of our plans.’

      He stood up, and once more pointed the gun at Rick.

      ‘Fine,’ I said.  ‘I’ll do it.’  I had no idea if it would work or not – I still felt so sluggish – but I had to try.

      ‘Julian,’ I said in my mind.  ‘Are you there?’

      ‘Always.  And I can feel you’re in danger, Ess.  Seeing as there’s a time stop right now, I’m guessing things are bad.’

      ‘Jeremy and Nicholas are here.  They want to know where you hid the Master Siphon or they’ll kill us all.’

      ‘Yeah, I figured they’d be on the hunt for that.  Look, I don’t know how much you know about that thing, but if they get their hands on it, things won’t end well.  They’ll probably kill you anyway – and me, too, once they’ve taken our power.’

      ‘Yeah, I think so too, but … I don’t know what to do.  They have me in a room surrounded with those Temporal Stability things.  It’s like I’m in mud, Julian.  I can’t use my power.’

      There was a brief pause before he said, ‘Oh, I think you can – those devices have dampened your power down a bit, but you are very far from out.’

      ‘Oh, you’re totally right – I’m just pretending.  Y’know, for kicks and giggles.  Julian … I am down.  I am out.  I don’t know what to do here.’

      He chuckled.  ‘I’ve missed you so much that even your sarcasm is a treat.  Look, Essie, you’re way more powerful than you realise.  But if you’re convinced you need a little bit of help, then all you have to do is take my magic again.’

      ‘Won’t it become suppressed too, once it gets to me?’

      ‘I don’t think so.  Something very special happens when our magic gets together.  It does more than just combine.  It gets stronger.  I’ve felt it, and I know when you’ve been doing this stuff for a little longer, you’ll feel it too.’

      ‘But–’

      ‘But you can do this,’ he insisted.  ‘For Rick, and Belinda, and Marbles, and for everyone you love.  Let me in, and together we’ll take my brothers down.’

      I prayed he was right.  He had faith in my magic, in me.  How could I ever have believed this guy was a warlock?  Concentrating on him, opening up to him, was so much easier now that I’d done it before.  His magic zoomed into me as though it had been waiting in the wings.  It filled me right up until I was bathed in it, overflowing with it.  I stopped pulling.

      ‘What now?’ I asked.  ‘I want to stop them, just them.  I did it once with Rick, but not on purpose.’

      ‘We’re already in a time stop, so it won’t be easy,’ he said.  ‘You need to focus on the rhythm, feel it – it’s always there, it’s always beating back and forth, it’s just that sometimes we make it slow down to a pause – and once you find it, focus on the middle, the still point, hover your mind over it until you feel it inside of you.  Then, you push it their way.’

      As he talked me through it, it somehow felt easy.  His voice was so calm, so confident.  His faith made me have faith.  And he was right: Time’s rhythm was always there.  Even now, it was only on pause.  I could feel the pulsating impatience of the next moment; I could feel how much it wanted to arrive.

      But it would have to be patient a little while more.  Heeding Julian’s words, I found that still point, and I pushed …
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      It’s possible that I enjoyed tying the Trents up a little bit too much.  I used some rope I found in one of the house’s many storerooms to bind their wrists and legs, and I gingerly took Jeremy’s gun from his frozen hand.

      The hardest part was that I couldn’t free Marbles and Uncle Rick, not yet – not without electro-shocking us all.  I’d seen how Rick’s body had shaken the first time, and I wasn’t sure he could handle a second attempt.  Hopefully, the Wayfarers would solve that problem.

      The second hardest part was when I picked up the Temporal Stability Devices, one by one, and made a wall around the brothers.  Being close to those things was bad enough, but actually touching them was horrendous.  It was exhausting, but I wanted to make extra, extra sure that there would be no trouble from them once time restarted.

      When I had them secure I began my walk through the house with the gun at the ready, in search of the third rogue Trent.  Of course, I had no idea how to shoot the gun, but that was okay.  If I found Grady, I didn’t want him dead.  The Wayfarers would decide what to do with him, and I didn’t envy them.  These brothers had already found a way to circumvent the Temporal Stability Devices.  They wouldn’t give up easily.

      I’d expected Grady to be with Belinda and Vince, so I started there, but he wasn’t in that room, nor in any other room I searched.  I even journeyed down into the tunnels – the brothers must have come up that way, as it was the only way around the house’s wards – but there was no sign of him.

      Frustrated and worried, I headed back upstairs.
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        * * *

      

      It was a little before seven in the evening when Gretel took me to Witchfield Prison, depositing me in the waiting room while she went off to sort things out.  Marbles came along for the ride, tucked up in my arms.  It hadn’t taken the Wayfarers long to free my uncle and my familiar, and to get the Trents out of Pendulay and into prison where they belonged.

      I could sense that, like me, Gretel was worried.  We’d achieved so much.  We knew the truth of what happened to Etain and Mrs Danby, and we had captured two more Trents.  Vince was back with Belinda, and soon we might have the means to bring Ava’s illness to an end.

      But Grady was still out there, and thanks to Vince, we knew that the brothers had a Púca working with them as recently as two and a half months ago – so I knew that this was far from over.

      The Mute spell the Trents put on Marbles had long worn off, and he’d talked incessantly ever since.  ‘You never would have solved it all if it weren’t for me,’ he said proudly.  ‘The night we went to the morgue, that was the real breakthrough.’

      ‘Mm hm.  Of course, I’m not sure we did solve much,’ I said.  ‘I mean yes, we got to the truth in the end, but I don’t think we managed it through some high-minded process of deduction, do you?  We bumbled and stumbled and almost lost everything to the Trents.’

      ‘Pah.  Bumbling and stumbling is all part of sleuthing, Essie.  It’s certainly how the Wayfarers do it.  Although the way I see it, they would have solved diddly-squat if it weren’t for you and me.  Me, in particular.’

      ‘Speaking of you, why are you here?  Not that I’m not grateful for your company, but a prison doesn’t seem much like your kind of place.’

      ‘I hate it,’ he conceded.  ‘It makes me itchy.  But I think it’s about time I had a proper introduction to Julian.  Once I thought he was a warlock, but now I know he’s an okay guy.  More importantly, he’s your husband, and we’ll all be living with each other soon.  I want to know he won’t be stingy with the chicken.’

      My entire body grew hot.  I didn’t know whether I was shy or scared – maybe both.  ‘I mean, we don’t know what will happen between me and Julian.  Yes, I have feelings for him and we’re bonded, but we really don’t know each other very well.  We’ll be taking things slow, Marbles.’

      ‘Uh-huh, uh-huh.  Sure you will.  Oh, here’s Gretel.’

      The captain gave me a smile.  ‘Julian’s ready for you, Essie.  I’ll take you to him now.’
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        * * *

      

      As we neared Julian’s small cell I saw something unexpected: the bars, and even the walls inside the cell, were lined with Temporal Stability Devices.  Six guards stood just outside the cell, looking warily at Julian, hands on their wands.

      I’d already heard about the time stop’s effect at Witchfield today.  When it happened, some of the guards were doing a routine search of the room where the Trent brothers were kept.  While the guards went on pause, the brothers didn’t.  They couldn’t get out of their cell, but they could certainly have some fun at the guards’ expense.  They dressed the guards up as prisoners, posed them hugging and kissing each other, and even managed to get their hands on some weapons.  Once time resumed, it took a while to get things back under control.

      ‘I understand the guards might be a little freaked out,’ I said to Gretel.  ‘But Julian wasn’t involved in any of today’s shenanigans.  Why is he still in this cell, with all of this security?’

      ‘It’s not Julian they’re worried about.  It’s what his brothers could have done to him – what they could still do, seeing as Grady is still on the loose.  Tomorrow at noon, he’ll leave here as a free man, but for now, while he’s still under our care, we have to make sure he stays safe.’

      ‘Tomorrow?’ Marbles questioned.  ‘Why not right now?  I was planning on asking him to make us a nice roast chicken.’

      Gretel laughed at Marbles.  ‘Shouldn’t he be the one having a meal cooked for him after all he’s been through?’

      ‘Number one,’ said Marbles, ‘I refuse to let Essie stay married to a man who can’t cook chicken.  And number two, you need to start as you mean to go on.  The man was brought up a warlock, Captain – we can’t have him thinking we’ll make dinner every night.’

      ‘Oh, good God.’  I shook my head at my cat.  ‘I will cook for him from time to time, and if you don’t behave then I won’t share with you.  But really?’  I turned to the captain.  ‘Tomorrow?  Why do we have to wait?’

      She gave me a helpless shrug.  ‘A judge needs to sign off.  It’s procedure.’  She patted my shoulder.  ‘For now, you need to talk to him about something very important, so let’s not waste time arguing, okay?’

      I gave her a reluctant, ‘Okay.’  She was right about the need for urgency, but I still wasn’t happy about this.

      As the guards opened the cell door for me Julian stood back, giving me a shy little wave.  His bruises were quickly fading, no doubt thanks to the prison healers, but I felt terrible that he’d had to receive them in the first place.  He should never have been in here.

      He waved a hand to the bed, and I perched awkwardly on the edge of it, glancing at the guards outside.  I felt like a zoo exhibit.

      There was no awkwardness about Marbles’ arrival.  He launched himself into Julian’s arms.  ‘Rub me,’ he commanded.  ‘I want to see how good you are at it.  Behind the ears is good.  And there’s a spot just above my tail … yes, that’s the spot.’

      ‘This is interesting,’ said Julian, his eyes sparkling with mirth as he petted my cat.  ‘I didn’t think you liked me.’

      ‘Just keep rubbing me while you talk to my witch,’ ordered Marbles.  ‘There’s something very important that you two need to discuss.’

      ‘Oh yeah?’  Julian gazed at me from across the cell.  There was a chair, but he chose to remain standing.  ‘I heard it all worked out in the end.  You caught Jeremy and Nicholas.  That’s amazing.  Although I can’t say I’m surprised.  I knew you could handle it.’

      ‘Well, you gave me a lot of help,’ I said, looking at him and then away again.  Why did I feel so shy right now?  The audience wasn’t helping matters, but I wasn’t sure it would be much easier without them.

      ‘So um … I want to talk to you about so much right now,’ I went on.  ‘But there really isn’t any time to waste, so I guess we’ll have to catch up tomorrow instead.  Preferably without the onlookers.  Right now I need to ask you about the Master Siphon.  Where you buried it.  We think it’s hurting my aunt, and the O’Mara land, so …’

      He crossed the floor and sat next to me, placing a hand over mine.  Every jitter I’d been feeling evaporated.

      ‘Look,’ he said, nodding his head to the guards outside, who were now standing perfectly still – motionless, actually.  ‘We don’t have to rush anything, and we certainly don’t have to remain on show.’

      On his lap, Marbles groaned and sat up.  ‘You’re giving each other the googly eyes,’ he said, hopping to the floor.  ‘I don’t want to be here for that.  I’m going to explore – see if any of the guards have a nice cute kitty in their office.’

      Before I could call him back, he’d wound his way through the bars.  ‘Aren’t they supposed to stop him?’ I asked.

      ‘Everything gets iffy in a time stop, especially if it depends on modern tech and people pushing buttons.  Plus, he’s a familiar – they get themselves in and out of lots of places they oughtn’t.  He’ll be fine.’

      ‘Okay,’ I said unsurely.

      ‘Really, he will.  He’s a resourceful guy, just like his witch.  And we really do have as much time as we need.  We can talk about everything and anything for hours, and it’ll still be seven p.m. when you leave.  Oh, and before you start worrying about what my brothers are up to right now, they’re on pause too.  Singling them out, it’s not actually something I could do before, but ever since we … commingled … this afternoon, some of my skills have improved.’

      I gazed at him, puzzled.  ‘But you told me how to focus time stops on other Time Witches.’

      ‘What can I say?  I was just winging it.  I knew you could do it, though.  Your power is about a million times greater than mine.’

      ‘You were winging it?  You sounded so confident.’

      ‘I had confidence in you, if that counts,’ he said.

      I giggled, feeling very teenage all of a sudden.  His eyes were changing colour as we spoke, and all I could think about was that we were bonded.  True Bonded Mates.  ‘You’re way too complimentary.  And a little bit charming.’

      ‘Well, don’t get used to it.  I’ve had time to rehearse lines in my head on account of the whole being in prison thing.  Once I’ve run out of those and I have to ad-lib, you’ll no longer be impressed.  Do you know your eyes look like fire right now?  Like they were in Las Vegas?’

      How was it possible to have dry mouth and too much saliva at once?  ‘It’s a Time Witch thing.  It’s because we’re sitting close and we’re, you know … anyway, how are you doing magic at all?  How did you stop time when you’re surrounded by these evil hourglasses?’

      Giving me a wry smile, he said, ‘Temporal Stability Devices work on my brothers just fine.  They’re blocked from using any power they’d stolen and stored up inside themselves.  As to why they don’t work on me, and why I’m sure they can’t truly work on you, either … well, many would disagree with me, but I believe that our power comes from understanding, and listening, to the rhythm of the world.  As long as the universe keeps on universing, we’re unstoppable.’

      ‘Universing,’ I laughed.  ‘I didn’t know there was such a verb.  What I think I do know, though, is that you could have stopped time long before this.  You could, couldn’t you?  You could have brought the whole prison to a standstill and just walked out of here.  I mean, you were innocent.  You wouldn’t have been in the wrong.’

      ‘Sure I could,’ he said.  ‘But then what?  I would have seemed way more guilty to you, I bet, if I’d broken out.  I needed to prove myself.  I needed you to believe me.  And now that you do, I think I can hang on just a little bit longer.  I’d like to leave Witchfield the right way.  And then, well, I guess the next bit is up to you.  Although I did hear Marbles mentioning roast chicken.’

      In my mind a picture formed: sitting at the dining table in Teach Dearg, with Rick, Julian, Dillis, Belinda and Ava, our familiars scrounging at our feet.  I wanted that.  Family, friends, normality and a Sunday roast.  ‘You probably think he’s getting a little ahead of himself.  Next thing you know he’ll be calling you Daddy.’

      Julian laughed.  ‘Well, what would you like to do?  When I get out of here tomorrow, do you want to wait a while before we meet again, or …’  His eyes were darting to and from mine, and the laughter had fallen from his face.

      ‘I don’t want to wait,’ I said.  ‘I mean, I don’t want to rush our relationship too much, but … I’d like to come meet you here tomorrow when you leave, if that’s okay with you.’

      He gave me a big, broad smile.  ‘Okay?  I would love it.  I don’t want to rush things either, by the way.  I want – I want to start from the beginning with you, Ess.  Clean slate.  Just two average Time Witches on a first date together.  We can do anything you like.’

      Another image shot into my mind: me, Julian, and a walk along the sand, with a bright sky above us and our life together ahead.  Maybe I was the one getting ahead of myself, but I suggested it nonetheless: ‘Fish and chips and a walk on the beach?’

      ‘Oh, that sounds amazing.  I mean, sand beneath my feet will be good, but fried food?  Yum.’  He rubbed his stomach.  ‘The meals in here are sickeningly healthy.  So.  I’ll tell you all about the siphon, but as we do have time on our side, can I ask you something else first?  It’s just …’  I could see his Adam’s apple bobbing, and tears pushing out from the corners of his eyes.  ‘Gretel was scant with certain details.  About what you saw during the Last Moments.  She told me you saw more than enough to prove my innocence, but … I need to know.  I’ve never known what really happened to her and … I need to.’

      ‘Oh, Julian.’  The tears won the battle, and began to roll down his cheeks.  I reached up and stroked them away, lingering a little, wondering if I’d ever see anything more beautiful than his cheekbones.  God, I was so sappy about this guy.  ‘Are you sure?’ I asked him.  ‘It’s … it wasn’t pretty.’

      ‘I’m sure.’

      ‘Well … okay,’ I said, and told him everything that I’d seen.  It was just as painful to talk about as it had been to witness.  ‘I wanted to stop it,’ I admitted, when I’d finished the tale.  ‘It was so hard not to stop it.’

      He put an arm around me, pulling me close, our faces touching.  ‘I know.  You don’t think there’ve been a million times when I’ve wished I could go back in time, to see what happened for myself, to stop it?  Time jumps aren’t something that come easily to me – you need a lot of juice, so you’ve got to store it up or, well, be super powerful like you are – but there were so many times I was tempted.  If I did go back, I wouldn’t be able to stop myself from saving her.  Even now that I know she lied to me, that she had an affair with Dev … I still want to save her.’

      ‘Did you …’

      ‘Love her?  It wasn’t like it is with you.’

      ‘You mean you didn’t get drunk and get married by a vampire Elvis impersonator?’

      ‘No,’ he said with a half-smile.  ‘That was a once in a lifetime experience.  Etain and I, we had a traditional Trent wedding – and you’ll know, seeing as you saw the day we met, that it was something we did for practical reasons.  But after that, we spent ten years together, so … yes, I loved her, I cared for her, and I grieved for her.  Some of the time we were more like friends, sometimes we were a proper couple.  A lot of the time she was afraid to leave Pendulay, and she panicked if I left her side.  Other times she couldn’t stand to be around me, and she’d take off by herself or with Mrs Danby – or with Nicholas pretending to be Mrs D, I suppose.’

      He shuddered.  ‘At least now I know why a once-lovely woman began to creep me out.  But … I think Etain was trying hard to make the most of it, just like I was.  And maybe if she hadn’t still loved Dev, it would have worked.  All I know is that when I married her I promised I’d keep her safe.  And I didn’t.’

      ‘That wasn’t your fault,’ I said.  ‘She loved him.  God knows why, but she did.  Love is … it’s weird, you know.  Unpredictable.  Hard to ignore, even when you know you should.’

      ‘Yeah,’ he said, his voice croaky.  He was sitting so close that I could feel every breath he took.  ‘You know, I don’t regret it – our drunken wedding, our vampire Elvis impersonator.  If it got me to this point, I’d do it all over again.  Do you regret it?’

      I thought about the past weeks.  The highs, the lows, the heartbreaks and the murders.  The nights when I’d cried myself to sleep.  The day I’d almost died.  ‘Not even a little bit,’ I told him.  ‘I mean, it’d be nice if your brothers hadn’t killed some people I loved very much, but other than that … other than that …’  I had trouble remembering what else I was going to say, because he was looking at me with those flaming eyes, making me feel like I was on fire.  Just like in Vegas, I didn’t know who kissed who first, and once again we were in our own private cocoon.

      I lay down, and he lay down beside me.  As he smiled at me, and leaned in once more, I heard an incredibly loud: ‘Meow!’

      ‘Marbles!’ I cried, sitting up.  ‘Why do you still do that?  Use your words, you loon.’

      ‘Meowing gets your attention.’  He prodded a paw at one of the statue-like guards.  ‘You should thank me for interrupting.  Getting jiggy in front of these guys is just weird.  Even if they can’t actually see, it’s still eyeball abuse.’

      Somehow, I’d managed to forget them, but now they were all I could see, lined up like half a dozen buckets of cold water.

      Clearing his throat, Julian sat up and said, ‘So tell me what’s going on with Ava O’Mara.  You think the Master Siphon is hurting her somehow?’

      ‘Are you serious?’ Marbles sniggered, letting himself back in through the bars and wedging himself between us.  ‘You’re only getting to this bit now?’

      I didn’t give my familiar a reply.  Instead, I hoisted him up on my lap, and answered Julian.  Quickly, I let it all out: how Ava’s illness had mirrored the sickness on the O’Mara land, how I’d come to know about the siphon, and how his brothers had been searching for it too.

      ‘It has to be the siphon,’ I said when I’d finished.  ‘I know it was made for Time Witches, but Jim’s letter to Seb said it’ll settle for anything.’

      Julian’s face had turned pale.  ‘Oh, good goddess.  That’s … I mean, it makes sense.  I avoided Granvar Bay for so long after Etain’s death.  Maybe if I hadn’t, I would have noticed what my brothers did and arrived at the same conclusion.  The only thing is, I can’t figure out why it’s O’Mara land it’s targeting, because that’s not where I buried it.’

      ‘Where did you bury it?’ I asked.

      He gave me a small, sad smile.  ‘Somewhere my family would never find it.  Somewhere they’d never been, or never would go.  My mother’s grave.’
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      Solas spells lit up the Trent graveyard.  It was still seven p.m. as Rick, Marbles and I got to work there, because I’d let the time stop carry on, but the surrounding trees made visibility difficult, so Rick created some magical light.

      Julian had told me everything he could about the siphon, and how he had come to obtain it.  He worked for years in McGinty’s before he ever opened that safe.  Just as Seb thought, Jim knew perfectly well why Julian was there.  He’d told Julian as much, and they’d made a game of it – every time Julian was close to cracking the code, Jim would change it.

      Julian could have found a workaround – he was a Time Witch, after all – and yet he had played by the rules, dragging things out, all because he didn’t want to leave his job.

      He’d made his first real friends in Seb and Kim, and he couldn’t stand the thought of saying goodbye.  But when Jim died and left the letter for Seb, Julian knew he had to hurry things up.  It was around then that his father revealed Dev was looking for the siphon too.  Julian wouldn’t have minded if it was in Seb’s hands, but Devlin’s?  He couldn’t let that happen.

      He used a time stop to peek at the letter and instructions Jim left for Seb, then he wormed his way in to the lives of men like Pontius Hooey, so he could access their homes and track down the code.  I believed him when he said that next to Etain’s death, it was one of the worst times of his life.  ‘Even pretending to be a warlock,’ he’d told me, ‘it gets into your system, under your skin, and … all I can say is I’m glad I completed the access code before I became one of them for real.’

      Once he had the siphon in his hands, he knew he couldn’t give it to his father.  Already, it contained more power than he’d ever felt in his life.  ‘Until you,’ he’d added.

      He told me it could be used to drain all Time Magic from the world, but instead it had been used – for centuries – by Trents, to siphon power from their enemies.  With the right spells, it could even be used from a distance of thousands of miles.  No one knew how it had been stolen from the Trents, but Julian once heard a story that a wife had taken it while her husband slept.  She gave it to the rulers of the age, who used it to keep Time Witches enslaved and controlled.

      There were various stories about how the Time Witches were freed from their enslavement – in one, a Pendulay woman saved the day.  She revealed to the captured Time Witches that their magic came from the universe itself, and that if they only closed themselves off to that rhythm for a while, they would draw nothing into themselves, so nothing could be taken.

      Her plan worked.  The rulers of the age, confused as to why their Master Siphon was empty, barged into the Time Witches’ prison to demand answers.  Only then did the Pendulay woman reconnect with the universe and the rhythm of Time, before using her power to defeat the rulers and break her people free.

      In a different version, that same woman sold her fellow Time Witches to the rulers, then stole the siphon for herself so she could rule them all, declaring herself queen before going mad with power.  And so, the curse was born.  This was the version Devlin senior taught his sons, telling them that it was only thanks to the Trent men that she was ever brought to justice.

      He had no explanation as to how the siphon was lost once more, never to be seen again until the day Jim McGinty spotted it in a garage sale.

      Julian had been brought up to fear everyone outside of his family, to be suspicious of them, and what they might do.  Siphon him, kill him, perhaps imprison and siphon all Time Witches – it had been done before.  With the Master Siphon, it could be done again.

      He didn’t really believe his father’s version of the tale, or that the Master Siphon could drain him fully.  He believed, as the heroine of the other version did, that although he could store his power inside himself, the magic originated outside of him.  There was always more out there, waiting for him, as long as he opened himself up.  But he also acknowledged that the siphon could drain his stores of magic, exhausting him – or me – to a point where we didn’t have the energy to open ourselves up ever again.

      Either way, he had little trust in the authorities or in his family, so he had hidden the siphon in the hope that it would remain hidden forever.

      He hadn’t simply shoved it under the soil, he told me.  He’d encased it in a box made with a special wood, hewn from trees which grew close to the Impervium mines in Transylvania (at that point in Julian’s story, I wondered if I’d accidentally eaten some of Marbles’ catnip, and was now immersed in a very long fever-dream).

      The wood had anti-magic qualities.  It should have made sure the siphon remained inert.  ‘Even if I’d not boxed it up,’ Julian told me, ‘it shouldn’t be harming Ava or her land.  It can’t just work by itself.  Or … it’s not supposed to.’

      And yet it was.

      So here I was, digging up the dirt at Julian’s mother’s grave.  He said it wasn’t deep down, and that it was near the head of the grave, but I hadn’t yet found it, and I was becoming worried.  If I dug any further I would soon be at the coffin.

      I glanced up at Rick.  He had a dowsing rod in one hand, and a map in the other as he walked around the graveyard.  Marbles was marching around the edge of the area, keeping an eye out for Grady.  I wasn’t too worried about stopping him if he approached – I’d managed it with Nicholas and Jeremy – but I would prefer not to have to deal with him just yet.  Getting Ava well again was my priority.

      Rick suddenly stopped, eyes wild with excitement, and then resumed his walk.  I could see the rod vibrating in his hands, moving more and more with each step he took, until he reached the top of the grave, where the headstone was.

      ‘Look!’ he cried, as the rod began to spin in circles.  ‘This is it.  This is the beginning of O’Mara land.’

      ‘But we’re in the Trent graveyard,’ I pointed out.

      ‘No.’  He dropped the rod and moved over to me, kneeling next to me on the ground.  Spreading the map out, he then pulled out a marker and drew a circle.  I peered down.  The area he’d marked was where the graveyard met the forest.  ‘This exact point is where the three properties converge – Pendulay, O’Mara and Trent.’  He pointed in each direction.  ‘Trent forest out there, Pendulay forest there, and O’Mara forest there, all meeting at Julian’s mother’s headstone.’

      I moved my hands down, burrowing beneath the foundation of the headstone, and felt it immediately – it was a lack of feeling, really, just like when those Wayfarer devices were around.

      I closed my hands around the wood and eased it from the ground, panicking when I saw it in the light.  The box was open, and empty.  It had rotted through in various parts, and around where the lock should have been, what little wood was left was blackened, as though the lock had burned away.

      ‘Don’t panic, Essie,’ I muttered to myself, setting the box aside and continuing to dig.  ‘Kim smelled soil during her vision, so it’s here, it’s here, it’s … here.’  With my umpteenth gulp of the week, I clasped my hands around an object in the soil.  It felt like glass, I thought, thick, warm glass which seemed to pulse within my palm.  That same pulse reverberated through me, as I gently pulled it out.

      ‘Be careful, Essie,’ said my uncle.  ‘It could siphon you.’

      ‘No,’ I said with a shake of the head.  ‘You have to do a spell to take the power from a Time Witch – Julian explained it all.  But it wants me to use it.’

      I didn’t know how I knew that – it wasn’t speaking to me, or at least not in words – but I felt certain of this object’s intent.  ‘It wants me to open it and consume the power it’s stored up inside, and then get it some more.’

      As I brushed the muck off and held it up to the light, Rick looked at it in wonder.  We could see the magic inside, mostly white, but bubbling and sparkling with many different colours running through.  Jim had said as much in his letter to Seb, and Kim had seen it in her vision, but I was nevertheless blown away.  Only the fae could see magic, and yet this was visible to us all.

      ‘Why can we see it?’ I asked Rick.  ‘I mean, this is magic we’re seeing, I know it is.’

      ‘If it is, I think we’re seeing it because it wants us to,’ he surmised.  ‘It wants to wow us, tempt us.’

      We looked away from the vessel, focusing on the unicorn horn instead.  It had been carved in an ornate fashion, covered with various symbols, but neither Rick nor I knew what they represented.  Aside from the carvings, the horn looked like any animal horn might.  It was ivory with a slight curve, and was attached to a turner and a valve which went into the vessel itself.

      To turn it on or off you needed to spin the horn nine times – widdershins for on, clockwise for off.  There were dozens of incantations for it, depending on how much power you wanted to take and from whom – but that was for Time Witches.  For other kinds of magic, you simply needed to turn and point.

      ‘It’s slightly on,’ I said, turning it clockwise a touch until it clicked to off.  ‘How was it turned on?  Julian said he made sure it was turned off.’

      Rick looked down at the grave.  ‘The soil could have shifted, and it turned in the box.  That’s all it would have needed.  Then, buried beneath the soil, it found the most powerful thing it could – the magic of the Nine Hundred.  If it’s a dark enough object, it would have kept on taking until there was nothing left of Ava, and then moved on to something else.  And I’d say that it definitely is dark enough, seeing as right now I have the urge to strangle you and wrench it from your hands.’

      ‘Really?  Because I want to drain you of everything that you are until you’re withered like a prune.’

      Marbles suddenly pranced into the scene.  ‘And I want us all to just get along, go home, and get me some chicken.  So can we deal with this already?’

      I looked down at the rotten remains of the box, then at the siphon again.  ‘We have to free the magic, first.  If we simply open it up instead of following any of the channelling rituals, it should just flow back to where it belongs.  Once it’s empty, I guess I should give it to the Wayfarers, but … I could see that Julian wasn’t too enthusiastic.  That’s why I wanted to come here with just you guys.  I thought by the time we found it, I’d know what to do.  But I don’t.  What do you think?  Do we hand it over?’

      Rick’s face was all furrowed up, his indecision clear.  ‘The Wayfarers are better than anything we’ve had for a while.  But that’s the thing – in another while, there could be another police force.  Next election, a new Minister for Magical Law.  I’ve been around long enough to see change after change, but one thing that doesn’t change is people.’

      He gave me a grim stare.  ‘There will always be people just like the Master Siphon,’ he went on.  ‘People who’ll always want more.  And this thing will give them that.  Seeing what it managed to do even with so many precautions in place, I don’t think the Wayfarers can protect it.  They’re just not there yet, not when it comes to Time Witches.  And with Grady still out there … it would be better if this thing didn’t exist at all.’

      I moved to sit on a fallen tree limb while I thought over our options.  Marbles didn’t make it easy to concentrate, constantly telling me he was hungry.  ‘My belly doesn’t stop just because the clock has, you know.’

      Admittedly, I was hungry too.  And tired.  I’d lived a lot of extra hours today.  ‘It’s just … I agree with you, Rick.  And I know Julian would, too.  It would be better if this thing didn’t exist.  But the Wayfarers will be mad.  And there are other people who won’t let up until they find it.  Like Grady.  Julian tried to hide it, though, and look what happened.  How can we possibly just get rid of it?’

      ‘Duh,’ said Marbles.  ‘We put it in a pocket.’

      Rick’s eyes widened, while I squinted in confusion at my cat.  ‘Finally,’ I said with a sigh.  ‘You’ve lost your marbles.  A pocket?  What are you talking about?’

      For some reason, Uncle Rick was scowling at me.  ‘Seems to me that Marbles pays far more attention in our lessons than you do, my girl.’  He withdrew a notebook from his pocket, opening it up and flipping through the pages until he found what he wanted.  ‘There, you see.  I have it written right here.  I told you about pockets the Wednesday before last, and I told you to take notes.  You must have been doodling instead.  And according to my lesson plan, I was going to test you on it this morning, but I decided you could do with a lie-in.  Well, no more lie-ins for you.’

      ‘You have a lesson plan?’  I shook my head.  ‘Look, I’m sorry I forgot, Rick.  But I’ve been ever so stressed lately.  Could you just explain it to me again?’  I added a sweet smile.

      Rick tried very hard to keep his scowl in place, but I could see it slipping.  ‘Fine.  Right now, we’re outside of time.  As Time Witches, we can exist here in the space between one second and the next.  But some Time Witches can create something else.  Smaller versions, almost like what you did with the Trents this afternoon at Pendulay.  You can hide things there, and they’ll never be found unless you want them to be.’

      ‘Huh.  That sounds amazing,’ I said.  ‘Why didn’t Julian do that, then?’

      ‘It’s a Pendulay spell,’ Rick explained.  ‘And there’s been no one with the power to do it for a very long time.  But I think you could manage it.  Here, I’ll write down the incantation you need.’

      He scribbled some words on a fresh page and passed his notebook my way.  As I read over it, he added, ‘What you need to do is find the still point within this time stop, just like you did before, but when you send the siphon there, picture it being surrounded, cocooned, hidden in a bubble.’

      ‘Well then why don’t we call it a bubble?’ I questioned.  Seeing his scowl return, I said, ‘Never mind.  But Rick, what do we tell Gretel?  She’s not going to be happy.’

      Determination shone in his eyes, as he said, ‘By the time I’m finished explaining it to her, she’ll be thanking us.’

      I wasn’t so sure about that.  But Rick was right – this was the safest option for the Master Siphon.  The Wayfarers could never protect it; they just didn’t have the means.  So, we went ahead and did what we had to do.

      First, we opened up the siphon.  It was a delicate manoeuvre, involving the slightest tug on the unicorn horn, before gently loosening a ligature and opening the valve.  We watched the magic rushing out, dancing through the air, skimming along the ground.  Some of it floated off to places we couldn’t see, while most of it – a golden, sparking haze – glided over the forest, flying in the direction of the Nine Hundred.

      I gazed after that magic, praying with all my might that it would reach Ava, and make her well again.

      Then I carefully closed the siphon, held it in my palms, and said:

      ‘You will be without power

      In a place with no form

      You will wait for my call

      In your new Timeless home.’

      The effect was immediate.  The siphon vanished from my hand with a faint pop.  And even though I could see it no longer, I could still feel it, ready and waiting for my call.
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      We went back to the vineyard that night, but not immediately.  First, we had a long discussion with Gretel about the siphon.  Rick did most of the talking, while Gretel struggled to get a word in.  In the end, she didn’t quite thank us – she told us very firmly that we should have consulted her first – but she grudgingly acknowledged that the Master Siphon was in the safest possible place.

      By the time we finished up it was late, so we had a quick dinner before heading to bed.  I slept in one of Belinda’s twin beds, while Rick took the couch in Ava’s room.  In the morning, the healer would be bringing a fae friend who would know straight away if the magic really had returned to the O’Mara land.  Rick and I both felt quietly confident that it had.

      While Egg and Marbles went out doing whatever it is cats do at night, Belinda and I chattered together about Vince and Julian until we grew too tired to talk.  As I drifted off, I felt happier than I had for a long time.  Everything was finally falling into place.  Yes, Grady was still out there, but I’d handled Nicholas and Jeremy, so hopefully I could handle him too.

      With such positive thoughts to accompany me to dreamland, I was surprised when my dreams were far from pleasant.  Voices I recognised were arguing, and a plan was being formed, but I couldn’t remain in each dream long enough to find out more.  When I woke I recalled very little except the feeling I’d harboured all night long: an ache of loss, a sense of being severed from something I cherished very much.

      ‘Wake up, Stell!’

      I fluttered open my eyes, looking up at Belinda.  She was standing by my bed, fully dressed, buzzing with excitement.  ‘What time is it?’ I murmured sleepily.

      ‘Six.’

      ‘In the morning?’  I sat up, squinting at my twin.  ‘Why so early?’

      She winced a little and said, ‘Sorry.  I know you had a really big day yesterday, but I just thought you’d like to know that the healer is here.’

      ‘Whoa.’  I rubbed the sleep from my eyes.  Marbles had hopped into my bed at some point during the night, and he stretched out in his sleep, undisturbed by the activity.  ‘But again – why so early?  Not that I’m not happy about it, but …’

      Belinda grinned.  ‘What can I say?  She cares about Ava.’

      ‘Of course she does.’  I smiled back at her.  ‘Everyone does, because she’s amazing.  I’m going to get up right now, okay.  Just … give me a minute.’

      She backed away to the door.  ‘Okay.  And by the way – there’s a plate of pancakes downstairs with your name on it.’

      ‘Well, why didn’t you tell me that sooner?’  I threw back the covers.  ‘I’ll be there in thirty secs.’
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        * * *

      

      As we sat eating breakfast, we could hear the voices of the healer and Ava drifting downstairs.  Rick was on pancake duty, turning out dozens of the things, frying up bananas in cinnamon butter as an accompaniment, drinking cup after cup of coffee while he cooked.

      Every now and then he would wander over to the door to try and listen to what the healer was saying; sometimes he simply stared through the kitchen window.

      There was a titian-haired woman outside, walking barefoot, pausing now and then to touch a vine, or a shrub, or the soil.  Sometimes she just smiled up at the sky for a while.  On one occasion, I saw her doing cartwheels.  She wore a floaty white dress and a natural looking crown with flowers wound through it – she looked, I thought, like something from a perfume commercial, advertising a light, summery scent.

      ‘Who is that nutter outside?’ Marbles muttered as he trotted into the room and hopped up on the kitchen counter.  ‘She looks like a deranged cult member.  Any minute now she’s going to throw herself on a bonfire and tell us it’s the only way to bring on summer.’

      Okay, so maybe his description was a little more apt; I was glad she was here, either way, because according to Belinda she was the healer’s fae friend, examining the land for signs of returning magic.

      I was on my second pancake when the healer came downstairs.  Telling us she’d just be a minute, she popped out to have a word with the fae woman.  Belinda, Rick and I stared out the window, trying to discern the mood of their conversation, but their faces gave nothing away.

      Then, the fae woman opened her mouth, sang a few strange, whale-like notes, and vanished before our eyes.  The healer rushed in, her cheeks pink, her eyes bright, and said, ‘Right, then, if you’d all like to follow me upstairs.  Ava requested you all be there to hear the news.’

      Ava was sitting propped up by pillows.  She looked tired, but not nearly as exhausted as when I’d seen her last.  There was a very slight flush of colour in her cheeks, and her eyes were livelier, too.

      ‘Right,’ said Healer Madigan, ‘I don’t know exactly what it is you all did, but it seems to have worked.  According to my fae friend, the magic in this land had all but diminished, and because of Ava’s connection to it, she wouldn’t have survived much longer.’  The healer squeezed Ava’s shoulder.  ‘But now, the magic has returned.  It will take some time to replenish the land completely, and Ava, too – but both are on the road to a full recovery.  You might not produce as much wine as usual this year, but next year the vineyard should be back to normal.  I know you’ll be all right with that, Ava – you’ve never been one to sweat the petty stuff, have you?’

      ‘Or pet the sweaty stuff,’ Ava quipped.

      As we all laughed, Belinda rushed to our aunt’s bed, throwing her arms around her.  Ava’s face wore a deeply contented smile, and she looked at us across Belinda’s shoulder.  ‘Come on over here, Ricky,’ she commanded.  ‘You too, Essie – bring it on in.  No half-arsed hugs now.  I want the good stuff.’

      Soon we were all enjoying a multi-hug, Egg and Marbles included.  When we finally broke apart, Ava wiggled her brows at Healer Madigan and said, ‘So, I believe what you’re saying is that I can throw a party tonight.’

      ‘Oh no.’  The healer gave a firm shake of her head.  ‘Definitely not.  A party would be a bit too much for you right now.  In a couple of weeks, certainly.’

      ‘Well, just a few people then,’ Ava bargained.  ‘And you must come, of course.  I know how much you like my sponge cake …’
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        * * *

      

      At ten minutes past noon, I sat with my hands clasped, trying to stop them shaking as I waited for Julian to appear.  Officially, he’d been a free man since noon, but maybe there was paperwork to complete.

      As the waiting room door opened, I stood up excitedly, only to frown a moment later.  ‘Oh, it’s you.’

      ‘Nice to see you too,’ said Captain Wood.

      ‘It’s just …’  I peered behind her.  ‘Where’s Julian?’

      She took in a deep breath and said, ‘Take a seat, Essie.  We have to talk.’

      I remained on my feet.  ‘Is this about the Master Siphon?  Because I thought you agreed that it was safest where it is.’

      ‘It’s about Julian, actually.’

      ‘He had nothing to do with it.  All he did was tell me where he buried it.’

      ‘I already told you, it’s not about the siphon.  Essie, please sit down.’

      ‘Fine.’  I sat down and folded my arms.  ‘What’s going on?  You said he’d be out at noon.’

      Her mouth was pulling to the side; clearly she was having trouble deciding how to phrase what she had to say.  ‘Julian’s been placed in witness protection.  He’ll be there until we find Grady Trent.  Along with you, he’s a major witness to the things his brothers did over the years.  We believe Grady will try to target him because of it.’

      Before I could even open my mouth to respond, she was speaking once more.

      ‘Obviously you’re a target for Grady, too.  Given how you dealt with his brothers, we believe you’ll be able to handle yourself, but the option is on the table for you, also, to enter witness protection.  If you choose against it, we’ll still do our best to keep an eye on you and make sure you’re safe.’

      Choose against it?  Why on earth would I do that?  My imagination went wild with fantasies of our reunion, in a little cottage somewhere, pretending to be Mr and Mrs Blandname.  We’d grow sweet-smelling roses on an arch around the door.  ‘Well of course I want to go and join him.  When do I leave?  Oh, but do I get to say goodbye to Rick and everybody beforehand?’

      She gave me an awkward grimace.  ‘Sorry, Essie, I should have been clearer.  If you did go into witness protection, it wouldn’t be with Julian.  You would be alone.’

      My cottage-life fantasies vamoosed, yanked from my mind so sharply that I felt rather dizzy.  ‘Oh.  That’s … but why?’

      ‘Because it wouldn’t be safe for you to be together,’ she replied.

      ‘Wouldn’t it?  Surely two Time Witches are better than one when it comes to dealing with Grady.  Anyway, if Grady’s got any sort of plan for getting his brothers out of jail, it will involve the Master Siphon, which will mean he would target me, not Julian, since I’m the one who hid it.’

      There was a slight flicker in her eyes.

      ‘Unless Grady thinks Julian has it, for some reason,’ I continued.  ‘Does he?  Have you somehow put the word out that Julian has the siphon?  You have, haven’t you?’  I spied another tell-tale flicker and pressed on.  ‘This isn’t a witness protection deal at all, is it?  Julian is bait, just like I was at Pendulay.’

      She stood up, her cheeks a little flushed.  ‘I can’t answer all your questions, Essie.  All I can say is that this has been decided by the top experts in these matters.’

      ‘Oh yeah?  And these experts, their plans worked out so well at Pendulay last month, didn’t they?’  I touched a hand to my stomach.  ‘I’d have a scar right here to commemorate just how wonderfully it all went, if it weren’t for magical healing.’

      She crossed the room, holding the door open.  ‘I have to get to a meeting right now, Essie, so we’ll have to discuss this another time.  I’m sorry you can’t walk out of here with Julian right now, but I believe you’ll be seeing him again, and soon.’

      ‘Yeah,’ I croaked.  ‘Sure I will.’
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        * * *

      

      When I arrived back at the vineyard, I did my best to feign a decent mood.  I don’t know how convincing I was, but I had no intention of giving in to my disappointment just yet.  We had Ava’s improving health to celebrate, and a party to prepare.

      At seven that evening, the guests began to arrive.  It soon became apparent that Ava’s idea of ‘a few people’ included everyone in the O’Mara Coven, plus the entire population of Granvar Bay.  The house was stuffed with revellers enjoying food and wine, and dancing to Ava’s favourite tunes.  She didn’t push it too hard, though, taking regular breaks from dancing, and letting Belinda, Rick, Dillis and I handle the food and drinks.

      Vince tried to help, too, but Belinda shooed him away each time, telling him to go and enjoy himself.  He was such a different man than his imposter had been.  He was so attentive to my sister, his eyes following her lovingly wherever she went.  On more than one occasion, I accidently overheard them talking, and it was clear that he was not a guy who would ever call her a silly-billy.

      Kim and Sebastian had been invited too, but I hadn’t heard back from Kim.  Seb, on the other hand, had accepted immediately, and arrived about an hour into the celebrations.

      I’d expected him to be angry with me over the siphon, but he greeted me with a warm smile and a hug, murmuring that he was proud of me, and that I’d done the right thing.  His voice broke a little as he added, ‘I do get it, you know.  I know you can’t change the past without causing a crapstorm.  I just … I wish things could have been different.’

      I tightened our hug and said, ‘I wish that too.  But I believe that you’ll see your parents again someday.  We both will.’

      ‘Yeah.  And it’ll be the best get-together the afterlife has ever seen.’  He pulled away then and said, ‘I’d better let Kimmy have a go with you now.  She’s been dying to talk to you all day.’

      I didn’t realise that Kim had arrived with him, but now she moved into my eyeline.  ‘Hi,’ she said, giving me a little wave.  ‘Can we go somewhere and talk?’

      Nerves danced in my belly.  It was time, finally, for me to come clean.  ‘Sure.  Let’s go to Belinda’s room.’

      A few minutes later, Kim and I had grabbed some drinks and peanuts, and headed upstairs.  For a while Kim just looked around the room, commenting on how prettily Belinda had decorated, while I nodded and agreed, working up the courage to speak.

      ‘I got your message this morning,’ she said, when we’d spent about as much time as we could discussing Belinda’s choice of bedding.  ‘Sorry I didn’t get back to you.’

      ‘That’s okay,’ I told her.  ‘I meant what I said in the message, by the way.  Ava’s better because of you, Kim.  Your vision made all of this happen.  I don’t think I can ever thank you enough.’

      With a self-effacing shrug, she said, ‘Okay, well, I’m glad.  And I’m glad Belinda got the real Vince back.  Although I must admit I’m confused about some aspects.  I wanted to call you and chat about it this afternoon, but I was in the middle of a whole thing with Seb.  We were talking for hours.  Well, sometimes we were shouting.  But mostly … mostly it was good.’

      ‘Oh yeah?  So, are you going to stay living together?’

      She took a long glug of her drink before saying, ‘Well, the flat I found was about the size of my wardrobe at home, so … yeah, I think so.  The thing is, he admitted something really huge to me, about the reason he’s changed so much, why he’s become such a prat.  That’s why I wanted to talk to you alone.  He said I could tell you about it, but no one else.’

      ‘Oh?’  I tried not to let my guilt display.  ‘What is it?’

      She lowered her voice, whispering, ‘Essie, my brother is an undercover Wayfarer.  Can you believe it?’

      Squirming a little, I said, ‘Actually, Kimmy, you’re not going to like this, but … I already knew.’

      And then I let it all out, telling her about finding out I was a Time Witch, about Julian, his brothers, Seb’s defective memory spell …  I was afraid she would hate me by the end – maybe she would be wary of my power, or angry that I’d withheld the truth about Seb – but I told her every last bit of it, nonetheless.

      When I had no more to say, we sat in silence for a moment, until Kim stood up, crossed to my bed, and threw her arms around me.  With a sigh of relief, she said, ‘I thought I was going crazy, Essie.  Thank you for telling me.  I promise I’ll never repeat it to another soul.’

      ‘You’re not mad with me?  It took me so long to tell you the truth.’

      ‘Meh.  Trust is earned, and I’m glad I’ve earned yours.  Now, just how much can you do safely with the time travel thing?  Because I spilled coffee all over my favourite cream jumper this morning …’
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        * * *

      

      Belinda slept at Vince’s that night, but Kim stayed over, sleeping in Belinda’s bed.  Once again, I had a night filled with chatter.  I fell asleep somewhere in the middle of a conversation about Seb’s obsession with beaded bracelets, and thankfully, I didn’t fall into nightmares.

      I thought I would sleep late the next morning – I was certainly tired enough – but instead I was awoken by a strange sensation.  Somewhere in my dreams, the world had reached in, rousing me.  But it wasn’t noise which had stirred me.  Instead, it was an absence of sound: the birdsong had come to an abrupt halt, and Belinda’s clock had gone silent.

      I sat up, listening, feeling, smelling …

      My pillow smelled like proper soap and shaving foam, and my cheek … my cheek felt as if it had just been kissed.

      The bedroom window was wide open, the curtains billowing in the fresh morning breeze.  I had closed that window last night, I knew I had.

      Jumping out of bed, I rushed over there, looking out, but Julian was nowhere to be seen.  The birds took up their chorus once more, and the bedside clock resumed its tick-tock rhythm.

      Noodles, wrapped up in Kim’s arms, began to snore softly, and Marbles stretched out, made a cute, sleepy noise, and began to snore too.  They were completely undisturbed by the time stop; even Marbles hadn’t noticed a thing.

      I lay back down in bed, trying to get back to sleep – the clock told me it was only five-thirty in the morning – but I was far too anxious.

      Julian had been here.  He had created a time stop to come and see me.  But why not stay longer?  Why rush away?  He could have used that time stop to wake me, talk with me.  We could have existed safely inside of it for as long as we wanted.

      I tossed and turned, frustrated and confused, and then, as I repositioned my pillow, I found it: a folded piece of paper.  Opening it, I read:

      

      Essie,

      By now you’ll have been told that I’m in witness protection.  I’m not allowed to tell you anything about it, so all I’ll say is I’m sorry.  If I thought there were any other way to keep you safe, I would do it.

      You’ll be wondering why I can’t explain things fully instead of resorting to a cowardly note.  Someday I’ll tell you everything, but right now it’s not safe. Even the few seconds it’ll take to leave this note are a risk.

      I hope this ends quickly, so I can get back to you and enjoy our first real date.  Fish and chips and a walk on the beach, remember?

      But if it takes me a little longer, then that’s okay too.  Because I meant what I said to you in Las Vegas – you and me, we have all the time in the world.

      J.

      

      I stared down at those words, tears glazing my eyes, making it difficult to read them for a second time.  I felt that I needed to read them again – and again, and again, and again – so that I could understand.

      But I feared I might never understand them, no matter how many times I read, because this note didn’t tell me nearly as much as I needed to know.  Julian had revealed very little, and yesterday at Witchfield, Gretel had been holding something back from me too.

      ‘Julian.’  I called his name in my mind, broadcasting my thoughts as strongly as I knew how.  ‘Julian, talk to me.  Tell me you’re okay.  Tell me what’s going on.’

      I waited and waited, but no reply came.
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        * * *

      

      You’ve reached the end of So You Think You’re a Sleuth?  Essie’s and Julian’s journey will conclude in So You Think You Can Dance?  And worry not – theirs will be a happy ending.

      So You Think You Can Dance? will be released in Autumn 2023.  Sign up for my Newsletter to be among the first to know when it’s available.
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