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            Long Cold Summer

          

        

      

    

    
      For everyone around me, the summer had been all kinds of things.  It had been wild and wonderful for Kim, who’d dated a guy with eternal wanderlust.  She travelled with him for a while, but dumped him in Delhi and returned home because she missed work too much.

      For Rick and Ava, the season had been romantic and exhausting, as they resumed their old relationship in the midst of some hard work at Ava’s vineyard and a busy spell at Rick’s shop.

      Belinda’s last few weeks with Vince seemed a little stormier, but as neither of them would talk about their problems, I couldn’t do much to help.

      Seb had enjoyed the most relaxing time of us all, as he worked short hours, surfed long hours, and developed a deep, even tan.

      For me, though, the summer had mostly been cold.  I was working in Rickety Tock’s, McGinty’s, and even helping out at the vineyard when I could, all in an effort to keep busy, to keep my mind off the fact that I hadn’t seen Julian since spring.  Of course, none of these efforts actually did anything but tire me out, and when I got tired, I caught a dose of the chills.

      But I was over it now, thankfully, even if Dillis didn’t seem to think so.  In her opinion, I was in need of a full checkup.  But what did she know?  Sure, she was a well-regarded healer, but she mostly dealt with vampire ailments, and I didn’t have fangs.

      So I ignored her advice and carried on with the too-many things, because the alternative, well … the alternative was a bit self-indulgent, as far as I was concerned.

      I mean, so what if the Wayfarers had sent my husband into a dangerous undercover situation, using him as bait to try and catch his evil brother?  And so what if I hadn’t heard from him in months, and had no idea if I would ever hear from him again?

      At the beginning, Captain Wood insisted he was not being used as bait but was in fact in witness protection.  In more recent weeks, though, she had simply avoided me altogether.

      As I stood in the break room at McGinty’s, sipping my second cup of tea of the morning, I was thinking up schemes to make the captain talk, to force her to be honest about how the Julian’s totally not the bait operation was going.  I was also thinking that this building was freezing, and someone really ought to turn the heating up.

      While I muttered and mithered and drank my tea, hushed voices drifted my way.  It was Seb’s voice, and Kim’s.  They were in the little patio area just outside the break room, whispering together.  I could hear them clearly enough, though, because some warm-blooded person had thought it was perfectly fine to leave the window open on a freezing cold day.

      I made my way over to the window, standing to the side and listening more closely.

      ‘You know perfectly well why I’m not asking her to come on this job with me, Kimmy,’ Sebastian said.

      ‘Yes, I know why, but it doesn’t solve the problem, does it?  I’m not doing this with you, Seb, I’m just not.  Tonight is my art class, and I’m not missing it again.  You’ll have to stick with Essie or hire someone else.’

      ‘You know I can’t do that – it’s not as if just anyone can do this job, is it?  You need training, and you need the nose for it.  How long have we been looking now for a replacement for Julian?  There’s just no one good enough out there.  It’s you or no one else on this job.’

      ‘Then it’s no one – and have you ever considered that maybe you’re having trouble finding Julian’s replacement because you don’t want to replace him?  Even when you thought he was a murderer you still couldn’t bring yourself to hire someone new.  Look, I know Essie’s a bit … well, you know, right now.  But it’s not affecting her work as far as I can tell.’

      ‘Have you actually seen her this morning?’ Sebastian argued.  ‘She’s still got that bloody dose of the chills.  She’ll probably faint on the dancefloor.’

      That was enough of that, I thought, moving in front of the window, pulling it further open, and peering outside.  ‘I’m perfectly capable of doing any job,’ I said (a little testily).  ‘My chills are long gone.’

      Kim tossed her hair, put her hands on her hips and said, ‘Uh-huh.  Well, if that’s the case, then why are you wearing an enormous woolly cardigan on top of an equally enormous woolly jumper?’

      I looked at Kim’s outfit – a cute, knee-length summer dress with a pair of sandals.  ‘I think the real question is why are you dressed as if it’s still the middle of summer?’

      ‘Because it is,’ she retorted.

      ‘No it’s not.  It’s August, which means it’s autumn, which means you should stick a pair of tights on before you catch your death.’

      She shook her head.  ‘August is summer, Essie.  August has always been summer.  Men are drinking topless down by the canal.  Supermarkets are selling out of beer, charcoal and blow-up paddling pools.  Because – say it with me – it’s summer.’

      ‘Technically Essie might have a point, you know,’ said Sebastian, lounging on a patio chair in his typically languid style.  ‘We’re in the last week of August.  If we accept that June twenty-first is midsummer, and each season spans three months, then it seems to me that we’ve recently tipped over into autumn.’

      Before Kim could tell her brother exactly what she thought of his interjection, I said, ‘Let’s not worry about who’s right and who’s wrong.  The important thing is that I feel perfectly fine.  So what’s the job?’

      ‘See?’ said Kim.  ‘I told you she’d want to do it.’

      Sebastian sighed.  ‘How about this?  You promise to go and see a healer about why you’re so bloody cold all summer long, and I’ll tell you a little bit more.’

      ‘Of course I’ll go see a healer,’ I said.  ‘I’ll go see Dillis, in fact.  Tonight, if you like.  If it means you let me go on a juicy job with you, then I have no problem indulging your delusion that I’m sick.’

      He gave me a dubious stare.  ‘Well then you’ll also have no problem with the fact that I’ll go along with you, and wait outside.  No matter how late you try to make the appointment.’

      Well, sod him anyway.  He’d seen through my ploy.  Shooting him a sweet smile, I said, ‘Of course you can come with me.  I look forward to it.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A few minutes later, I sat at the patio table with Seb and Kim.  ‘So?  Give me the details before I go insane.’

      ‘Recently,’ Sebastian began, ‘an incredibly rich man named Kyle Berry died.  He’d been out for lunch with his wife.  He had a known nut allergy, and yet he decided, for some reason, to eat something with satay sauce.  His wife had an EpiPen, but it malfunctioned, and he died quickly from anaphylactic shock.’

      ‘Oh, that’s awful,’ I said.  ‘I’m guessing he was insured with McGinty’s.’

      ‘He was,’ Kim confirmed.  ‘For quite a bit of money, and it all goes to his wife.  The Wayfarers seem to think it’s all rather straightforward – they say they’ve checked out the EpiPen and it was a manufacturer error – but Seb doesn’t agree.  Particularly because we got an anonymous call, telling us that the wife was behind it – she’d murdered her husband for two reasons, according to this caller.  The first is because she wanted all of his money for herself, and the second is because she’s having an affair with someone at her dance class.’

      ‘Is that normal?’ I asked.  ‘For someone to tip off an insurance company?  Wouldn’t they call the Wayfarers instead?’

      ‘You’d think, wouldn’t you?’ Seb said.  ‘The truth is, I don’t know if they also called the Wayfarers, because most of my contacts there are avoiding me.  Maybe they’re annoyed that I quit the undercover work last month, but I just couldn’t deal with it anymore.  Ponty and all of his pals getting arrested meant that lots of guys are avoiding the Warlock Society – they’re afraid of guilt by association, I guess.  It was the perfect time for me to bow out of that circle, too, without attracting suspicion.  I wasn’t going to waste an opportunity like that.’

      Kim squeezed her brother’s shoulder.  ‘And a good thing, too.  Those men were morons.  You’re becoming almost normal again now you’re no longer spending time with them.’

      ‘Well, totally normal would just be boring,’ said Seb.  ‘Anyway, after we got that phone call, I took a stroll to the restaurant where it all went down.  It’s a carvery place, where you go up and get your meal and take it back to your table yourself.  Kyle and his wife Raquel were regulars there.  He was one of those super-rich guys who like to pretend to be normal, you know?  That day Raquel went up and got satay chicken, which the server assumed was for her, and a roast beef meal.  But somehow, her husband wound up eating the chicken.’

      ‘Bit of an unlikely accident,’ I remarked.

      ‘Isn’t it just?’ he agreed.  ‘Then, as I was leaving the restaurant, I ran into Captain Wood.  She told me without preamble that they’ve investigated every aspect of Kyle’s death, and there’s nothing for me to worry about.  I said I’ve got literally millions of things to worry about, and I could do whatever I liked.  She said fine, but if I’m going to go and poke my nose in at this dance class I ought to take Kim, not Essie, because everyone knows Essie’s down with the chills.’

      ‘Surprised she knows anything about me seeing as she ignores my calls and scarpers when I turn up at her office,’ I muttered.  ‘So … what time does this dance class start?’

      Seb glanced at his sister, a look of pleading in his eyes.  ‘Come on, Kimmy.  Last chance to change your mind.  Come with me tonight.  You don’t need some silly old art lesson.’

      She snorted, before saying, ‘I think you know perfectly well that Essie’s up to the job, chills or not.  You’re just embarrassed that she’ll find out you have two left feet.  And maybe you’re also being a big scaredy cat – you don’t want to get on Captain Wood’s bad side, do you?’

      ‘I am not afraid of Gretel Wood,’ Sebastian insisted.  ‘I’m just … suitably wary.  You know that woman can shoot arrows, right?  With perfect aim, no matter how fast she – or her target – happens to be moving.’  He paused for a sigh.  ‘All right, all right, Essie can come with me, I suppose, seeing as there’s no one better.  Tonight at eight – the KB Gym on Eile Street.  I’ll wait by the front entrance for you, Ess.  But afterwards–’

      ‘I know, I know,’ I interrupted.  ‘We’ll go see Dillis.’
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            Nine Hundred Reasons

          

        

      

    

    
      The rest of the day was fairly boring.  Kim and I went out to follow up on a guy who had reported his broom stolen.  Broom thefts weren’t very common – there were many security spells to choose from if you wanted to protect your vehicle – so we usually paid out on those rare claims without question.  But this particular client had claimed for another stolen broom two months earlier, so we thought we’d better check it out.

      It didn’t take us long.  We tailed him to the hidden enclave known as Samhain Street, where he was selling his ‘stolen’ broom to the dodgy-looking proprietor of a shop called Aim Low.  The slogan beneath the shop’s name was: Our brooms might not be new, but they’re not completely useless.

      We took all of the photos we needed, and headed back to the office to write it up.

      We finished up at five, and I hurried to the Nine Hundred so I could help out for a couple of hours before dance class.  I’d been working at the vineyard as much as I could.  There was a great deal to catch up on, now that the land’s magic had been returned.  The harvest would be smaller than usual this year, and Belinda and Ava needed to make the most of what they had so that their business could carry on.

      I would probably sleep there tonight, just as I had every other night for a while now.  The vineyard was beginning to feel more and more like home, and the more time I spent there, the more my childhood memories returned.

      To my surprise, Belinda was spending most nights at home too, instead of staying with her fiancé.  It was one of the reasons why I feared she and Vince might be having some trouble, but I hoped I was wrong – after all, now that she had her true engagement ring back, she was happily wearing it every day, so perhaps things between them were better than how they appeared.

      The fake Vince, Jeremy Trent, had decided to ‘upgrade’ the ring while he was posing as my sister’s fiancé.  What that meant was that he bought her a much too small replacement so he could make Belinda think she was overweight.  Ah, warlocks.  Can’t live with ’em, can’t eradicate them from the face of the earth.

      The original ring had been found in Vince’s house, and Belinda had been delighted to put it back on.  Although, now that I thought about it, she had been twiddling it a lot in the last few days, usually while staring off into space.

      This evening, however, she wasn’t staring off into space.  She was staring at Vince instead, while they watered vines together.  After a quick, light meal I headed out and took a different row, determined not to endure another spot of accidental eavesdropping (I’d heard her arguing with the fake Vince once, and it had been ever so uncomfortable).  But soon, Vince’s voice was so loud that I was sure the sheep three fields away would be holding their hooves above their ears and crying, ‘Give me peace!’

      ‘You need to ask her the question, Belinda,’ he said, sounding both urgent and frazzled.

      ‘Oh, come on, Vince,’ Belinda protested.  ‘I think I know my twin when I see her.’

      ‘None of us know anything!’ he argued.  ‘We can’t trust our own eyes in this place, and you know it.  Please, just ask her.’

      I kept my expression even as Belinda grunted in reply.  Then, with a second grunt, she stomped in my direction.

      ‘Is everything okay?’ I asked her cautiously.

      ‘Mm hm.’  She forced a smile upon her face.  ‘Everything’s grand.  It’s just that I forgot to ask you the code word when you arrived.’

      ‘Oh, right.  It’s lemon.’  We’d been doing this for a while now, just in case Grady Trent happened to kidnap one of us so he could impersonate us and take our place.  It seemed an unlikely scenario to me – the next Trent trick would surely be different, now that we knew all about their penchant for Púca transformation spells.  If Grady was going to come out of the woodwork, I guessed that he’d do so in an unexpected way.  Other than Julian, he was the only brother not in prison, and he hadn’t managed to escape detection by being predictable.

      And if he did decide to be predictable and impersonate one of us, well … the spell would allow him access to the memories of whoever he was drawing from, so unless the code was changed more often, it was likely he would know the current word.

      But Vince seemed to need this safety ritual more than the rest of us, and who could blame him?  He’d been kidnapped by the Trents, and kept prisoner in a cave while Jeremy Trent took his place.  He was dealing with some sort of post traumatic issues, and I hoped he would get them sorted out.  ‘Next word can be … banana hammock,’ I suggested.

      She spluttered.  ‘Banana hammock?’

      ‘Well, no imposter is going to guess that one, are they?’  I lowered my voice.  ‘Bell, is Vince all right?’

      ‘Of course he’s all right.  He’s just a bit wary, but you can’t really blame him, can you?’

      ‘No, of course not,’ I said, studying the tension in her jaw.  I hated seeing my sister this way.  ‘Is he … is he talking to anyone about all of this?  A counsellor, maybe?’

      ‘The Wayfarers have offered him the best of the best when it comes to post traumatic problems,’ she told me.  ‘Free of charge.  It’s pretty good of them, I guess, considering Vince doesn’t even work for them.  I suppose they see it as their job to clean up the mess the Trents left behind.  Hopefully he’ll take them up on it.’

      ‘Yeah, hopefully.’

      ‘I’m going to try not to worry about it, though, not on a day like this,’ she said, looking around.  ‘Clear sky, not a cloud in sight.’

      I gazed up at the sky, shielding my eyes from the sun.  It certainly looked beautiful, but I still felt that horrible chill in the air.  I was about to reach into the backpack I’d taken with me for my jacket, when my attention was distracted by something in the sky – or rather, someone.  A slim blonde woman was flying overhead on a sleek broom, with a parakeet fluttering alongside.

      ‘Is that Ruth?’ I asked, pointing into the sky.  ‘Shouldn’t she use an invisibility spell?  There are a lot of humans around here.  Or maybe she’s got one of those Look the Other Way things going on, so humans won’t notice her.’  I glanced at Belinda, who was peering up into the sky.  ‘It can’t be her, can it?  What would she be doing in Granvar Bay?’

      I hadn’t checked in with Ruth for a while, but I knew Sebastian had made sure a small chunk of her husband’s ill-begotten gains made its way in her direction.  It had felt like the right thing to do.  She wasn’t responsible for her husband’s actions.  Ponty had been controlling and abusive, and I was very glad she was free of him now.  Ruth had never been allowed to have a bank account of her own – although Ponty had been filtering dirty money through accounts in her name which he controlled.  She didn’t have a sickle to herself, and since the Wayfarers had confiscated absolutely everything Ponty owned, she would truly need the gold and jewels we’d looted to tide her over.

      Belinda chuckled.  ‘If Ruth is up there, I certainly can’t see her, so I’m guessing she does have an invisibility spell on.  Man, I wish I had Time Witch power.  Not only would I see through invisibility spells and all sorts of shenanigans, but I’d be able–’

      Even though she broke off, I guessed what she might be about to say: she would go back in time and make sure Vince was never taken by the Trents.

      ‘You know if I could stop what happened to Vince, I would,’ I told her.  ‘But Time Witches can’t really change things without bringing a crapstorm down on their heads.  If I thought there wouldn’t be consequences, I’d do it in a heartbeat.’

      ‘I know.’  She squeezed my hand.  ‘I know you would.’  Letting go of me, she moved to the end of the row, where she stood and took in the view of the ocean.  ‘What do you think of the Nine Hundred, now that you’re getting to know it better?  Now that the magic is back?’

      Her question made me smile.  ‘Oh wow, how would I even begin to put it into words?  Well, I guess … I guess it feels like a balm.  Something about this magic, the energy it gives me, it’s so calming and yummy.  Sometimes …’  I shook my head.  ‘Never mind.’

      ‘Were you about to say you go out just to feel it sometimes, at night, when you can’t sleep?’ she guessed.

      ‘Yeah, I was,’ I admitted.  There’d been so many nights when thoughts of Julian kept me wide awake.  Going outside, taking off my shoes, and just feeling that steady hum of power emanating from the vineyard’s soil, it was about the only thing that could ease my mind.  ‘I didn’t think you knew.’

      ‘Well, I’ve been having trouble sleeping myself,’ she said.  ‘Only just like you, I’ve been doing my best to hide it.  Vince … he used to feel just like you do.  Being here made him happy, at ease, no matter what kind of a day he’d had at work, no matter what else was going on, coming here soothed every bit of it.  Yesterday, he told me that this place used to give him nine hundred reasons to love it.  But now … now, he said, it gives him nine hundred reasons to want to leave, and each one of those reasons is a Trent.’  She swallowed.  ‘I was so shocked by what he said that I tried to joke about it.  I said there were only thirteen Trents, thank the goddess.  But it really wasn’t the time for humour, and he didn’t appreciate it very much.’

      Glancing back at the vines, as if afraid he’d overhear her even though she was speaking so quietly, she said, ‘It’s like I’m walking on eggshells all the time, Stell.  And I understand, I do.  I’ll be here for him every step of the way.  But it’s really not easy.  I’m getting irritated by silly things, because I’m just so tired and frustrated.  Today I almost cried because the milk in the shop had gone up in price.  I don’t even buy milk in the shop.  We barter for it with the dairy farmer.  And yet there I was, full on ready to bawl about something that would have absolutely no effect on my life.’

      I pulled her into my arms.  ‘Bawl all you like, Bell, because while you’re supporting Vince, I’ll be here for you, okay?  Any time of the day or night, even if all you want to do is give out about the price of milk, I’ll be happy to listen.’
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            Not Strictly Ballroom

          

        

      

    

    
      When I got to the KB Gym a little before eight that night, Seb was waiting outside, looking tense and irritable.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ I asked.

      He grunted, then said, ‘I don’t know what I was thinking about when I decided to do this job.  I just … I just hate this kind of dancing.  I was looking forward to it so little that I went to the tavern across the road from my flat, and had a carb-heavy dinner.  Now, well, let’s just say I’m not feeling too great.’

      Seb and Kim had recently moved into a flat in this very enclave.  It was the same size as their old place, but the rent was much cheaper, and it came with the added bonus of being across the road from Kim’s favourite pub.  ‘You went to the Plain Old Cauldron?’  I was hungry at the thought.  My light meal had been a little too light.  ‘I would kill for a bowl of their chicken wings right now.’

      ‘Yeah, well, I got a heap of mashed potato and fried chicken, and followed it up with a stupidly big slice of apple tart.  I don’t usually comfort eat, but the thought of Not Strictly Ballroom …’  He shuddered.  ‘Maybe we should listen to the Wayfarers and accept that Kyle’s death was above board.  I mean, I can afford to pay out on the claim.  Just about.’

      ‘Whoa.’  I held up a hand.  ‘Back up a minute, Seb.  Did you just say Not Strictly Ballroom?  What kind of dance class is this?’

      ‘It’s exactly what it sounds like.  They take ballroom dancing and put a modern – and incredibly theatrical – spin on it.  There are over a hundred dances considered “ballroom” under these rules – even the bloody Macarena and the Time Warp count.’

      ‘But those are human dances.’

      ‘Are they?’  He wiggled his brows.  ‘Anyway, as far as I know, tonight’s class is teaching a ballroom version of the Flamenco.  As well as the very loose definition of ballroom, you have to spend a portion of your performance doing something else altogether – any dance you like.’

      ‘Sounds like fun,’ I remarked.

      ‘Oh, it’s not.  It’s taken very seriously.  In competition, most of the points go to the ballroom-ish bit of the dance, but everything else is important.  The dances must have a theme, and a heap of points go to storytelling and emotionality.  Another good chunk of the scoring goes to the costumes, make-up and set design.’  Again, he shuddered.  ‘It’s very big among supernaturals.  The competitions are televised and everything.  All of the competitions.’  His voice had taken on a somewhat hollow quality.  ‘Even at school and college level.’

      Others had started to arrive and walk in, so Seb and I followed them.  When we reached the hall where the class was taking place, I noticed someone I knew, sitting on a bench and looking nervous: Mika.

      I told Sebastian I’d be a minute and headed over to speak with the pretty weredog.  ‘Hey Mika.’  I grinned at her.  ‘It’s good to see you.  You’re the second person from the Warlock Survivors’ Group I’ve seen this evening.’

      She nodded knowingly.  ‘You’re living in Granvar Bay now, from what I’ve heard, so it was probably Ruth you saw.  She’s moved there.’

      ‘Oh, brilliant.’  My grin widened.  ‘She always wanted to live by the sea.  I’m so happy for her.’  I glanced around.  Everyone else in the class stood with a partner, but I couldn’t see anyone near Mika.  ‘So, have you been coming to this class long?’

      She gave me a guilty glance.  ‘Ever since I got back together with Olly.  He’s … he’s the guy I was talking about when I was at the group.’

      ‘Oh, that’s–’

      ‘Don’t give me that look, Essie,’ she barked at me before I could say anything more.  ‘You’re here with Sebastian McGinty by the looks of things, who everyone knows is a warlock, so you can come down off that high horse you’re riding.  You’re not actually dating him are you?  Though I suppose it’s a bit of an improvement on Julian Trent.’

      I glanced over at Seb.  We’d decided to say we were good friends, and I was very content to stick with that, because it was true.  It was always better to have one less lie to tell.

      ‘We’re friends,’ I said.  ‘Very good friends.  Seb wanted to try this class out, so I agreed to join him.’

      ‘Mm hm.’  She gave me a disbelieving stare.  ‘Friends.  Sure.  At least my Olly has left the society.  He handed in his robes weeks ago now, and he’s changed jobs too, so he’s got absolutely no warlocks in his life to influence him.  This class is helping him heal, and become the man he wants to be.  He said he’s always felt like a dancer, deep down in his soul.’  She glanced at the door, and then her wristwatch.  ‘It’s not like him to be late, though …’

      ‘Seb’s left the society, too,’ I said, sounding a bit more defensive than I’d intended.  In the survivors’ group, Mika had always been incredibly sweet, but she was ever so slightly sour tonight.  Or maybe she was just feeling defensive, too.

      There was no time for further conversation, though, as the door banged open, and a man walked in who appeared to be the teacher.  He was short, slim, and moved like a cat, his hips sashaying rhythmically as he made his way to the centre of the floor.  He had close-cut dark hair, a well-trimmed beard, and he wore tight black leggings and a matching tank top.

      ‘Oh, wonderful,’ he said, speaking with what sounded like an Italian accent.  He looked over in my direction, just as Sebastian came to my side.  ‘I see we have newcomers tonight.  Introduce yourselves, my loves, don’t be shy.’

      Seb cleared his throat and said, ‘I’m Seb, and this is my friend Essie.’

      The teacher clapped his hands and let out a burst of happy laughter.  ‘Well, I’m Gianni, my darlings, and you have come at the most exciting of times.  We’re preparing for this year’s Golden Flamenco.’  He gave us a conspiratorial wink.  ‘Of course, you’ll be well aware that couples from this class placed third and first last year.’

      Seemingly sensing my confusion, Gianni said, ‘You’ve never heard of the Golden Flamenco, have you?  Have you been to any sort of Not Strictly Ballroom class before?’

      ‘I’m fairly new to the supernatural world,’ I admitted.  Most people knew a vague version of my history – the hidden enclaves liked their sensational news stories just as much as anyone in the human world – so it wasn’t as though I were revealing some big secret.  ‘But my friend here has been telling me about this dance form,’ I went on, squeezing Seb’s arm.  ‘He says it’s unique and wonderful, and assures me that I’m going to love it just as much as he does.’

      ‘Hm.’  Gianni tugged at his beard as he surveyed Sebastian.  ‘I thought I recognised you.  You competed in the first round of the Crooked College competition a few years ago.  It didn’t go very well for you, did it?  You did a spin so violently uncontrolled that you crashed into the table and knocked out three of the judges.’

      So that’s what Kim meant about her brother having two left feet; no wonder Seb had been dreading this class.

      ‘Yes, well, I’m hoping you can teach me to be a better dancer.’  Sebastian spoke the words through a clenched jaw.

      ‘I’ll see what I can do.  But in my experience, you’ve either got it or you don’t.  I must say, though, your gal pal here looks like she might have it.’  He looked me up and down.  ‘Yes, indeed, that’s a dancer’s body if ever I saw one.’

      Hah.  He was about to find out just how wrong he was.

      ‘The rest of the class will be a lot more advanced than you, of course,’ he said.  ‘They’re all entering the Golden Flamenco when we host it in the gym next week.  Obviously the Flamenco has to make up a good deal of our performances, but the couples have blended it with various other dances and flourishes, of course.’

      ‘So, should we maybe just sit on the sidelines for now?’ Sebastian suggested, a hopeful note in his voice. ‘We can watch how you all do it, and then wait until you’re done with the Golden Flamenco before we do any actual dancing ourselves.’

      ‘Nonsense,’ said Gianni with a shake of his head.  ‘This class welcomes all levels, and you of all people need all the help you can get.’

      He glanced around the hall.  ‘I want the rest of you to get started while I go over some basics with this pair, okay?’

      Mika held up a hand.  ‘Sorry, Gianni, but Olly isn’t here yet.  Should I just sit this one out?’

      ‘Olly isn’t here?’  Gianni wore a look of acute shock and took quite a few seconds to stare around the hall, as though convinced he could prove Mika wrong.  ‘He’s … he’s not here.  But Olly is never late.’

      Mika shrugged awkwardly.  ‘Well, I’ve phoned him, but he’s not answered, so I’m not sure how much longer he’ll be.’

      ‘Hm.  Well, you can’t sit it out, Mika.  I’m expecting you and Olly to do very well at the competition.  If he can’t get tonight’s practice in, then you absolutely must.  Let’s see, let’s see …’  He surveyed the others, and said, ‘Yes, that’s what we’ll do.  Mika, you’ll dance with Brendan tonight, and Raquel, you can come over here with me, and help me demonstrate things.’

      I looked at Raquel as she clung to her partner’s hand.  So that was our widow, and our possible murderer.  She was a tall woman, with dark hair and eyes, and olive skin.  She wore a bright red dress tonight, which accentuated her generous curves, and a pair of matching heels which looked incredibly precarious.

      The man beside her was a little less sexy, I must admit.  He was shorter than Raquel, with mousy brown hair and pale blue eyes.  He had the slightest paunch around his middle, and his T-shirt was stained with tomato sauce.  Could he really be her affair partner?

      She seemed rather enthusiastic about him, anyway, as she clung to his arm.  ‘But I always dance with Brendan,’ she whined, a pouty expression on her face.  ‘We need our practice time together tonight.’

      ‘Raquel’s right,’ Mika said.  ‘She should keep on dancing with Brendan, because I certainly don’t want to.  I mean, he’s got sauce on his T-shirt.  Can’t I dance with you, Gianni, just until Olly gets here?’

      Gianni gave both women a dark look.  ‘Just do as I said, will you?  We don’t have all night.’

      Grumbling to herself, Mika headed over to Brendan, while Raquel moved to Gianni’s side.  She kept stealing glances at Brendan and Mika.  There was so much anger and jealousy in her eyes, which shocked me – if Brendan truly had managed to have an affair with one beautiful woman, then he was already breaking the laws of lust.  And yet Raquel seemed to think there was a chance he might somehow woo Mika, too.

      Although … as Mika and he began to dance together, I noticed that he was incredibly light on his feet.  He had rather a nice smile too, as he talked to Mika and tried to put her at ease.

      I turned my attention to Gianni and Raquel, who had begun to show us the steps.  Although I hadn’t told Seb, he wasn’t the only one with two left feet.  But perhaps in this class I’d found my groove, because these steps came to me like second nature.  When Gianni gave me instructions about how to hold my shoulders or my arms, I found I was able to follow those easily, too.

      I’d been so terrified that I would stomp on Seb’s toes, and yet he was the one stomping on mine.  Three times, so far.  Ouch – make that four.

      As we danced I kept an eye on Brendan and Raquel, looking for any signs (other than Raquel’s raging envy) that they were together.  He seemed to pay her very little attention.  Even on the many occasions when Mika took a break, he simply danced alone, practising his steps and remaining utterly focused.

      After a few of her short excursions, Mika took a longer break from the class, and Brendan finally decided to take a break of his own.  He went over to the bench where we’d all dumped our bags and coats, reaching into a small, bright pink backpack.  I was sure I’d seen Mika holding onto that bag during our short and unpleasant chat.  He fished around for a while, then shook his head, glanced at the bag, and reached into another instead, withdrawing a bottle of water and taking a drink.

      It had looked like a simple enough mistake, I supposed.  Maybe he was colourblind?  I wasn’t able to give it anymore thought, as Gianni had stopped dancing and was shaking his head at Seb.

      ‘No, no, no.  You clod about the place like a big clodhopper.  You will never make a dancer.’

      Seb glared at the teacher.  ‘So you don’t have any tips for me, no?  Just insults?  And while we’re at it, what’s a clodhopper when it’s at home?’

      ‘You!’ Gianni cried.  ‘You are a clodhopper.  You have no rhythm, you just clump clump clump like a big awkward clumper.’

      ‘Make up your mind,’ Sebastian retorted.  ‘Am I a clumper or a clodhopper, Gianni?  Because you need to get your story straight.’

      While they bickered back and forth, Raquel took the chance to escape, dancing across the floor and calling out, ‘Brendan, my darling, let us have at least one dance together this evening.’

      Those shoes of hers soon proved to be just as precarious as I’d suspected.  She was almost at Brendan’s side when one of her heels snapped, causing her to lurch forward and fall to the floor.

      ‘Ow!’ she moaned.  ‘My ankle!’

      As most of the class rushed to Raquel’s side, Mika arrived back in the hall, looking positively miserable.  Her phone was in her hand, so she’d probably been trying to call Olly.

      One of the other students phoned for a healer, while Raquel howled and said, ‘I’ve broken it, I know I’ve broken it.  Oh, the pain, the pain!’

      With a heaving sigh, Gianni said, ‘She’s just being a drama queen, she’ll be fine.’  He got down to Raquel’s level and said, ‘It is mind over matter, my darling.  You will win the Golden Flamenco.  Say it after me, my love.  Say: “I will win the Golden Flamenco”.’

      ‘I-I’m n-never going to dance again!’ she cried in response.

      With so much going on, it took me a moment to notice that the doors had opened once more, and three Wayfarers had entered the hall.

      Captain Gretel Wood stood at the front, looking around.  As her eyes alighted on Mika, all three officers marched in the weredog’s direction.

      ‘Mika Baines?’ Gretel enquired.

      With a frown of confusion on her face, Mika stared at them.  ‘That’s me.  Why?  What’s happening?  Is-is Olly all right?  Something’s happened to him, hasn’t it?  Oh, blessed Bone of the Ages, say he’ll be okay.’

      ‘Mika Baines,’ said Gretel, her expression serious, ‘I am arresting you on suspicion of the murder of Olly Carling.’  She raised a finger, using some spell or other to shoot golden rope at Mika.  As the rope surrounded her, Mika began to shiver.

      ‘What’s this about?  Why are you arresting me?  Wait, did you say – did you say Olly was dead?’

      The two other officers flanked her on either side, one of them reading Mika her rights, while Gretel said, ‘Which bag is yours, Mika?’

      ‘The … the pink one.  Why?’

      Gretel picked up the bag, pulled out a smaller make-up bag which was inside, and opened it up.  Her face grave, she looked at her fellow officers and said, ‘We’ve got the murder weapon.  Let’s take her in.’

      I shot a glance at Brendan.  His eyes were wide with panic, and he was clenching and unclenching his fists.  Had he really been in Mika’s bag by mistake, I wondered, or had he planted something there?

      ‘Captain Wood!’ I cried, rushing over to her.  ‘I have something to tell you.  I–’

      ‘Whatever you have to say, you can call our front desk and pass the message on.’  With that, she clicked her fingers and disappeared, and her officers – holding firmly on to Mika – did the same.
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      After the Wayfarers left, most of the class members hung around.  Brendan took off, though, speaking to no one before he rushed out of the building.  And Raquel, of course, was carted off to Night and Gale by the healer who’d been called.  But just before she left, she said, ‘I always thought there was something not right about that girl.  Her eyes are too close together.’

      Mika’s eyes were pretty perfect, from what I could see – huge and brown and lovely – but I didn’t jump to her defence.  I was more interested in hearing what the others in the class had to say.  Other than Raquel, everyone seemed to like Mika a great deal.  Some of the class members talked about how only the other night, she and Olly had been kissing on the dancefloor, looking very much in love.

      When it became clear that no one knew anything significant, Sebastian and I made our excuses and left.  I made a quick call to Wayfarer headquarters, to report that I’d seen Brendan fishing around in Mika’s bag, but the guy on the desk didn’t sound very interested.  By the time I hung up, I had little faith that he’d even remember my message, let alone pass it on.  At various points in our conversation he’d seemed far more interested in muttering about his lost jam sandwich than paying attention to my words.

      ‘Okay,’ I said, as Seb and I stood on the street outside the gym, ‘first things first.  I need to come up with a way to surprise Captain Wood, so we should probably go back to your flat and jot down some plans as to how I could achieve that.  She can’t avoid me forever.’

      Seb quirked a brow.  ‘Oh, I don’t know.  You seem pretty good at avoiding things – like healer’s appointments.  Don’t think I’ve forgotten, Ess – you’re due at Dillis’s clinic in five minutes.’

      ‘But there’s been yet another murder connected to the same dance class.  And Mika is innocent, I know she is.  She’s such a lovely girl, Seb.  She wouldn’t hurt a fly.  What if this is connected to Kyle Berry’s murder?  What if – what if Olly and Mika knew something, so Raquel and Brendan killed Olly and then set Mika up for it?  Two birds, one stone.  I mean, if Brendan’s who she was having her affair with, then it makes sense, right?  Plus, like I told you, I saw him at Mika’s bag.’

      ‘I agree with you on most of that,’ said Seb.  ‘Apart from the bit where you said Mika is such a lovely girl.  She seemed kind of unpleasant to me tonight.’

      ‘Well, yeah, I guess she did,’ I conceded.  ‘But that in itself was unusual, so we need to sit down together and brainstorm all of this.  There’s no time to waste.’

      He didn’t answer me.  Instead, he grasped me by the hand, clicked his fingers, and took us on our way.
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        * * *

      

      ‘No fair,’ I said, when we arrived in front of the door to Dillis’s clinic.  ‘You can’t just teleport someone without their consent.’

      ‘And yet … I just did.’  He rapped on the door.  When Dillis pulled it open, he said, ‘I’ve got your ten o’clock appointment right here.’

      Dillis laughed.  ‘And I’ll just bet she came kicking and screaming.’

      ‘Something like that,’ he said, giving me a gentle nudge across the threshold.  ‘I’ll be waiting right outside.’

      Dillis shook her head.  ‘It’s getting late, Sebastian, and I expect this checkup to take quite a while.  You should go on home to bed.’

      Although I didn’t particularly want Seb waiting outside for the good or bad news, I was curious about Dillis’s suggestion.  Seb looked a little put out, but nevertheless he said, ‘Okay, well then I guess I’ll see you tomorrow at work, Ess – but if Dillis suggests you need some time off, then promise me you’ll listen to her, okay?’

      ‘I promise,’ I told him.  ‘Now go on, get out of here.’

      Seb clicked his fingers and vanished, and Dillis ushered me further into her office.  As the door closed behind me, I let out a little shriek of surprise.  ‘Who the heck are you?’

      A blonde woman wearing a bright yellow dress and strawberry-shaped earrings stood up from Dillis’s small couch.  ‘Hello, Essie, I’m Healer Marvin, but everyone calls me Ned.  My husband and I work with the Wayfarers, as well as running a clinic of our own.  We’ve had access to the Trents while they’re in Witchfield, so Dillis thought I might know a little more about Time Witch physiology than she does.’

      ‘I … but … there’s no need.’  I smiled sweetly at Dillis.  ‘I have every faith in you.  You’re the best healer I know.’

      ‘Dear Dracula!’ Dillis exclaimed.  ‘Cut it out, Essie, will you.’  She turned to Ned.  ‘She’s always had white-coat syndrome.  If I was dumb enough to fall for her flattery and send you on your way, she’d then make an excuse as to why she suddenly couldn’t have a checkup from me, either.’

      ‘Ah.’  Ned smiled.  ‘I’ve known quite a few patients with white-coat syndrome, as it happens.  But as you can see I’m wearing a yellow dress, so we should be absolutely fine.  Want to hop up on the bed and we’ll start?’

      Ned’s sunny attitude had stunned me somewhat, so I simply did everything I was told as she waved scanners over me, took samples of my blood, stuck a thermometer in my mouth, checked my heart rate, my lung function, and on and on and on.  Everything she did was gentle – soothing, almost.  With her calmness surrounding me, my mind began to drift, and then to think.

      Thinking deeply was something I’d been avoiding for weeks.  I hadn’t allowed myself even a minute to simply sit and stew – if I woke up at night I went out for walks, if I had a moment to myself over lunch I watched dumb videos on my phone.  But now, thinking was about all I could do, and my mind suddenly began to develop a theory.

      As she peered into my eyes with some sort of instrument, I said, ‘Maybe I’m wrong, but … I have an idea about what could be wrong with me.’

      ‘Oh?’ said Dillis and Ned in unison.

      I swallowed down my nerves.  I hoped I was wrong about this – because if I happened to be right, I had no idea what could actually be done to change it.  ‘My instinct tells me … it tells me that whatever’s going on with me is because of Julian.  I can’t feel my bond with him.  I haven’t been able to since around the time he left prison.  And that’s when I first started to feel chilly.  It’s just gotten progressively worse, ever since.’

      Ned pocketed her instrument and looked at me with interest.  ‘Essie, do the Wayfarers know about this?  The reason I ask is because they haven’t consulted me on it, and it seems like the sort of thing someone ought to have mentioned.’

      ‘I mean, Gretel seemed to know I have a dose of the chills, according to Seb, but I don’t think she knows how bad it is,’ I replied.  ‘I probably would have told her if she hadn’t been ignoring me.  None of them will even answer the phone to me right now, let alone speak to me face to face.’

      Ned sat down next to me on the bed, while Dillis rubbed gently at my shoulders.

      ‘Gretel of all people should behave better than that,’ said Dillis.  ‘She needs to stop ignoring you and listen to what you have to say, and I’m going to make bloody sure she does.’

      ‘Bloody.’  I laughed.  ‘That’s funny.  Because you’re a vampire.’

      Ned chuckled slightly and said, ‘I’m sorry if you feel that they’ve hung you out to dry, Essie.  Gretel Wood is an incredibly conscientious woman, so I’m sure she must have her reasons, though I can’t say that I’m privy to them.  But right now, you have my word that I’m going to be absolutely open with you.  And I’ll give you all of my numbers, so you can contact me whenever you need to, okay?’

      ‘Okay,’ I said.  ‘So in the interest of openness, why so many tests?’

      ‘Well, for one thing, I was testing to see if you’re being drawn upon by a Púca transformation spell.  I now know how to test for those signs.  I don’t, unfortunately, have a way just yet of knowing if someone is an imposter, as long as they’re using that spell.  Feeling cold can happen when you’re very tired, so if you were being drawn upon, it might be an indicator.  However, I’ve now ruled that out.  I also don’t believe you’re being siphoned for your power.’

      ‘Phew.’  I ran a hand across my forehead.  ‘I hadn’t even considered that, but I’m glad to know it’s not happening.  So why do you think I’m cold, then?  Do you think … do you think it’s what I think?  That it’s because I can’t feel the bond with Julian anymore?’

      ‘It’s a possibility, of course, but the truth is I have no way of knowing,’ she said.  ‘The thing about Time Witches is that, even though I’ve now run tests on quite a few of you, you remain a mystery.  I wondered if you might bear some differences to the Trents as far as your physiology goes, but you don’t.  Just like them, you appear to be a perfectly healthy human.’

      ‘Really?  You still don’t have a way to see Time Magic?’

      ‘Nope,’ she replied, her earrings shaking along with her head.  ‘Believe me, we’re trying.  The best indicator we have that someone is a Time Witch is the fact that you all appear to be human – but perfectly healthy.  Very few humans are, you know.  They live much shorter lives than they ought to, and they fall prey to all sorts of diseases.  They’re a bit of a mess, truth be told.  But not you, and not the Trents.  I know you feel unwell right now, because you’ve told me so, but I see absolutely nothing that points to a reason.  You must be exhausted, for one thing, since Dillis tells me you’ve been working yourself to the bone.  And I ought to see some sign that you can time travel, for the goddess’s sake.  But no.  I see nothing but a perfectly healthy human.’

      She shook her head once more.  ‘I’m so sorry, Essie.  I was hoping I could be more help.  The only thing I can advise is to look after yourself.  Get enough sleep, keep warm, and try not to stress about the Julian situation.  In the meantime, I’ll speak to Captain Wood – with your permission, of course – and let her know about your theory.  If she knows anything about why you’ve lost the bond with Julian, then I’ll let her know that she needs to fess up for the sake of your health.’

      She glanced at Dillis.  ‘You’ve been around Time Witches for many years.  Are you sure you’ve never heard of healers among their kind?  They would know far more than I do about the bond.’

      Looking troubled, Dillis said, ‘No, unfortunately not.  There were a few in the past, but I don’t know of any right now.  Essie’s uncle doesn’t know of any, either.’

      Ned stood up, looking worried.  ‘Okay, then.  I guess we’ll just have to work with what we’ve got.’
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      When I went back to the vineyard, Rick and Ava were already sleeping – and yes, I do mean together.  They had spent years apart, so why waste more time?  They’d seemed blissfully happy these past months, and I sensed a wedding on the cards.

      I crept into the room I was sharing with Belinda, but she wasn’t in her bed.

      Egg, who was curled up on top of her covers, lifted an eyelid.  ‘She’s at Vince’s,’ he said, sounding subdued.

      ‘Oh.’  She hadn’t spent the night at her fiancé’s house for days.  Perhaps things were looking up for them.  ‘You didn’t want to go?’

      ‘Oh, I was there for a while,’ Egg replied.  ‘You know me – I like to sleep close to my witch.’

      I glanced over at Marbles, who was snoring on my bed.  ‘Yes, I know all about it,’ I told Egg.  Marbles might have disappeared on and off over the years, but since the truth had come out about everything, he hadn’t strayed far.  It was lovely to spend my nights with him, provided I didn’t mind him hogging the pillow.  ‘So … why did you decide to come back?’

      ‘There were noises in Vince’s back garden.  Just that cheeky fox who likes to taunt the hens in the neighbour’s yard, but … it made Vince really jumpy.  Belinda tried to calm him down, but it turned into an argument.  I thought we should come home and leave him to it, but my witch has always been a glutton for punishment.’

      ‘That’s not good,’ I said as I changed into my pyjamas and added some bed socks to the outfit.  ‘He really needs to see someone about this.  Do you think he will?’

      Egg sighed.  ‘No, I don’t.  He seems keener on another way to solve his problems.’

      ‘Oh?  Like what?’

      Looking uncomfortable, Egg said, ‘I wouldn’t want to say.  You’ll have to ask my witch about it.’

      I could see I wasn’t going to get anything more out of him, so I climbed into bed, smiling as Marbles left his spot at my feet and came up to the head of the bed instead, where he could be closer to me.  I was exhausted, and soon drifted off to sleep.  It was a mostly peaceful night, apart from the few seconds where I was woken by Egg, who had decided to curl up in my bed too.  I gave him a cuddle, and we both fell quickly back to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      ‘I’m perfectly healthy,’ I announced, as I sat between Kim and Seb in the break room the next morning.  ‘We even got a second opinion.’

      ‘I find that hard to believe,’ said Sebastian, looking up from his mug of coffee.  ‘You’re wearing three cardigans.’

      ‘I think you’ll find one of them is a shawl,’ I informed him.  ‘But seriously … Dillis brought in a healer called Ned Marvin, who told me that even though I look perfectly healthy, there’s obviously something wrong with me, seeing as I’m cold all the time.  Except … the way I’m made means she can’t figure it out.  Time Witches look like perfectly healthy humans, apparently, even under close inspection.’

      ‘But isn’t it more that you’re trained to hide what you are?’ Seb questioned.  ‘If you could undo that training, then maybe she could give you a better examination.’

      ‘I don’t think it’s that simple, Seb,’ I told him.  ‘I was four when my parents taught me to hide what I was.  If you seriously think that’s what’s making it hard for this healer lady to examine my insides, then you think far too much of four-year-olds.’

      ‘I’d say you don’t think enough of them, actually,’ he retorted.  ‘Kids are amazing.  How many do you think we’ll have?’  He cleared his throat and said, ‘Sorry.  I sometimes forget that I don’t need to pretend to be an incorrigible flirt anymore.’

      ‘Were you ever really pretending?’ drawled Kim.  Finishing the last bite of her blueberry muffin, she said, ‘Look, if it’s any help at all, Essie, I can swap places with you next Monday night.’

      ‘Oh?’  Seb stared at his sister.  ‘I thought this new art class of yours had another two months to go.’

      ‘Yeah, well I’ve decided it’s not for me.’

      ‘You mean you’ve decided Sir Arty Farty isn’t for you,’ Seb surmised.  ‘Come on, out with it – what did he do?’

      Kim concentrated on her remaining muffin crumbs, refusing to meet her brother’s eyes.  ‘If you’re talking about my teacher Marty, he didn’t do anything.  In fact, when he spilled his coffee yesterday evening, he was so averse to doing anything that he demanded the janitor – who had just finished up for the evening – stay on for longer, so that Marty wouldn’t have to sully his own fair hands.  And he barked at the janitor the entire time, telling him he wasn’t doing it properly.  He was so rude to the guy, I could barely believe it.  And later, when the model said she wasn’t coming back to his class ever again until he apologised for what he’d said about her thighs, he flat out refused, and asked me to be the life drawing model instead.’

      ‘Told you, didn’t I?’  Seb looked annoyingly smug.  ‘That Marty guy has warlock written all over him.’

      ‘He’s not a warlock,’ Kim snapped.  ‘He’s just a creep.  And it’s not that I fancied him or anything, it’s just that I don’t want to hand over any more money to be taught by someone like him.  I’ll find another class.  But in the meantime, as I said, I am free next Monday night.’

      ‘Thanks,’ he said, ‘but I think it’d look weird if I turned up with a new partner.  Plus, there are two extra classes this week alone, as it’s getting so close to the Golden Flamenco.  Tomorrow night and this coming Friday, Essie and I shall be strutting our stuff in preparation for next week’s big competition.’

      ‘You’re not thinking of entering, are you?’  Kim looked warily at Seb.  ‘Only after that debacle at college …’

      His cheeks flushed.  ‘I think a rival greased the floor to sabotage me.  I’d practised that spin a million times.  I had it down perfectly.’

      ‘Mm hm.  Sure you did.’  She laughed and stood up.  ‘I’ve got to go.  Our receptionist is on a few days’ leave, so I’m covering the desk and phones.  I’ll see you guys at lunch.’

      Seb went oddly silent as his sister walked away.  When she was definitely out of earshot, he leaned towards me and said, ‘Let’s go up to my office.  I have something you need to see.’
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        * * *

      

      Seb didn’t just close his office door; he locked it, too.  Rushing over to his desk, he dragged a second chair around so I could sit next to him, and turned on his computer.

      A video popped up.  Although he hadn’t begun to play it yet, the scene was quite clear: I was looking at Mika, sitting across from Captain Wood.

      ‘That’s a Wayfarer interrogation room, Seb.’

      ‘Mm hm.’  His voice was slightly high-pitched.  ‘This is a recording of Mika’s interview with Gretel last night.’

      I stared at him, shaking my head.  ‘What the heck, Seb – how did you get this?’

      ‘I em … I set it up when they were interviewing Julian a while back.  I wanted to see what he had to say, so a friend of mine on the Wayfarer tech team made sure I could, but … we never turned the feed off, so I can still record and view their interviews any time I like.’  He gave me a small, guilt-tinged smile.  ‘I know it’s not ethical, Ess, I do know that.  But I had no intention of using it for anything other than watching Julian’s interviews.  Even when the evidence was staring me in the face, I found it hard to believe my best friend was a monster.’

      ‘Well, you were right in the end, weren’t you?  But I don’t know about this, Seb.  Is it a good idea, considering you were told we had to stay away from this case?’

      ‘That’s not quite what I was told – if you recall, Captain Wood grudgingly acknowledged that I could do whatever I liked, but she’d rather I didn’t take you to the dance class with me, on account of your chills.’

      ‘Yeah,’ I murmured, mulling over his words.  ‘If she was actually concerned, she’d tell me what was going on with Julian.’

      ‘She’s definitely not acting like the Gretel I know,’ he conceded.  ‘But that aside, I don’t want Kimmy to get in trouble by letting her view this.  You and me are already in Captain Wood’s bad books, so one more thing won’t matter.’

      That was true enough.  Even before the captain started avoiding me she’d been a little irked with both me and with Rick, because we’d chosen to hide the Master Siphon rather than hand it over to the Wayfarers.  She said she understood that it was in the safest place, but she was far from happy that we’d made the decision without her.

      ‘I guess I’m too curious not to,’ I said.  ‘Let’s watch.’

      Seb grinned and pressed Play, and we watched as Mika nervously clenched her fists; she gazed in horror at the large metal cuffs around her wrists, attached by a chain to the table.

      ‘Mika,’ Gretel said softly, ‘we have both the concierge at Olly’s building, plus some security footage, which confirms you argued with your boyfriend this afternoon.  Can you tell me what you were arguing about?’

      ‘I … we weren’t.  We were in love, working things out.  Getting back together with Olly was the best decision I ever made.’

      The captain gave her a sceptical stare.  ‘I would have preferred you to be honest with me, Mika, but since you’re not going to cooperate, I’ll tell you what you were heard arguing about.’  She looked down at her notes.  ‘You said: “Just admit it, Olly, you’re cheating on me, aren’t you?”  After which, Olly replied: “Why do you keep going on about crazy stuff like this when there’s so much more we need to talk about?  I told you what I overheard at the gym, Mika.  Don’t you have any reaction?”.’

      Gretel looked pointedly at Mika.  ‘So, what was he trying to talk to you about?  What did he overhear at the gym?’

      ‘I don’t know.’  Mika focused on her hands, her expression sullen.  ‘I was more interested in other things.’

      ‘Right,’ said the captain with a sigh.  ‘Well, you then went on to scream at Olly, calling him a big fat cheat – you screamed so loudly, in fact, that the building’s concierge snapped the tip of his dicta-quill in shock.  The two of you then went up to Olly’s apartment – there’s a camera in the hallway outside his door – and you stayed there for half an hour.  You then came out alone, rushing, looking terrified.  You had your backpack with you, and your make-up bag.  You placed a nail file into the make-up bag and zipped it up, putting it inside the backpack which you also zipped up.  You caught sight of yourself then, in a hallway mirror.  You stopped and stared.  Presumably because you’d only just noticed what appeared to be spatters of blood on your face and your clothing.  You rushed back into Olly’s apartment, and emerged about five minutes later with a clean face, and wearing a fresh outfit.  You were carrying a second bag with you this time, a black rubbish bag.  You walked out of the building still clutching it.’

      Mika let out a loud, pained sob.

      Giving her a glance, Gretel continued.  ‘We retrieved the bag from a bin just outside the apartment building.  And, as you also know, we retrieved the murder weapon from your make-up bag.  A nail file, which you clearly washed, but which nonetheless contains traces of Olly’s blood.  Judging by Olly’s injuries, you gave him one clean stab, right to the carotid, with a lot of thrust behind it.’

      Mika’s sobs intensified.  ‘I – I don’t know what you expect me to say here.  You have all of the evidence.  You know I did it.  You know I killed Olly.  Just let me go back to my cell.  Please just let me go.’

      ‘Why, Mika?’  Gretel was shaking her head.  ‘Why did you do it?’

      ‘You-you know why.  Because he was a dirty cheating warlock!’
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      ‘And that’s it,’ said Seb, shutting down the video.  ‘That’s the interview.  She starts to cry so much that they just take her back to her cell.  I won’t depress you by making you watch that bit.’

      I scrubbed at my face, feeling uncomfortable and tired.  ‘Look, I know that dating a warlock is enough to drive any woman around the bend, but I have a very hard time seeing Mika as a killer.  Plus, there’s so much more to unpack here.  Like what was Olly trying to talk to her about?  What was Brendan doing in her bag last night?’

      ‘You still think this is connected to Kyle Berry’s murder?  Even after Mika’s confession?’

      ‘I mean … yeah.  Don’t you?’

      He sat back, hands behind his head.  ‘I don’t know.  Maybe.  Her confession seems to make her guilt clear enough.  But I guess even if she did kill him, it doesn’t rule out that something else could have been going on, too.  Like, Olly could have been cheating and trying to talk about something he’d overheard, maybe at the dance class, presuming the gym refers to KB Gym.’  He sent a glance my way.  ‘I haven’t told you this yet, but I knew Olly.  Not very well, he was lower ranked than me.’

      ‘At the Warlock Society, you mean?’

      ‘Yeah.  I remember when he first joined.  He seemed like the most unlikely person to be there.  It was very clear that he was just doing what he thought he had to in order to get ahead at Mutual Magic.  You can’t get a good position in that bank unless you’re a warlock.  He’d sort of laugh uncomfortably at what the other guys said.  Sometimes, if they were going to a strip club or something gross like that, he’d make up some excuse at the very last minute and not go.  But after a while he was joining in, acting the same way his pals did.’

      ‘So he really changed?  He became a full-on warlock?’

      Seb shrugged.  ‘For some people, it doesn’t take long for an act to become reality.  You say something often enough, you start to believe it.  But when Mika dumped him, you could tell that he was having second thoughts about it all.  I didn’t know her name or anything back then, I just overheard him laughing with his mates about the fact that he’d gotten rid of the ball and chain.  But as soon as he was alone, it was obvious he was heartbroken.  Then, when the whole thing with Ponty came out, and a lot of warlocks were avoiding the club, Olly very eagerly jumped ship.  And I heard he changed jobs, changed friends, changed everything, soon after.  I was happy for him.  I thought he’d come to his senses, gotten as far away from that influence as he could.’

      ‘And now?  Do you think he cheated on her?’

      ‘I just don’t know.  Maybe some habits are hard to break, or maybe there’s more to it.  I guess since we’re looking into what happened to Kyle Berry anyway, it couldn’t hurt to look into this, too.  Especially seeing as Brendan was at her bag.  I know you haven’t been to those Warlock Survivors’ meetings for a while, but maybe it’s time you went back.’

      ‘That’s just what I was thinking,’ I said.  ‘And as it happens, there’s a meeting tonight at eight.’
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      I’d gone to a few meetings when Julian first left, because it seemed like the one place I might catch Adeline unawares – just like Gretel, the librarian was avoiding me.  I saw her at the first meeting I came to after Julian left, but she did a runner almost as soon as she spotted me.  The same thing happened the next time, and the next time, until she simply stopped coming.

      Not one to give up easily, I’d tried to surprise her at her place of work, but she just happened to have popped out of the Longest Library right as I arrived.  Just as with the group meetings, I never managed to see her for more than a split second before she was gone.

      The Bookworms at the library were known for their blunt honesty as much as their adorability, and they happily told me the truth: the librarian was doing her best to avoid me.  They didn’t know why, they just knew that she was.

      I’d carried on trying to pin both Adeline and Gretel down for weeks until I’d finally grown tired of it; I knew they must have their reasons, but I really didn’t like the way they were behaving.

      That night, I did as I usually did, popping back to the Nine Hundred to help out for a little while and grab some food.  Belinda wasn’t around, which surprised me.  Neither Ava nor Rick seemed to know where she was, but they guessed she was probably with Vince.

      ‘They have things to discuss,’ Egg told me, peering dolefully my way.  He was over by the fireplace, curled up into a ball on the rug.  The fire wasn’t lit, but he seemed to find it a comforting position nonetheless.

      I thought about asking him what those things might be, but I guessed he’d do as he had the night before, and keep it to himself.  So, after a quick change into a fresh outfit, I headed into the Warren Lane enclave, silently praying that this time, Adeline wouldn’t run away.

      When I arrived at the steps outside Glenda’s Glamours, Marbles was already there, sitting atop a pillar.  ‘How did you know I’d be here?’ I asked.

      ‘I didn’t.  I’ve been coming here every Tuesday and Thursday without you.  You know that cute little calico?  She and I have kind of hit it off.’

      He hopped into my arms, telling me about his day.  ‘I’d been thinking about following Belinda, because she’s clearly got something going on, but Egg warned me off,’ he said.  ‘So instead I spent the day working on Egg, trying to get him to spill the dirt, but he’s a stubborn little sod.  Absolutely unbreakable.’  He paused for a lengthy yawn, adding, ‘It was exhausting – I’m not sure I’ll make it through this meeting without falling asleep.’

      Marbles regained his energy as soon as we were inside, with not a yawn to be heard as he bounded to the floor and rushed over to his cute little calico, a familiar of one of the regular witch attendees.

      I was five minutes early, so most of the women were milling around the snack table.  Ruth was there with them, chewing on a chocolate digestive.  Spotting me, she swallowed it down quickly and threw her arms around me.

      As she squeezed me tight, Virginia, her parakeet familiar, flew around us in circles.

      ‘I’m so happy to see you, Essie,’ said Ruth.  ‘I’ve thought about calling over, but it seems no one knows where you’re going to be these days – Pendulay, Teach Dearg, the Nine Hundred, McGinty’s – you’re all over the place.’

      ‘It’s true,’ I said.  ‘I’m spread kind of thin right now.  But I’m so happy to catch up with you tonight.  You look amazing, Ruth.’  She really did.  She looked as elegant as ever, albeit in a different way.  Her blonde hair was pulled back in a casual ponytail, and she wore fitted jeans and a polo shirt.

      ‘That’s all thanks to you, I think, and that boyfriend of yours.’

      ‘Come again.’

      She lowered her voice.  ‘Don’t worry, I won’t tell a soul.  But I’d have to be an idiot not to have figured it out.  Jim McGinty might have lied about being an undercover cop, but I think his nephew actually is one.  And maybe you are, too.’

      ‘I’m really not,’ I said.  That much, at least, was true.

      ‘Hm.  Well, shortly after my husband and most of his cronies went down, a fortune turned up on my doorstep in the form of gold and jewels.  Most of it is gone now, of course, but–’

      ‘What do you mean?  The Wayfarers didn’t confiscate it, did they?’

      ‘No.’  She shook her head.  ‘Because I didn’t tell them about it.  I guessed you and Sebastian had done it, and I didn’t want to get you into trouble – I also didn’t want it to disappear into the system where it wouldn’t do anyone any good.  So, I gave the bulk of the fortune to my husband’s victims, or to their families.  We both know it’s the only way they’ll see any kind of compensation for what Ponty and his trafficking ring put them through.  I only kept enough to pay a year’s rent on a new place.’

      ‘That is so generous,’ I told her, shaking my head in wonder.  We’d made the right decision to help her.  ‘I heard you’d moved to Granvar Bay, is that right?  I’d love to call over and see you when you’re settled.’

      She jumped up and down, looking truly excited.  ‘Yes, I’ve moved to Granvar Bay.  I love that little town.  I’ve bought a fish and chip shop there, actually.  I’m nearly done with the renovations, and I’m opening this Saturday.  You and Seb will come, won’t you?’

      ‘I … well, of course.  But you know he’s not my boyfriend, right?  He’s just a friend and a colleague.’

      She raised a brow.  ‘I always admit when I’m wrong, and I was wrong about him.  He is nothing like his uncle, Essie.  If you’re not already going out with him, you really should.’

      ‘Um, well, I’ll bear that in mind,’ I said.  One day soon, Julian would be back, and I would tell Ruth as much as I could about it, but now wasn’t the time.  ‘The truth is, I came here tonight to see about Mika.  Did you hear she was arrested last night?’

      Ruth’s eyes widened.  ‘Oh my goddess.  No, I hadn’t heard.  What on earth for?’

      ‘They’re saying she killed her boyfriend.’

      Her face fell.  ‘Killed him?  No way.  Mika wouldn’t hurt a fly.’

      ‘That’s kind of what I thought,’ I admitted.  ‘It was Olly Carling – I think he’s the guy she was talking about at these meetings.  Did you know they were back together?’

      Ruth groaned.  ‘It would be Olly, wouldn’t it?  Oh, I knew he was trying to worm his way back in, but I really hoped she’d hold out.  A lot of women warned her off him, but I got the sense that it was a lost cause.  She began to talk about him in a whole different light, you know?  Talking about how his childhood had affected him because his dad left, which made him seek out approval from warlocks, or how he was only ever a member of the society so he could get ahead with his job.’

      ‘You don’t think that’s true?’ I asked, thinking about the things Seb had told me.

      ‘Who knows?’ Ruth replied.  ‘Either way, I kept out of it when the others warned her off him.  I know better than anyone that if you try to tell someone what to do when it comes to love, they’ll just dig their heels in.  I might not have had much in the way of family when I got together with Ponty, but I had plenty of friends, and one of them said he made her skin crawl.  I should have listened to her, but I didn’t, and I know Mika wouldn’t have listened to me, either.  To any of us.’

      She paused, looking troubled.  ‘But she pulled me aside after the meeting one night and put me on the spot, asking what I thought about it.  I told her if she was going to get back with him, she should at least take it slow, but I think even that was more than she wanted to hear.  And the next night, she didn’t turn up.  I visited the café where she works, and she said she was fine – she didn’t feel like the meetings were necessary anymore.  She told me she wasn’t back together with Olly, but I got the impression she was lying.  I gave her my number and my address in Granvar Bay, thinking that if she had a female friend to talk to, and spend time with, it might help.  The goddess knows, I could do with that, too.  But she never got in touch.  I should have tried harder, shouldn’t I?  I should have gone back to see her again.’

      ‘I don’t think that would have helped,’ I said.  ‘It’s like you say – people don’t want to be told what to do when it comes to love.  She was going to get back with him no matter what.  She’s actually been with him for weeks, as far as I know, going to dance classes with him and everything.’

      I was about to say more, when Adeline walked in, pulling off a pair of red boxing gloves, looking sweaty and irritable.  As soon as she saw me, she blanched.  She might have clicked her fingers and vanished, had her boxing glove not gotten stuck.

      She turned tail, pulling furiously at her glove, but I didn’t give her a chance to run.  I quietened my mind, listening only to the tick-tock rhythm of the world, and then, seamlessly, I put it all on hold – except for Adeline.

      As everyone around us stood frozen in time, Adeline gazed at me, blinking in fright.

      ‘I knew you’d only stopped coming to these things to avoid me,’ I accused.  ‘I’ve caught you red-handed now.’  I looked at her boxing glove, still stuck on her hand.  ‘Well … red-gloved.’

      With her free hand, she gently prodded Ruth.  ‘It’s like they’re all statues,’ she breathed.  ‘But if this is a time stop, then why can I move?  I’m not a Time Witch, Essie.’

      ‘Rick’s been putting me through my paces.  I can do a whole lot more than I could a few months ago.’

      Adeline’s eyes were wary.  ‘I’ve read about Time Witches who could do this, but I thought it was just a story.’

      ‘Nope.  It’s real.  I could even do it when I was a kid – granted, it took grown-up me a while to learn to do it once more.  I could take you backwards in time right now, you know – dump you in the dark ages.  The people back then sure liked to give witches a warm welcome, didn’t they?  Or I could stick you in a pocket, a little bubble out of time, hidden from the world.’  I was hardly in the habit of threatening librarians, and I wouldn’t actually do any of what I’d threatened (I probably couldn’t, to be honest, as my last few time travel attempts hadn’t been quite as precise as Rick would have liked) but I was certainly feeling angry enough to try.

      ‘You wouldn’t do a thing like that.’  Her voice was shaking.  ‘You’ve got morals, Essie.  You know how wrong it would be.’

      ‘Don’t be so sure,’ I bluffed.  ‘Why do I have to have morals when you don’t?  When Gretel doesn’t?  For weeks I’ve been trying to talk to the two of you, to find out anything about Julian, but you keep scarpering on me.  It’s like you’re schoolground bullies who think I’ve got cooties or something.  Is Gretel even Gretel?  Are you even you?’  I watched her eyes for the tell-tale hints of gold which Grady’s might have if he was using borrowed time magic – but would that even show up through a Púca transformation spell?

      She gave me a guilty glance.  ‘It’s not like that, Essie, not even a little bit.  Gretel is very much herself and so am I.  It’s – I can’t – I haven’t been allowed to tell you certain things, so it’s just been easier to avoid you.’

      ‘Easier?  I’m sick, Adeline.  I’m cold all of the time, and I feel … I feel like I felt when Paula and Jolene were murdered, or like I felt when I was a kid, and I suddenly never saw my parents again.  It’s like I’m grieving, like I’ve lost a part of me and I’ll never get it back.’  As I said it, I knew how true it was – I hadn’t been completely honest, even with Ned, about just how horrible I was feeling.  ‘There is a constant ache inside of me, and I think – I think it’s because of my bond – because I can’t feel Julian anymore.  I need to know where he is, how he’s doing.  I need to know when he’s coming back.’

      Lips trembling, she said, ‘We were going to come and talk to you about that tonight, actually.  As soon as I was done with this meeting, Gretel and I were going to call in to the vineyard to see you, and explain some things.’

      ‘Oh yeah?’  I wasn’t sure that I believed her.  ‘Well in that case, you and me can go see her together, can’t we?  And if you think I’m letting you out of my sight until then, you’re mistaken.’
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      I kept my eyes on Adeline throughout the meeting.  It was tempting to forgo it altogether, and simply go and get Gretel straight away, but I needed to find out all that I could about Mika and Olly.

      In the end, it was a pointless exercise.  Ruth had been closer to Mika than anyone else, and what she’d already told me was the most I was going to find out tonight.  It was an awkward meeting, all around.  Some others had heard about the murder on the news that evening, and it became the main subject of conversation, but in quite an unpleasant way.

      One member, a woman called Dymphna, even said, ‘Well, you can’t really blame her, can you?  He pushed her to it.  And I’ll tell you what, I wish I’d done the same with my fella.’  She laughed out loud, and a few other women joined in.

      For the first time since I’d known her, the ever-glamorous Glenda looked angry.  ‘Ladies, I know perfectly well that relationships with warlocks can be frustrating, but I’m shocked that so many of you are laughing about this.  If it were a man who’d killed his girlfriend, would you find it so funny?’

      ‘Probably not,’ muttered Dymphna.

      ‘No, exactly.’  Glenda sighed.  ‘Look, relationships between witches and warlocks are never going to improve if we go on like this, are they?  Warlocks might not have everything right, but as far as I can see here tonight, neither do we.’

      ‘This is because of that thing, isn’t it?’  Dymphna glared at something I hadn’t yet noticed: a great big shining ring on Glenda’s engagement finger.

      ‘No.  Although I’m not ashamed to say that I’ve just got engaged to a lovely man.  He’s as far from a warlock as you can get, and I love the bones of him.’  Glenda shook off the muttered congratulations, then touched her stomach, looking down.  ‘It’s because of this.  I’ve got a little boy on the way, and I do not want him coming into a world where we think women are better than men, or vice versa.  A world where we’re bitter about every man just because a couple of them happen to be bad eggs.  I want him coming into a world where we all rub along together, where we respect each other’s strengths, offer help to each other in areas where we might be weaker.  Because we are all different, in many ways, and that’s not a bad thing.  We can acknowledge that and celebrate it and make a much better path forward – or we can carry on as we are, and have relationships between witches and warlocks get worse and worse with every day.’

      Dymphna clenched her teeth, but said no more.  I was very glad when the meeting ended.  I said a quick goodbye to Ruth and the others, but I might as well have taken my time, because Marbles certainly did.  When he was finally finished with his goodbyes, I scooped him up, and together with Adeline we travelled to the Longest Library.
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        * * *

      

      Adeline rushed me into her office and closed the door.  Frantically, she began to tidy away the mess of papers and books on her desk, then pulled out a locked box, with many different keyholes upon it, and placed it there.  It looked very much like the box in which she had kept the book about Time Witches.  ‘We won’t say anything yet,’ she said.  ‘Not until Gretel gets here.’

      ‘Say anything about what?’ a high-pitched voice questioned.

      As Adeline leapt into the air, hands to her chest in fright, I smiled down at the Bookworm who was curled up on the office’s small couch.  ‘Hi, Dee Dee,’ I greeted her.  ‘Another Mrs Magely book, I see.’

      Dee Dee grinned and nodded.  ‘This time, everyone thinks that an Egyptian mummy has been coming back to life and killing people, but Mrs Magely’s on the hunt for the real killer.’

      ‘Sounds good.’

      ‘Sounds like a book that you borrowed three months ago and have yet to return,’ said Adeline, shaking her head at the Bookworm.  ‘What are you doing in here?’

      Dee Dee peered incredulously from behind her spectacles.  ‘Isn’t it obvious?  I’m reading.’

      ‘Yes, I know that, but – never mind.’  Adeline sighed.  ‘You’ll have to go and read outside, Dee Dee.  We’re having a private meeting.’

      ‘Ah.’  The little Bookworm nodded knowingly.  ‘You’re finally telling Essie about the Mine to Thine spell.  Well, it’s about time.’

      Adeline’s eyes had begun to bulge, and she was in the middle of shouting, ‘How do you know about that?’ when a knock came to her office door.

      I left Adeline arguing with the Bookworm and opened the door, finding Captain Gretel Wood on the other side.

      ‘Hello, Gretel,’ I said.  ‘Long time no see.’

      With a sigh, she stepped inside and moved to the couch, where she took a seat beside Dee Dee.  After a moment or two of greeting the Bookworm, the captain glanced up at me.  ‘Ned Marvin told me about the checkup she gave you.  How you’ve got a lot more than just a summer cold – you’re feeling cold all the time, she says.  I’m so sorry, Essie.  I should have answered your calls, and not run away when you tried to come see me at my station.  I acted like an unprofessional coward, and I’m truly sorry.’

      ‘Oh.’  I looked at her in surprise.  I hadn’t expected an immediate apology, and it had left me feeling slightly wrongfooted.  ‘Why, though?  Why run away from me?  You told me you’re not still angry about the fact that Rick and I hid the Master Siphon, so what is it?  Is it … is it because you don’t want to tell me what’s going on with Julian?’

      Adeline motioned towards Dee Dee, saying, ‘We should really pop her outside if we’re about to discuss such sensitive information.’

      ‘Oh, that’s all right.’  Gretel grinned at the Bookworm.  ‘Dee Dee won’t say a thing about what she hears here, will you?’

      Dee Dee shook her head.  ‘Your mystery is interesting, but nowhere near as good as my Mrs Magely.  So if you don’t mind keeping your voices down just a bit, I’ll carry on reading.’

      Marbles let out a loud laugh, and hopped up beside Gretel and the Bookworm, reading along with Dee Dee, muttering, ‘It really is quite good, isn’t it?’

      As the two of them settled into the book, Gretel stood up, pulling a spare chair across to Adeline’s desk so that the three of us could sit there.  Adeline took a seat on one side, while Gretel and I sat on the other.  Using a lot of keys to do it, the librarian laboriously opened the box.  It still contained the copy of The Changelings, but I noticed piles of paper and large notebooks, too.  Pulling out one of those notebooks, she placed her hands on top of it, giving me a dark look.

      ‘Essie, do you remember the day when Nicholas and Jeremy Trent hijacked our Last Moments spell, performed a time stop, and threatened that they’d kill all of us unless you used your bond with Julian to contact him and find out where the Master Siphon was?’

      There was only one way to reply to a question like that, and that was with sarcasm.  ‘Oh, gee, I dunno, Adeline.  None of that is ringing a bell.  Could you refresh my memory a bit more?’

      She heaved out a resigned-sounding breath.  ‘I suppose I deserved that.  Look, that day some of my notebooks went missing.  We don’t think it was Jeremy or Nicholas, unless they somehow managed to hide them.  And as there was a set of unknown fingerprints on my satchel and on the table where my satchel sat, we feared it could be the other brother.’

      ‘So you think Grady stole some of your notes on Time Witches?’  I shivered at the thought of Grady being there all along, sneaking around Pendulay while I was searching for him.  Or maybe he’d taken them earlier, while I was using the Last Moments spell to find out what really happened to Etain.  ‘Is it stuff you desperately need?’

      ‘No.  They were just my working translations – a great number of books and papers in Trent Manor were written in a localised version of Irish.  But I still have the original works I was translating from.’

      ‘Okay.  So what’s the problem, then?’

      ‘The problem is … well, here – you might as well read it for yourself.  This particular section comes from a handwritten book which was found at Trent Manor, but stolen – a very long time ago – from the Pendulay Coven.’

      Adeline opened up her notebook before passing it my way.  Frowning, I read through her messy scrawl:

      Mine to Thine

      Queen Aileen and her lover were True Bonded Mates who created a new way to utilise their Bond: the Mine to Thine spell.  Using this magic, they were able to open their bond up to the others of their coven, so that all could communicate without words, no matter the distance.

      Communication, however, wasn’t the only benefit of this spell.  The magic that the True Bonded Mates shared could now be drawn upon by the rest of the coven, if necessary.  This spell made the Pendulays a formidable coven for a long time.  After Queen Aileen’s downfall triggered the curse which has haunted the Pendulay women ever since, the original spell was never successful again.

      It is said that the Trents tried to perform Mine to Thine themselves, but they were unsuccessful.  They did, however, come up with a ritual which would help them perform it more easily, but the risks and methods were so dangerous and immoral that the spell was forbidden.

      ‘Queen Aileen,’ I whispered.  Looking at Adeline, I asked, ‘Is that her real name?  I’ve never seen it mentioned before.’

      ‘I believe so, but you’re right – she’s nameless in almost every other writing or tale I’ve come across.  You understand what this means, Essie?  A spell like this, it would give Grady Trent a way to access your bond with Julian – and through that, he would have access to both of your magics.’

      ‘I understand,’ I said, my voice still barely a whisper.

      She passed me some more pages to look over.  It began just the same, as if it was a handwritten copy of what I’d just read, but it was longer, and once I was through with the part about Queen Aileen, the rest of it made little sense.  There were ingredients and rituals I didn’t even know how to pronounce, let alone decipher.  Much of it didn’t seem to be translated yet, and Adeline had scribbled question marks beside those parts.

      ‘What is this?’ I asked, unable to hide my worry.  ‘Some of it looks like it could be a spell, but … is it the spell Queen Aileen used, or the forbidden version of the spell created by the Trents?’

      She gave me a helpless shrug.  ‘I don’t know.  This was found in a separate set of writings in yet another of Devlin senior’s secret safes.  And the handwriting changes many times over the pages.  That’s not unusual, as such.  Various sets of handwriting were used in most of these old writings – different Time Witches added to the texts over the years – but comparing it to everything else I’ve seen, I’d say that this particular set of writings was produced by the Trents themselves, rather than stolen from the Pendulays.  Of course, as I can’t actually translate most of it, I’m not certain.’

      ‘Well then … are you actually saying you think Grady could have translated it?’ I asked.  ‘I mean, except for Julian, all of the Trents seem kind of dumb to me.’

      ‘Julian tells us Grady was second only to Devlin junior when it came to ambition,’ Gretel informed me.  ‘He believes he would have been more than capable of translating just about anything.  The Trent sons were taught to read this language when they were growing up, so it wouldn’t be a problem for Grady.  There are variations on the old language in a lot of regions, and Granvar Bay is no different.  But nowadays, few can speak it – or read it – except for the Trents.  Rick might be able to, perhaps, but …’

      ‘But if you’d asked him for his help, he would have told me what you were up to,’ I stated.

      ‘Well, yes,’ conceded the captain.  ‘Anyway, as Grady would have been able to decipher these texts, and given the danger of what they contained, it was decided that the best thing to do was to … well, to sever the bond between you and Julian.’

      I stood up on wobbling legs, feeling sick.  That’s what had been wrong, all this time.  That was why I couldn’t feel Julian anymore, or speak to him in my mind.  It was why I felt so cold.  They’d cut off our bond on purpose, to shut Grady out.  ‘And Julian agreed to this?’

      ‘He did,’ said Gretel.  ‘Even though I–’  She cleared her throat, cutting herself off.

      ‘You didn’t agree to it, did you?’ I guessed.  ‘You thought it was a bad idea.’

      She hung her head.  ‘We spoke with him the night before he was due to be released from Witchfield.  Adeline and I asked him if he could help us translate the Mine to Thine spell.  As soon as he read what you’ve just been shown, he realised the danger it posed.  Theoretically, Grady could have used it to drain you dry.  He could have accessed your thoughts, even, as Julian can, to find out where the Master Siphon is.  Julian was terrified of that happening.  Severing the bond was his decision.  He was far from happy about it, but he felt it was the only way.’

      ‘I can barely believe this,’ I said.  ‘But it explains so much, except … I didn’t think that our bond could be severed.’

      ‘Neither did we, originally,’ Adeline informed me.  ‘And neither did Julian.  We found the method in the same place we found the information on the Mine to Thine spell.  To be more specific, these writings were found in a safe in Julian’s father’s bedroom.  It’s possible that the brothers never knew about any of it.  Until now.’

      ‘So he went and did it.’  I pulled my cardigan closer, feeling colder and sicker than ever.  ‘Julian’s gone dark, cut himself off from me, all to protect me.  And now he’s out there doing … well, what?  Playing some cat and mouse game with his brother?’

      ‘Julian’s got power,’ Gretel said.  ‘Grady doesn’t – unless he manages to siphon some from elsewhere.  So he’s perfectly safe, and everything is going to plan.’

      ‘Okay, but … why didn’t you tell me any of this before now?  Why did you run away, avoid me?’

      ‘Julian thought you’d be safer not knowing,’ she replied.  ‘He didn’t want you to have to worry about Grady.  He thought he could deal with it.  And I just … I knew that if I spoke to you, I’d tell you the truth, because none of this sits easy with me, Essie.  Nor with Adeline.  But …’

      ‘But what?’

      Gretel winced.  ‘Now that I’ve learned about how you’re feeling, I think we should reinstate the bond, and try to find another way to keep Grady from accessing it.’

      ‘Is there another way?’ Marbles asked, looking up from the book.  It appeared that he’d stopped reading some time ago.  Even Dee Dee seemed more interested in our conversation than in Mrs Magely battling mummies.

      ‘I don’t know for sure, but right now, keeping you both confined in a room surrounded by Temporal Stability Devices is the only chance of preventing him from using your bond,’ said Gretel.  ‘And I’d do it at this stage, despite what Julian thinks, rather than risk your health.  Only, well, it’s not an option.’

      ‘Why?’

      This time, Adeline answered.  ‘As you can see, I couldn’t even translate what I fear could be the Forbidden Spell fully, let alone the spell to sever the bond.  Julian performed the severance spell, and only he knows the counter-spell.  I’m working on it, of course.’

      ‘Can’t you make him translate it?’  I eyed them both.  ‘Do you even know where he is?  Tell me you do.’

      ‘We know where he is,’ said Gretel.  ‘But he’s stubborn when it comes to your safety, so he won’t agree to ending the severance.  When I spoke to him today, he finally admitted that he’s suffering the same sense of coldness, but he says that there’s no actual harm that can come of it, and that it will only be for a short while more.  He believes he’s very close to Grady, so …’

      I took a seat again, crossing my arms.  ‘So he’s making the decision for me.  And there was me thinking I hadn’t married a warlock.’
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      I spent another hour with Gretel and Adeline, talking things over.  Adeline made us some tea, and both women apologised about a hundred times for avoiding me.

      My anger towards them was ebbing away, and not only because of the chocolate fingers Adeline served with our tea.  It was clear to me now that Julian had been the one who decided upon this route – when he said, in that note he’d left for me weeks ago, that he wasn’t ‘allowed’ to tell me too much, he’d been lying.  He was the one who’d wanted to keep me out of the loop, because he believed there was no other way to keep me safe.

      Upset though I was about it all, I knew deep down that he was right.  If Grady could manage that spell, and he could piggyback onto the bond I’d shared with Julian, he would have access to our thoughts and our magic.  Through our thoughts, he’d soon learn that it was me who had the Master Siphon, and not Julian.  And through our magic, well … if he could use magic like ours freely, then not only would he have the siphon in his hands – he would be able to do anything he wanted.

      After we’d gotten all of the facts out of the way, we started to form a plan.  Julian wasn’t playing ball, so Adeline agreed to enlist Rick’s help, in the hope that he could translate what Julian wouldn’t.  For now, we wouldn’t attempt to undo the severance spell – Gretel was sure Julian was nearly done with his mission – but it seemed important to see the spell in full for ourselves, just in case.

      She told me that she had received my message about Brendan, too, but she assured me he wasn’t on their suspect list.  ‘He’s colour blind,’ Gretel explained.  ‘And his bag is the same make as Mika’s, pinkness aside.  It seems like it was an honest mistake, and we have plenty of evidence to support the fact that the murder weapon was Mika’s – we even have her signed confession.’

      ‘Oh, you do?’  I kept my expression nonchalant; I had no intention of revealing Seb’s video feed of their interrogation room.  ‘Mika’s always seemed so sweet to me.  It’s hard to believe she could have killed someone.’

      ‘People aren’t always what they seem,’ said Gretel.  ‘Are you going to keep going to those classes?’

      ‘I am,’ I replied.  ‘Do you have a problem with that?’

      She looked as though she was giving it some serious thought, before saying, ‘You know what?  I don’t.  You and Seb make a good team, as far as I can see.  And as we can’t make any headway on whether Raquel murdered her husband, it makes sense to have some more eyes on the problem.’

      ‘I thought you were certain it wasn’t murder.’

      ‘Anything’s possible,’ she replied, her tone a tad evasive.

      ‘Okay – and when you say it’s a good idea to have more eyes on the problem, does that mean you think there’s only one problem?’ I questioned.  ‘You believe that Olly’s murder is solved, and it has nothing to do with Kyle’s?’

      ‘We have nothing solid to link them,’ said the captain.  ‘The only oddity is that shortly before Mika murdered Olly, he was trying to get her to talk to him about something he overheard at the gym.  But Mika says she doesn’t know what it could have been.  Who knows, though?  Maybe you’ll figure out what he was trying to talk to her about, and whether it was connected to Kyle’s murder or not – if it even was murder.  Tell you what – if you find the answers that I haven’t been able to, I’ll even pay you the going rate for an undercover agent.  Seb, too.’

      My eyes went all a-goggle.  ‘Seriously?  I’d be Secret Agent Essie?’

      ‘Well, I wouldn’t call you that,’ she said with a chuckle.  ‘Unless you wanted me to.’

      ‘And Seb?  I thought he was persona non grata.’

      She shrugged.  ‘My boss wasn’t happy about the fact that Seb left the Warlock Society, but I don’t see why he was so put out by the decision– it’s always been hard to get decent agents to stay on there for long.  It makes them feel way too slimy in the long term.  And I’m not my boss, so I’ll work with who I like.’

      ‘Seb’ll be happy to hear it,’ I mumbled, feeling wrongfooted for the second time that night.  This meeting was not going at all how I’d expected.

      Eventually, when all of the biscuits were gone and we’d covered just about everything we could, Marbles and I ventured out into the night.  First, I went and bought a pizza (it was a universal law that carbs would lead to more carbs) and then I stood outside the restaurant, holding the box and wondering: where on earth was I going to sleep tonight?

      The vineyard seemed like the obvious place, but even if Belinda was back from Vince’s, I wasn’t sure I wanted to see her.  I’d grown used to telling my sister everything, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to tell her this.  Not yet, anyway.  How could I admit that it was Julian himself who’d severed our bond?  I might understand his reasons, but it still hurt like heck to even think about it, let alone say it out loud.

      ‘Let’s go to Pendulay,’ Marbles suggested.

      ‘Pendulay?’ I murmured, thinking it over.

      The Wayfarers were done with searching the mansion and the caves below.  They’d not come across any more kidnap victims or portal doors, and had declared it safe to return some weeks ago.  Rick and I had resumed our classes in his old room – he was happy about that, as during one of our lessons, my magic had caused the clocks and watches in Rickety Tock’s to go a bit haywire.  He’d had to perform some quick repairs to everything before he could safely sell the stock.  Pendulay was a much safer prospect, as far as containing my magic was concerned.  But to sleep there?

      Although … Julian’s bed was there.  The room he’d slept in for years, when he was married to Etain.  Would it be ever so pathetic to sleep there tonight, and maybe even sniff the pillow and the sheets, just a little bit?  And would it be even more pathetic if I grabbed one of his shirts from the wardrobe and wore it to bed?

      ‘Okay,’ I decided.  ‘The creepy mansion it is.’  If it was pathetic, I didn’t really care.
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        * * *

      

      My summoning spells had been drastically improving, so I magicked the television from Teach Dearg, stuck it on top of a dresser in Julian’s room, and settled in for a night of brain fudge viewing.  Marbles stayed close to me, grabbing the pieces of chicken I passed his way.  I’d purchased a chicken and sweetcorn pizza for this very reason.  It was far from my favourite topping, but if it made Marbles happy, then who was I to argue?

      Now that we were reaccustomed to the world of magic, Rick had purchased a supernatural adapter for our TV, so we could watch the kinds of channels you couldn’t get in the human world.  I flicked through, settling on a channel called Wyrd Entertainment 3, where they were showing a celebrity Not Strictly Ballroom competition.

      I vaguely recognised a few of the contestants.  Kim, Belinda and I had been enjoying somewhat of a cultural exchange over the past few weeks.  We showed Kim some of our favourite films and series from the human world, and in return she shared her preferred supernatural shows.  Having been brought up in Granvar Bay, Belinda might have known about magic, but Ava hadn’t exposed her much to the witch enclaves or their entertainment.

      Thanks to Kim, I knew that one of the celebrity dancers had recently been killed off in a programme called Witch Wars, while another had been written out of the twee but relaxing show, Upendown Abbey, after some sort of scandal involving … what was it again?  Ah, yes, he’d been a little too handsy with their make-up artist.  I thought I spotted the ex-keyboard player from the weredog rock band, That Stick is Mine!, too – I had no idea why he’d left the band.

      ‘They’re more has-beens than celebs, aren’t they?’ Marbles observed, as a couple began to do the tango.  Well, the tango was at least a small part of the dance.  At some point, they broke out into an eighties breakdance, while backing dancers played out some sort of gang war in the background.  The costumes changed from elegant dresses and suits, becoming baggy jeans and jumpers while the couple did the worm and some other breakdance moves.  Somehow, they segued into slow dancing, and it seemed that the two gangs had resolved their differences and the couple could finally reveal their love.

      A snarky-sounding judge with oily black hair was the first to score them.  He gave them twenty-eight points for their ballroom, nine for their breakdancing, eleven for storytelling and emotionality, nine points for costumes, eight for make-up, and ten for set design.  I watched avidly, trying to understand the way it all worked.  I’d never seen anything like it before, and I didn’t know whether their score was good or bad – the judge’s face made it very hard to tell, as his features didn’t move much when he spoke.  But going by the way the crowd booed, I guessed that he had scored them low.

      ‘He’s going to be one of the judges at your shindig, you know,’ said Marbles.  ‘The Golden Flamenco.  Count yourself lucky you don’t have to compete.’

      ‘Thank God for that.  I mean, did he have to tell that poor girl that her knees were ugly?  What’s that got to do with dance scores?  Wait, how do you know he’s judging?’

      ‘You know how I know – because I’m sneaky, and I like to keep abreast of things.  Speaking of breasts, can you pass me a bit more chicken, please?’

      We continued to eat and watch, until the grandfather clock in the room struck midnight and Marbles hopped down onto the floor.

      ‘What are you doing?’ I asked, jumping down and kneeling beside him as the floor opened up beneath the bed, noiselessly revealing the stone staircase which spiralled down into the caves below.

      ‘There’s a mouse living down there who got away from me a while back,’ said Marbles, stepping down onto the staircase.  ‘And he laughed and called me fat.  I’ve been thinking about going down after him and showing him who’s boss.’

      ‘A mouse that can talk?’  I shook my head, feeling awed at the world I was only just learning about.  I was about to move back onto the bed and leave Marbles to it, when he suddenly jumped.

      ‘Are you okay?’

      ‘Me?’  My cat’s voice came out in a squeak.  ‘Of course.  Why would you ask that?  I didn’t jump because of a spider, if that’s what you’re thinking.  It was a pebble.  A very sharp pebble.  It hurt my paw.’  Already, he was slinking back up the stairs, so I reached down to help him along.

      ‘Well, it’s just as well,’ I said.  ‘Seeing as we’ve got a slice of pizza left and I can’t possibly eat it without your help.’  As I spoke, I felt an odd sensation on my ring finger, and I stared at it, shocked, as the ring slid off, bounced down the stairs, and dropped into the caves below.
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      I woke up to Rick standing by the bed, placing a cup of tea next to me.  He was in his workout gear, including a headband Ava had just bought him which he absolutely loved.

      I was very glad I’d thought to text him and tell him I was spending the night here – otherwise there’d be a cup of tea going to waste over at the vineyard, and that simply wouldn’t do.

      ‘Did I ever tell you you’re the best uncle in the world?’ I said, sitting up and taking a welcome sip.

      ‘Probably not as often as I deserve it,’ he replied, taking a seat at the foot of the bed.  ‘Listen, I’ve heard from Gretel.  She’s sent over some pages for me to translate, and she told me you were with her until very late last night.  I know how you managed to get she and Adeline to finally fess up, too.  I saw the time stop on the Watch Stones, so I knew you were up to something even before Gretel told me what you did to Adeline.’

      ‘Oh.’  I cradled my cup, trying to extract some warmth.  ‘Are you mad?’

      ‘I probably should be.  But I got a right laugh when Gretel said you told Adeline you’d dump her in the dark ages if she didn’t play ball.  Particularly since I know that you went off without the Pendulay Pocket Watch, so you had as much chance of getting that right as Marbles does of beating a spider in a fight.’

      As Marbles glared at my uncle, I reddened slightly.  ‘Yeah, I might have exaggerated the precision of my time travelling abilities,’ I conceded.  ‘But I don’t see why she needs to know that I overshot one of my attempts by a thousand years.’

      Rick laughed.  ‘Well, after all of your adventures, I thought you could do with a lie-in.  I’ve spoken to Kim, so she and Seb know not to expect you this morning.’

      ‘You woke me up with tea to tell me I should sleep late?’

      ‘I knew your alarm would wake you anyway.’  On cue, the alarm on my phone began to sound.  ‘So I thought you could have a nice hot drink, then go back to sleep.’

      I noticed him staring at my hand.  ‘Oh yeah.  The wedding ring.  It just fell off last night.  It’s down below now, somewhere in the caves.’

      ‘We searched for it for hours,’ said Marbles.  ‘But nothing doing.  The ring is gone.’

      ‘I don’t understand how it happened,’ I added.  ‘That thing was stuck solid to my finger for months, and all of a sudden it just slides off.’

      ‘I’m just guessing here, but I’d say you could have taken it off at any time once Julian severed the bond,’ said my uncle.

      ‘Gretel really did tell you everything,’ I mumbled.

      ‘She did, and about time too.  But you’d long given up trying to take it off, so how would you have known?  Only now, well …’  He gave me a wary look.  ‘You have lost quite a bit of weight, sweetheart, haven’t you?’

      ‘I suppose I have,’ I acknowledged.  ‘It’s just … if I stop working, stop running around, then I just miss him so much.’

      ‘I know, pet, I know.’  He softly patted my leg.

      ‘Of course you do,’ I said.  ‘Most of us might not have remembered who I was, what I was, but you did.  You remembered everything, even the life you left behind to save me.’  A sob bubbled up from the bottom of my throat.  ‘God, Rick, you must have missed Ava so much.’

      ‘I won’t lie, it was hard.  But I’d do it all over again, and your auntie would too.  Now.’  He forced a smile on his face.  ‘Seeing as I now know you were traipsing around for hours then you’re definitely having a morning off.  We can have our lesson at noon, then we can head over to the vineyard at lunch time and Ava can tell you how far along she is with the translation.’

      ‘Ava?  I thought you were translating it.’

      Rick sighed forlornly.  ‘That was the idea, but after looking over it, it’s pretty clear I’ll do a bad job.  I know a few words here and there, but not as much as I should.  Pendulays weren’t supposed to study the old language when I was a kid.  It would go against the curse, apparently.  But the O’Maras have been in Granvar Bay longer than any of us, and Ava grew up with a granny who spoke the local dialect.  She has lots of old story books written in it, too.  Other than Julian, she’s the best person to figure this out.’  He leaned down and pressed a kiss to my forehead.  ‘Now go back to sleep for a few hours, Essie.  You need the rest.’
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        * * *

      

      When I awoke for the second time that morning, I felt as if I’d had more than enough sleep – but about half an hour into my lesson with Rick, I began to wish I’d stayed in bed.  It was going much the same as all our recent lessons had gone: badly.

      We were trying to improve my precision, having me go back in time by five minutes (under an invisibility spell, because Rick advised against my past self coming face to face with my future self).  While I was back in time, I was supposed to head out of the room, then stop the small clock Rick had left on a hallway table.  Once I returned to the present, Rick would check the clock to see if I’d been successful.

      The method was one Rick had been taught as a child – I was supposed to focus on what we’d been doing five minutes earlier.  Rick made this possible by uttering a ridiculous word – this time, he chose balderdash.  The word was supposed to give me something to latch onto, while I simultaneously focused on the pendulum sound I could always hear and feel, stopping it momentarily before reversing it the other way.  I wasn’t really reversing anything – it was simply a mental aid.  According to Rick, I would get to a point where I didn’t need to trick my mind, I’d just be able to flit back and forth as and when I liked.

      There was a simpler method, involving the Pendulay Pocket Watch, which I’d mastered (or perhaps mistressed?) but as I’d been able to travel without any tools as a child, I preferred to work without the watch.  If I could travel so easily when I was four, I ought to be able to do it now.

      Unfortunately, every time I focused on Time’s rhythm, and the word balderdash, I heard a roaring chorus, every single incident of the word being spoken in this vicinity, spreading back through the ages.  It was dizzying, headache inducing, and downright terrifying.

      Nevertheless, I tried to focus on Rick’s voice and pick it out from that mess so I could send myself towards it – but another balderdash was sounding far, far louder than Rick’s, and my body suddenly lurched, then spun, until I landed in a stone courtyard.

      Gazing around, I realised I was in Pendulay, but a much older version of the mansion.  It was a smaller fortress, and the section where Rick’s room now existed hadn’t yet been built.

      I was staring at somewhat of a melee, as two groups of men faced off in the courtyard, each of the men carrying a weapon.  Oh boy, was I glad I had an invisibility spell in place.

      One of the men said, ‘Balderdash, Pendulay, I know you’re hiding an empowered Time Witch,’ while a much larger man raised a sharp, heavy sword, saying, ‘If ye want my daughter, ye shall have to get through me, ye Trent scum.’

      Oh dear, oh dear, oh dear.  It was time for me to get out of here.  But … how did I do that again?  Stress and fear were clouding my mind, making it impossible for me to think.  And my mind wasn’t the only thing affected – my invisibility was failing, too.

      One of the men suddenly gawked at me and said, ‘Deirdre?  What are ye doing out here, me girl, and why’d ye be dressed so odd?’

      I quickly recast my invisibility.  Then, with my heart drumming like crazy, I recalled the way back to my place in time: I simply had to reach down, and feel the rhythm turn back the other way.  As I lurched forwards in time I felt like vomiting, but I managed to hold it in, letting out a shaky breath of relief as I arrived.

      My relief soon vanished, replaced by a stomach-tightening sense of failure.  I’d messed up.  Again.  Rick would think I was an idiot.  He’d stop teaching me – or worse, he’d make me practise with the watch again.

      A sly, desperate thought came to mind: did he actually have to know?

      Keeping my invisibility in place, I rushed out to the hallway and picked up the small clock, turning it back to five minutes earlier, before stopping it there.

      At my feet, Marbles cleared his throat.  ‘You know how you can see through invisibility spells?’ he said.  ‘Well, so can I.  Rick!  Rick, she’s cheating!’

      Rick strode out into the hallway, shaking his head as I unveiled myself before him.  ‘When did you go to this time?’

      ‘Just a smidge further than I meant to.  Not very far at all.’

      My uncle looked dubious.

      ‘What did you do, Essie?’  Marbles grinned up at me.  ‘Did you do something really bad?  Create some sort of paradox?  Ooh, did you become your own grandmother?’

      ‘What?  No.  I just …’  I held my chin in the air.  ‘I just overshot a little bit, that’s all.’

      Again, Rick shook his head.  ‘I’ll hardly be angry with you for not getting it right, will I?  I don’t know why you bother trying to be sneaky when you’ve never been good at it.’

      ‘I can sneak.  I sneak all the time.  It’s just that I’m so sneaky you don’t even know about it.’

      Rick lifted a brow.  ‘Like the time at our flat when you tried to hide behind the fern?  Come on now, out with it – when did you go to?’

      ‘At least a few centuries further back than I should have,’ I reluctantly admitted.  ‘This part of the house was still a courtyard, and, well … in the shock I let my invisibility slip.  Some Pendulay guy seemed to think I was a woman called Deirdre.’

      ‘Ah.  Yes, well, there was a Deirdre.  She had innate time magic, and her father loved her so much that he fought a battle to keep her from the Trents.  He … wasn’t successful.  Her portrait’s up in the attic these days, as no one wanted to be reminded of her horrific death at her husband’s hands.  You certainly look like her.’

      I shuddered, glad that I’d escaped the fate of so many Pendulay women before me.  Making my way back into the room, I slunk down on the bed.

      ‘I can’t do it, Rick.’  I threw my hands in the air.  ‘Last week I found myself face to face with a pack of wolves, and today I wound up in the middle of a battle between the Pendulays and the Trents of old.  Why can’t I do it?  It’s as if … it’s as if there are so many options in the timeline, as if I can see them all, feel them all, hear them all, and my mind just panics and jumps to a random time.  People with far less power than me can do this.  Why can’t I?’

      He sat next to me and squeezed my shoulder.  ‘People with far less power don’t have the entire history and future of the world at their disposal.  Their power is small, so they can focus on a narrow window and go straight there.  Your power is big, so your focus needs to be greater, that’s all.  It’ll take time.’

      ‘But I could do it when I was a kid.’

      He sighed.  ‘Essie, how many times do I have to tell you that there’s a reason you can sometimes do things and you sometimes can’t?  You could take Belinda or Etain back to a precise moment in time when you were a child because you loved them.  You loved them so much that you just had to cheer them up.  You cared about their feelings, and wanted to make it all better.  Love, empathy, that’s always been what motivates you, what empowers you.  But the power is always there – you just have to love yourself enough to seize it.’

      He reached into his pocket and pulled out the Pendulay Pocket Watch.  ‘There’s no problem with going back to basics, Essie.  No shame in using this watch for now to help you focus.  You’ll see, a few weeks using this again and you’ll be flying through time with or without it.’

      ‘Nah,’ I said.  ‘I’d rather just keep going as I am.  I’m totally ready to love myself and seize my power, I think.’

      ‘You think?’  Rick frowned.  ‘Essie, there’s more to this, isn’t there?  It’s not just because you want to rush ahead.  You’re actively against working with this watch, aren’t you?  I keep finding it all over the house, when you know you’re supposed to keep it with you at all times.’

      I stared at the watch.  Gretel had let us keep it after the Last Moments spell – although if she had tried to take it back to Wayfarer headquarters, I don’t think it would have gone very well.  Rick was insistent that this watch was, and always had been, my legacy.  But every time I looked at it, all I could think about was the day I had to watch Etain die.  And the longer I was back with family, the more it hurt – because as memories of my childhood gradually returned, I knew: I had loved Etain when we were little, in that beautiful and uncomplicated way that only a child can love.

      I couldn’t say those words out loud, though, not without getting upset.  But Uncle Rick had always had an uncanny ability to know what I was thinking, and I thought I could see a flash of understanding in his eyes.

      ‘Ah.’  His voice came out with a whisper, and he placed the watch back in his pocket.  ‘I think I see.  Well, you know what?  Quite a few clocks and watches in this house have the same ability when it comes to time travel, so let’s just work with another one.’

      He stood up and approached the room’s grandfather clock.  ‘Now, see here, in the centre of the hands.  Remember what I told you about the jewel on Etain’s watch?’

      ‘The jewel is made from carefully carved Pendulay Quartz, otherwise known as Cloch Ama.’

      Rick nodded.  ‘Very good.  Looks just like quartz, acts like it mostly, too, but when a Pendulay is near it, we feel its power – if we know how to listen, that is.  We can use it as a battery, as a conduit – there are a hundred different spells and means, and it’s strong as adamantine if a Pendulay hand should carve it.  Now, it’s that stone that gives every watch and clock of ours the power to help you go back in time, with a bit of work.’

      ‘But when you last made me practise with Etain’s watch I just had to wind it back to the time I wanted and off I went.’

      ‘Yes, but that was a later adaptation Julian did for Etain,’ Rick reminded me.  ‘She hadn’t your power, so he made it easier for her – plus, she needed it for her Last Moments.  It’s funny, you know, but I always expected her father would share his special method with her – he certainly never shared it with us – but I suppose he must have kept it from Etain, too, seeing as she had to resort to getting Julian’s help.’

      ‘Uncle Gerald had some special method?’

      ‘Well, so he said, but he had a tendency to exaggerate.  He told me and your father that he’d managed to carve the quartz into what he called Redo Stones – that way, you could simply return to whatever point in time you wanted.  You wouldn’t be watching from the side, in secret, you’d be travelling back into your own body and reliving everything all over again – the future you’d come from would just be … undone, I suppose.’  He shivered.  ‘I certainly hope he was just exaggerating.  Anyway, using this clock won’t be nearly as simple, but that’s all the better, because this is about getting you to focus.  Look at the hands, Essie, and listen to the stone.’

      ‘Listen?  To the stone?’

      ‘It’s got a pulse – I know you can always feel that pulse, hear it.  But in this stone, it’s stronger.  It’s as if it amplifies the rhythm of Time itself.’

      I concentrated all of my attention on the hands, and on the stone at their centre.  Almost immediately I felt it.  The rhythm became a roar in my mind, a great big tick-tocking bellow.

      ‘Now, it’s a quarter to one, all right?’ said Rick.  ‘So you focus on twenty to one.  Picture the hand being there – being in both places at once – and keep on focusing on the rhythm.’

      I did as he directed.  After a few seconds of focus, it began to work – it seemed so real in my mind’s eye, as if the hand was truly in two places at once.  Before I could ponder any further, my body was yanked through time.

      It took me a second to accept that I’d actually done it – and perfectly, too – and that I was now watching me, the me before I zoomed back through time, standing in this room with Rick as he gave me instructions.  God, I looked stupid when I was trying to pay attention.  I gave myself a mental reminder to close my mouth in the future, so I wouldn’t look so dumb.

      Rushing outside, I stopped the small clock, and then I took myself back to the present.

      We carried on for another hour, going around all of the clocks and watches which had the Pendulay Quartz as their jewels.  It was only when I came to one in the drawing room that I couldn’t feel a thing.  ‘This must be one of the normal clocks,’ I said.

      ‘No, no this one definitely has Pendulay Quartz, we used this clock often in our lessons when I was a kid,’ said Rick, frowning.  He moved to the clock, peering at the jewel.  ‘Oh dear – you’re right.  Someone’s stolen the real stone and replaced it with a fake.’

      I hadn’t gulped for a while, so it was definitely time for another.  ‘Do you think … do you think it could have been Grady Trent?’

      His face was ashen, his eyes filled with worry.  ‘Unfortunately, yes.  I wonder what he could have wanted it for.’

      ‘Nothing good,’ said Marbles, hopping into my arms and purring.  ‘We need to sit down and brainstorm strategies, right now.’  His stomach let out a sudden loud growl.  ‘And you know what we should do while we talk?’

      I looked down at him.  ‘You want to eat, don’t you?’

      ‘Why Essie, I thought you’d never ask.’
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      We had lunch at the vineyard.  Ava, Belinda and Dillis ate with us, while Vince was elsewhere, but we didn’t come up with any great solutions to our problem.  In fact, we had one more worry to add to our list, because when we checked the grandfather clock at the vineyard, it had also had its Pendulay Quartz stolen.  Somehow, that one cut me even more than the first – my mother had spun those very hands to midnight when I was four, so that I could escape into the tunnels below.

      It was very likely that Grady now had a lot he could use against us: the spell which would enable him to hitchhike on our bond, and two very powerful pieces of Pendulay Quartz.  He couldn’t use the bond anymore, not now that Julian had severed it, but was there something he could do with the stones?

      ‘What exactly are you looking at this morning?’ I asked as I helped myself to another piece of bread.  We were having fresh, crusty rolls with tomato and basil soup.  Ava had shaved some pecorino cheese into the soup, and there was soft, fresh butter produced on the Nine Hundred to smear on the bread.  ‘Is it, you know, about the severance spell?’

      Everyone around the table knew about it by now, so there was no point in hiding it – though I could have done without the sympathetic glances.

      ‘Adeline gave me everything she has,’ Ava said.  ‘Well, copies of.  And yes, the severance spell is in amongst the many pages.  But figuring it all out is far from straightforward.  Time Witches have so many unusual spells and ingredients.  I have to continually consult The Changelings to help me make sense of a lot of it, because that seems to be the only thing among it all that’s written in English.  And Adeline’s made great strides with it all too, so her notes help, but I just – I’m not through with much of it yet.’

      She glanced at Rick, a twitch in her eye.  ‘You’ve told Captain Wood about the stolen Pendulay Quartz, right?’

      ‘I called her and let her know,’ said Rick.  ‘Why?  Have you come across something about it?  Do you know what Grady could be using it for?’

      ‘I – I don’t know yet.  Go on, eat your soup before it goes cold, everyone.  And when you’re finished that, I’ve got some crumble in the oven.’
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        * * *

      

      After an afternoon spent working at the vineyard, I was hardly enthusiastic about dance class.  Ava had spent the time working on the translations, but she insisted she had nothing to tell us.

      I might not have had my aunt back in my life for very long, but it was long enough for me to know when she was lying.  Ava had discovered something; she might not feel certain enough to reveal it just yet, but whatever it was, it was making her uneasy.

      I would have liked to spend the evening with her, helping her out, finding out what it was she wasn’t saying.  Failing that, I would have settled for another night of TV and pizza.  But there were now two murders to get to the bottom of, and as I was Secret Agent Essie, it was time for me to get to work.

      I met Seb outside the gym at about ten to eight.  His cheeks were touched with windburn, his hair was tousled in a slightly more natural fashion than usual, and he smelled of salty sea air.

      ‘Hard day at work, was it?’ I asked him with a grin.

      ‘Kim and I decided to follow your example and take a day off.  Hey, we deserved it.  We actually wound up in your neck of the woods.’

      ‘You’ll have to be more specific – my neck hangs out in a lot of woods right now.’

      ‘Granvar Bay,’ he informed me, with a happy-looking glint in his eyes.  ‘Kim’s been raving about the place forever – she fell in love with it years ago, but we didn’t exactly get a lot of invites to Trent Manor or Pendulay.  Now that you’re there, she’s constantly on about it again, trying to convince me that the surf is decent and it’d be the perfect place for us to live long-term.  Didn’t believe her, of course – I’ve spent my life thinking there are no waves as amazing as in Riddler’s Cove – but I was wrong.  There’s a cove just south of the Nine Hundred, and the sea in that spot is perfect.  We rented a little boat afterwards, and went fishing.’

      ‘Catch anything?’ I asked.

      ‘We caught an old wheel cap – the goddess knows what that was doing in the ocean.  It definitely wasn’t going to feed us, but Kimmy came prepared.  The boat had a wee galley with a gas stove, so we fried up some sausages and washed them down with beer.  There’s nothing in the world like eating on a boat in good weather.’

      ‘Aw.  That sounds like it was fun.’

      ‘It was.  I wanted to sleep out on the water, but seeing as Gretel called to tell me we’re actually going to get paid by her lot if we find anything of interest here, well … the torture of Not Strictly Ballroom seemed worth it.  But what got into her?  I thought they all hated me over in Wayfarer land.’

      ‘Meh.’  I shrugged.  ‘Only nine out of ten of them do.’  I jabbed him lightly with my elbow.  ‘Come on, Mr Windswept and Interesting, let’s get on the dancefloor.’

      Gianni was in a complete tizzy when we arrived.  He was clutching at his dark beard, screeching, ‘What am I going to do now?  Without my winning couple, what am I?’

      ‘Darling Gianni,’ said Raquel, limping towards him.  Even in her obviously painful state, she was wearing high heels.  ‘You have your winning couple.  Brendan and I will take that trophy.’

      ‘You cannot dance, Raquel!  You are hobbling here and there and everywhere.’

      ‘It’s your imagination,’ she told him, blatantly lying.  ‘You’re so worried about this that you’re seeing things that aren’t there.  Would the healer have let me come here without so much as a bandage on my ankle if there were anything wrong with it?’

      ‘Hm.’  He gave her ankle a hard stare.  ‘It looks horribly swollen to me.’

      ‘Exactly – to you.  No one else here thinks it looks swollen, do they?’  She glared around at all of us, as if daring us to contradict her.

      Gianni mumbled something Italian beneath his breath, then stood up and went to the centre of the floor.  ‘All right – let’s begin.  Most of you couples have been working on your competition dances, so continue with that, and I’ll come around and critique you all shortly.  Remember – this is a dance of passion, people, so I want to see that passion in every single move you make.  Essie, Sebastian, as this is your second class only, I’ll show you the basic steps again, all right, my loves?’

      He spent about ten minutes with us, swearing beneath his breath every time Seb made a mistake (there were a lot of mistakes).  Then, with a weary sigh, he said, ‘Well, some of us just aren’t blessed with rhythm, are we Sebastian?’ before trotting off to see to the other dancers.

      He wasn’t wrong about Seb’s lack of rhythm – it felt more like a dance of pain than of passion, as he constantly trod on my toes – but I wasn’t going to tell him so.  Instead I did my best to avoid his feet, keeping an eye on Brendan and Raquel as I danced.

      At times (perhaps through sheer determination) Raquel managed some of the moves, but whenever they came to a difficult part, she stumbled.

      ‘We’ve got to come up with a plan,’ I murmured into Seb’s ear.  ‘Some way that we can talk to Brendan and Raquel and feel them out.’

      ‘Mm hm,’ he murmured back.  ‘I’ll go chat with him during the break and pretend I need some dancing advice.  You can do the same with Raquel.’

      ‘Em … yeah.  Pretend.’

      ‘What are you saying, missy?  You don’t think I’ve got moves?’

      ‘Well, I think we’ve moved from doing an actual Flamenco into more of an awkward shuffle.’

      ‘Oh yeah?’  He pulled me close, raising my hand with his and then doing his best to lead me.  ‘I’ll show you moves.’

      After a few ungainly steps in no particular direction, he dipped me low – too low, considering how my back was twinging.  ‘You look stunning tonight, Essie,’ he said, his voice gravelly.

      ‘Uh-huh?  Even with my man chin?’ I joked.

      ‘Your what?’

      Laughing, I said, ‘Julian told me about it, Seb, so don’t deny it.  You once said I have a man-chin.’

      ‘Ah, yes.’  Grimacing, he straightened us both up.  ‘Well, I made a lot of dumb insults about a lot of women.  I did it to try and get Julian to join in, maybe start having some warlock-talk together.  It never worked.  You know I didn’t mean it, right?  You are, by far, the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.  That dimple in your chin, sometimes I just want to–’  He shook his head.  ‘Never mind.’

      Feeling warm and uncomfortable, I stepped back to create a wider gap between us.  I’d prefer he stomp on my toes again than this.  Hopefully he wasn’t serious.  ‘You – I don’t get you, Seb.  I don’t know if you’re joking, or if it’s like you said yesterday morning – you’ve been pretending to be a warlock so long that you sometimes forget to quit the fake flirting.’

      I hoped he would take the out – laugh it off, and say, ‘You got me – I’m an awful old flirt, so I am.  Of course I don’t actually fancy you.’  But instead, his cheeks grew flushed, and he looked intensely into my eyes.

      ‘I think you want me to tell you I’m joking around,’ he said. ‘But … I can’t do it.  What would be the point, when we’d both know I’m lying?  Essie, I’m crazy about you, and I have been from the second I saw you.’
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            A One-Woman Man

          

        

      

    

    
      There was a long, painful moment of silence, during which I stared down at my feet, feeling more uncomfortable than ever.  The moment seemed to stretch out, and out, and out, until Seb said, ‘Look, I’m sorry.  I know it’s not what you want to hear, but would you rather I lie to you?’

      I probably would, actually, but I didn’t say so.

      ‘I know what happened,’ he went on, moving nearer to me, dancing once more so we wouldn’t cause a scene.  He lowered his voice, whispering into my ear: ‘With the severance spell.  When Gretel called me today she told me all about it.  She said I should watch out for you, make sure your chills don’t get any worse.  I can’t believe it, Essie.  I can’t believe he did that without talking it over with you first.’

      ‘You know he had no choice,’ I retorted, sounding (and feeling) incredibly defensive.  ‘I might not like his decision, but I understand it.  When he found out about how Grady could take advantage of our bond, he had to move fast.  And I’ll tell you something else, something I know for certain – every single thing he’s done is because he loves me, because he wants to keep me safe.’

      ‘Of course,’ Seb whispered.  ‘Of course he loves you.  Who in his right mind wouldn’t?  I’m sorry I said anything, Essie, okay?’

      ‘O-okay, I guess,’ I said, suddenly distracted by the howling noise from across the room.

      Raquel was on the floor, crying and clutching her ankle, while Brendan was on his knees beside her saying, ‘I told you it was too bad, Raquel.  Did your healer really tell you it was okay to dance?’

      ‘Are you accusing me of lying?’ she shouted.

      ‘If he isn’t,’ said Gianni, rushing over to them, ‘then I will.  You are a Little Miss Pants on Fire, Raquel.  You cannot dance, my love, and you know it.’

      ‘I know nothing!’ she cried.

      ‘True,’ Gianni agreed.  ‘You certainly don’t know when to give up, do you?  Get yourself over to your healer, Raquel.  Now!’

      ‘But the Golden Flamenco,’ she whined.

      With a sigh, Gianni said, ‘The Golden Flamenco will just have to wait until next year.  Unless …’

      He glanced over to the spot where Sebastian and I shuffled together.  ‘Yes,’ he said, stroking his beard.  ‘Yes, that just might work.’

      He strode towards us and pushed Seb out of the way.  Then he stood, one hand on his hip, the other still stroking his beard as he looked me up and down.  ‘You, Essie.  You can dance with Brendan.  I have a feeling you will work well together.’

      ‘What?’  I gaped at the Italian.  ‘Gianni, are you mad?  This is my second class, and the competition is next week.  I can’t keep up with Brendan.’

      Unheeding, he led me by the wrist over to the centre of the floor.  Once there, he pulled Brendan up and said, ‘I want you to dance with Essie now.’

      ‘Nope.’  Brendan instantly recoiled and moved a few steps away.  ‘Nuh uh.  No way.  No can do.’

      ‘Hey, I’m not so fond of the idea myself,’ I said with a scowl.  Who did he think he was, anyway?

      Seb gave me a little nudge and a look.  I knew what he was trying to say – this was a good opportunity, possibly the very thing that could help us get info on Kyle Berry’s murder.  But if Brendan refused to dance with me, then what could I do about it?  Clearly he preferred Raquel’s company, gammy ankle or not.

      ‘Brendan Darnley,’ said Gianni, ‘did you not once tell me it was your ultimate dream to win the Golden Flamenco?’

      ‘Yes, but–’

      ‘And can you seriously tell me that it will be possible with Raquel?’

      ‘Well, no, but–’

      ‘But nothing.’  Gianni grabbed Brendan again, pushing him closer to me.  ‘Essie is a natural, she takes to the dance like a dog to water.’

      ‘I think you mean a duck,’ Brendan mumbled.

      Gianni rolled his eyes.  ‘A dog, a duck, who cares whether she quacks or barks when she has so much raw talent?  I want you to do a basic ballroom Flamenco together, but add a little flair, and we shall see if I am right.’  He rushed to the stereo and started the music.  When the song began – a tune filled with dramatic strings and pounding bass – Brendan reluctantly moved closer, his hands on my waist, his stride in perfect time with the music.

      ‘I don’t like this anymore than you do,’ I told him through gritted teeth, surprising myself as I fell easily into following his lead.  ‘So you can stop snarling at me.’

      ‘Me?  You’re the one who’s constantly giving me filthy looks.  Why would I want to dance with someone who clearly hates me?’

      ‘I don’t hate you,’ I informed him with a haughty lilt.  ‘I don’t even know you.’

      Narrowing his eyes, he spun me out and then in again, holding me close to his chest as he said, ‘I saw you, you know, giving me a suspicious look the other night.  You think I was up to something, don’t you?  You think I planted something in Mika’s bag.  Are you the one who reported me to the Wayfarers?’

      ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ I replied, spinning out of his arms.  ‘Although it sounds to me like you’re admitting to poking around in Mika’s bag.  What on earth would you be doing that for?’

      ‘I thought it was my bag!’ he hissed as he danced closer again, heels lifted, knees high, in a manner which made him look like a matador.  When he reached me, he put his hands to my waist once more.

      ‘Oh, I see.  So you thought that this bag, something that wasn’t yours, belonged to you.  Hm.  Sounds kind of like the same old story as you and Raquel.’

      ‘I’ve got nothing to do with Raquel.  We’re just dance partners.’

      ‘She called you her darling the other night.’

      ‘She calls everyone darling.  I’m not having an affair with her, if that’s what you think.  I’m a one-woman man.’

      ‘So you have a girlfriend?’

      ‘I … no.’

      ‘So who’s the one woman, then?’ I challenged.

      ‘There’s no one at the moment.’  His hands left my waist, but we remained close, circling one another in perfect time.  ‘I – I love someone very much, but there’s nothing happening between us right now.  I’d never be interested in someone like Raquel.’

      ‘Mm hm.’  I glanced at the bench.  Raquel was sitting there, giving me a thunderous look.  Gianni had told her at least a dozen more times to leave, but she’d ignored him, saying she was staying until the end of the class.  Now, Seb was trying to talk to her, but she was ignoring him too.

      I could see that he was turning on his full charm, but Raquel remained focused on me, causing me to shudder beneath her glare.  Despite her obvious anger, she was especially stunning tonight, in a low-cut tank top and leggings which hugged her curves.  Her eyes were lined with kohl, and her lips were painted a provocative shade of red.

      ‘You seriously expect me to believe that you’d never be interested in someone who looks like that?’ I said to Brendan, moving seamlessly into backwards steps.  I’d learnt far more than I thought I would in such a short space of time.  The dance felt easy to me, as though I’d danced it a thousand times before.

      ‘I seriously don’t care whether you believe it or not.’  His steps mirrored mine as he pursued me along the dancefloor.  ‘It’s the truth, either way.’

      ‘Mm hm.  You sure you’re not blind to sexiness as well as colour?’

      ‘Why Essie, with all of these nosy questions, I’d almost think you’re an insurance investigator looking into Raquel’s claim for her husband’s death.  And that would be a very bad idea.’

      ‘Why is that?’

      ‘It just would.’  He seized my waist quickly, dramatically.  Then he dipped me low, one hand behind my head, his face close to mine, making my heart thrum and my head feel dizzy.  ‘Maybe you should leave this class.’

      ‘Or what?  Are you threatening me, Brendan?’

      ‘No.’  He straightened us up, his shoulders square as he placed his palms on mine.  ‘I’m warning you, and you should listen to me, because–’

      He cut himself off as thunderous applause met our ears.

      ‘Yes, yes, yes, my loves!’  Gianni clapped his hands furiously, beaming at us.  ‘Perfetto!  It is as if you were made to dance with one another.  The passion between you is palpable.  My dears, there is no doubt about it – together, you will win the Golden Flamenco.’
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      ‘Well done, Essie,’ Seb whispered as we left the class.  ‘It wasn’t exactly our plan, but at least this way one of us gets to talk to Brendan and feel him out.’

      ‘Feeling that guy out is the last thing I want to do,’ I snarled.  ‘He as good as threatened me, Seb.  He knows I’m an insurance investigator.’

      ‘Hm.  Well, if he went to the trouble of finding out about you, then he’s on his guard, which means he’s guilty of something.  I think it could be a good thing, as long as you play it safe.  But it’s up to you – if you want to leave the class, I’ll understand.’

      ‘Oh, I’ll keep coming until we know more, I suppose,’ I grumbled.  ‘But what’s his problem, anyway?  I mean, he really doesn’t want to dance with me.’

      ‘And Raquel really doesn’t want him to.  She wouldn’t talk to me at all.  I tried all of my tricks that normally work with widows, whether they’re grieving or not.  It’s like she only has eyes for him.’

      ‘Hard to fathom the attraction, isn’t it?  I thought he seemed kind of okay when I first saw him – I even felt sorry for him when Mika was so rude about dancing with him.  But he’s the rude one.  And he’s chubby, and his T-shirt always has something spilled on it, and I swear he smells like cheesy puffs, and–’

      ‘Shush!’  Seb placed a finger in front of my mouth and pulled me against the wall.  Within seconds, he’d mumbled an invisibility spell, cloaking us both.  ‘Sorry,’ he said.  ‘I had to act quick so Raquel wouldn’t see us.  I’ve muffled our sound, so we can talk freely now.  Essie, I just saw her heading into a changing room, and I think we should follow her.’

      He pulled me by the hand, and we moved silently and invisibly into the men’s changing room.  As soon as we arrived in the tiled area, I understood why he wanted us to come in here.  Raquel was approaching a long, wooden bench, taking a seat next to Brendan.  He was wearing a swimming cap and trunks, and holding a pair of goggles in his hand.

      For a brief moment I thought Brendan’s eyes glided over in our direction, but I must have been wrong.  Sebastian’s invisibility spells were infallible.  We’d caught dozens of fraudsters because he hid us so well.

      ‘Why are you in here again?’ said Brendan, with a sigh in his voice.  ‘I’ve told you, you can’t come in here.’

      ‘Why not?  No one else swims as late as you do, so it’s not as if anyone will see me.’

      ‘It’s the men’s room, Raquel.  What do you think would happen if I just strolled into the women’s room?’

      ‘Well, I wouldn’t mind.’

      He sighed again and looked at her ankle.  ‘You still haven’t gone to the healer.’

      ‘You almost sound concerned.’

      ‘Anyone would be, Raquel.  You clearly need to get that seen to.’

      ‘I will if you promise not to dance with her,’ she replied, shooting him a coquettish smile.

      Shaking his head, looking at her in bafflement, he said, ‘And if I carry on dancing with her you’ll just live in pain?  Probably cause long-term damage to your ankle?  Come on, Raquel, you have to know how crazy that sounds.’

      ‘Well, when you’re crazy about someone, you act crazy.’  She reached out, trailing a fingertip along his cheekbone.  ‘Good goddess, you are by far the most beautiful man I have ever seen.’

      ‘Unlikely,’ I muttered.

      ‘Raquel!’ Brendan exclaimed, jumping away from her.  ‘You shouldn’t say things like that.’

      ‘You mean I shouldn’t say them here.  I should be like you, should I?  I should put on a mask in public, so no one will know we’re in love.’

      Blinking, he said, ‘I really have to go for my swim now, Raquel.’

      She moved closer again, gripping his knees.  ‘I’ve seen the way you look at her, Bren.  Promise me you won’t fall in love with her.’

      ‘Who, Essie?  I don’t look at her in any particular way.  I don’t even know her.  I’m stuck dancing with her, and that’s all there is to it.’

      She gave him an odd smile.  ‘It truly is your dream to win the Golden Flamenco, no matter what, isn’t it?’

      Swallowing slightly, he said, ‘Yes.  Yes, it’s my dream.’

      ‘Well then, I’ll tell you what.  You promise to come over after your swim tonight, and I’ll stand aside and let that happen.  But be careful, my love – we wouldn’t want someone else to have the same sort of accident as Kyle had, now would we?’

      While Seb and I gasped, Raquel clicked her fingers and disappeared.  For a moment, Brendan simply sat there, a pained expression on his face.  He then stood up, walked out of the changing room, and headed for the pool.

      ‘Oh my God,’ I whispered.  ‘That sounded like a threat.’

      ‘Yeah.’  Seb’s voice was grave.  ‘But what’s worrying me most is that I’m not sure who she was threatening.  Was it Brendan – or was it you?’
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      Once the excitement of spying was over, things grew a little uncomfortable again.  We decided to head to Seb’s to have a bite to eat and formulate our next moves, but so far all we’d done was make some toasted cheese sandwiches, not saying much while we prepared them.

      Luckily, Seb’s and Kim’s familiars were there.  Seb’s spaniel, Conrad, was lazy but adorable.  While he preferred snoozing, Kim’s cream-coloured poodle, Noodles, constantly wanted to play.  Watching them (and sometimes intervening) gave us something to focus on other than our dance-class conversation.  Eventually, though, even Noodles decided he’d had enough activity, and settled down for a snooze alongside Conrad.

      With the dogs a diversion no more, we spent an entire five minutes saying nothing, slowly eating our sandwiches.

      ‘So … we should go to Raquel’s, right?’ I said, when there wasn’t so much as a crumb remaining on my plate.

      ‘Mm hm.  Obvious next move.  We see for ourselves if Brendan turns up.  If he does, we know he lied to you, and they’re having an affair.’

      ‘Yeah, yeah, that’s what I was thinking.  I was also thinking we should let Gretel know.  We’re both officially agents now, so … is there some way we report in, let her know we’re about to go somewhere potentially dangerous?  Because if Raquel and Brendan are murderers, it’s also possible that they did have something to do with Olly’s death, right?  Mika’s confession could be a fake – maybe she was somehow compelled into making it.  Or she could have been compelled into murdering Olly so that Brendan and Raquel could get rid of two potential witnesses at once.  We could be heading for the belly of the beast.’

      ‘Well, the Wayfarers would know if there was any sort of compulsion involved, I’m sure, but I guess we should let Gretel know just to be safe.  I have some secure contact channels.’  He was punching away on his phone as he spoke.  ‘There – she’ll get an immediate notification.  But I’ve been in far more dangerous situations than this, so we’ll be absolutely fine.  You know I’d never let anything bad happen to you, right?’

      His voice had turned all low and meaningful, and I stood up and took my plate to the sink just so I could turn my back to him.

      ‘Ess, I – I know you’re a little put out by the stuff I said when we were dancing,’ he said, coming up behind me.  ‘Do you think maybe we should talk about it?’

      I almost spun to face him, but thought better of it and decided to rinse my plate instead.  As the water ran over my hands, I said, ‘We need to come up with a story for why we’re there.  Something Raquel will buy.’

      ‘You really like changing the subject, don’t you?  You did it the night we kissed, too.’

      Finally, I turned around.  ‘You know what else I remember about the night we kissed?  I remember that it wasn’t good for either of us.  No sparks, no tingles, no yummy feelings.  Remember?’

      ‘Of course I remember.’

      ‘So how can you say stuff like you said tonight?  That you’ve been crazy about me since you first saw me?  It makes no sense, Seb.  I like you – a lot.  I think you’re gorgeous and funny and sweet and – and so many things.  But can you honestly tell me that when we’re together there’s electricity in the air?  Can you honestly tell me that right now you’re itching to touch me, kiss me?’

      ‘That’s not … love doesn’t always happen like that.  It just – you know you’re supposed to be with someone and then, eventually, all of those big feelings will follow.’

      ‘What?’  I moved away from him, gaping at him, mystified by his words.  ‘You know you’re supposed to be with someone because you have those big feelings, Seb.  And there’s no eventually about it.  You feel it or you don’t.’

      ‘But–’

      ‘But what you’ve just said proves to me that you don’t like me the way you seem to think you do.’  I softened my voice.  ‘So why do you think you like me, Seb?  Can you honestly tell me that I make your heart flutter, make you weak at the knees?’

      ‘No.  No, I suppose not.  But I find you so, so beautiful, and I really do think that the rest of those feelings would come, in a while, if things were different.  Maybe it’s just because you’re with Julian, and I’m protecting my heart or something because I care so much about him, and would never want to steal you from him.  Maybe that’s why I don’t feel whatever it is you’re supposed to feel when you’re in love.  But I know I am.  I know we’re meant to be.’

      ‘You know?  How do you know?’

      ‘I just – I just do, okay.  Trust me on this.  I don’t know when it’s going to happen, but I know exactly what you’ll look like on the day you fall in love with me, too.  I know what you’ll say to me, and what I’ll say to you.  I know what the air will smell like – sweet, smoky and salty all at once – and that the sunset will paint orange and red highlights in your hair.’

      He was gazing at me in such a sweet way that all I could do was gaze back.  I didn’t know what to say to any of that.  He seemed so sure, and I didn’t want to hurt him, but … he was wrong.  He had to be wrong.  Because the only way his idea of our future could come to pass was if something happened to Julian.

      We were saved from having to say anything more, though, because Kim chose that moment to burst in through the flat’s front door, crying out, ‘Hey, big bro, I’m home!’
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        * * *

      

      After enjoying some light relief in the form of Kim’s company, Seb and I headed to Raquel’s house.  Her place had been easy to find because she put most of her life up online.  She’d even filmed Kyle’s funeral – well, she’d filmed herself at Kyle’s funeral.  The video was titled Kyle’s Funeral: How I Coped.  Ninety percent of the content had centred on her make-up and clothing choices.

      She lived in the same area Ponty and Ruth had lived, on the posh, easterly side of the hidden enclave of Luna Park.

      ‘Their house is really near to Ponty’s,’ I said as we crossed the road into the driveway.  Though witches usually preferred brooms to cars, the houses here nevertheless had wide gravel driveways.  I wasn’t sure why they had them, but they had them.  ‘You know, I was just thinking – given how rich Kyle Berry was, I’m surprised he wasn’t one of the guests at that awful party.’

      Seb shrugged.  He seemed a little down, but he hadn’t brought up the subject of our future romance again.

      ‘The Berry coven are rich, formidable, and yeah, a lot of the higher-ups are warlocks,’ he said.  ‘But Kyle had only joined them a few months before his death.  He was what Ponty would have referred to as New Money.  Ponty despised self-made men.  Someone like Kyle would never have been given an invite – I mean, he made his money in gyms and sporting equipment.  Ponty preferred the good old days when you got rich by buying and selling people.’

      I shuddered.  ‘And if you hadn’t stopped him, the good old days would have kept right on going.’

      ‘We,’ he said softly.  ‘We stopped him, because you and I are an amazing team.’

      I was very glad we’d reached the front door.  With a shaking hand, I pressed the bell.  Almost immediately Raquel pulled the door open, her face falling when she saw us standing there.

      ‘Oh, it’s you.’  A jet-black cat sat in her arms, purring against her chest.  She had changed out of her leggings and tank top, and was now wearing a knee-length purple dress with a sweetheart neckline.  Her feet were bare, her toenails painted to match her dress, and her ankle remained swollen, with no bandage in sight.  ‘I thought – never mind.  What are you doing here?’

      ‘We came because I need your advice about something,’ I told her, using the lie Seb and I had rehearsed.  ‘I – look, can we come in?  I don’t really want to have to say all of this out on your front step.’

      ‘I suppose so.  But you can’t stay long, because I’m expecting company.’

      ‘Oh?’  Seb shot her a winning smile as we followed her into the house.  ‘Anyone exciting?’

      ‘Very,’ she murmured, hobbling and wincing as she led us into a large but comfortable living room.

      The décor of the room surprised me.  It was done in natural colours with sinky couches and cushions.  Given how dramatically Raquel behaved, I’d expected a room to match.

      The walls were lined with photos of Raquel and Kyle, pictured with two cats I assumed were their familiars: the jet-black cat Raquel held right now, and a snow-white cat that was probably Kyle’s.

      In many of the pictures they were holidaying in beautiful locations, but there were plenty where they were with family or friends, too.  In each photo, they looked radiantly happy, and in the photos where Raquel and Kyle were looking at one another instead of the camera, their eyes shone with love.  There was nothing remotely fake about Raquel’s expression in any of those pictures – she really did appear to be crazy about her husband.

      Feeling confused, I took a seat on one of the couches.  Seb sat next to me, and Raquel (with a sigh of relief) took the armchair by the fireplace.  As it was too warm for a fire, she had filled the grate with candles instead.  On the table in front of me, a bottle of champagne was sitting on ice, with two clean glasses next to it, at the ready.

      ‘For your exciting guest?’ Seb enquired, nodding at the bottle.

      ‘Yes.’  She concentrated on petting her cat, refusing to meet Seb’s eyes.  ‘I’d offer you some, but then you’ll only stay, and I want to get rid of you as soon as possible.’

      At least she was honest.  ‘Probably just as well,’ I said.  ‘Seb was only just saying he needed to pee, so a drink wouldn’t be a good idea.’

      Seb nodded easily, as we’d rehearsed.  ‘Actually, I couldn’t use your loo, could I, Raquel?’

      ‘I suppose so.  There’s one in the hall just outside this door – but if you’re going to pee loudly then can you please go upstairs?  The loo up there is immediately to your right as you reach the top of the staircase.’

      ‘Upstairs it is,’ said Seb, scurrying out.

      ‘The thing is, Raquel,’ I began, lowering my voice a little.  ‘I’m glad he’s going to be gone for a few minutes, because I want to talk to you.  Seb thinks I’ve come here for dance advice – which I desperately need, if I’m honest.  But the truth is, I was also hoping I could convince you to help me put his mind at rest.’

      She arched a brow.  ‘I’m afraid I don’t understand.’

      Kim had come up with the idea to play things this way, and though I’d agreed that it was a good plan, I really wished we’d come up with anything else.  ‘Not a lot of people know this, and I’d prefer if you keep it to yourself, but Seb and I are a couple.  I had, well, a lot of ups and downs with my last guy.’

      ‘Yes, I’ve heard all about that horrible Julian person and how he killed your cousin.’

      Of course she had.  Everyone had – or at least they thought they had.  Sometimes I wanted to scream from the rooftops: Julian Trent is not a murderer – he’s still my husband, and I love him!

      ‘Well, that’s why I want to take this slow, keep it between me and Seb for a while,’ I said, ignoring the urge to spring to Julian’s defence.  ‘It’s early days yet, and I just don’t want people asking about it, you know?  Or looking at me like I’m mad for moving on so soon.  But now, well … I’m getting worried Seb might think I’m not as serious as he is.  Especially now we’re not even dancing together.  I mean, how can I make it clear to him that I only have eyes for him?  Given what Gianni was saying about palpable passion between me and Brendan, I just – I suppose I was hoping you could explain to Seb that Gianni was just exaggerating, and that Brendan isn’t interested in doing anything but dancing with me.  You know him best.  It’s obvious to me that he doesn’t like me, so I’m sure it’s obvious to you, too.’

      ‘Yes, yes, it’s very obvious.  There’s no way he’d be interested in a skinny malink like you.’

      ‘Exactly,’ I said, though I very much disagreed with her assessment.  I’d lost a couple of pounds since Julian left, but I didn’t think I was skinny.  Ava and Rick made sure I ate, even when I didn’t want to.  ‘I mean, I know there’s nothing going on between you, because you’re obviously mourning your husband, but between you and me, I think Brendan might have a crush on you.’

      Her eyes lit up.  ‘Did he say something to you?’

      ‘No, it’s just the way he looks at you, you know.  A woman can tell.’

      With her eyes still bright, she said, ‘Tell me all about it – describe the way he looks at me.’

      I felt my lashes go all a-flutter, and tried my best to force them to behave.  Her reaction was surprising to me, but I didn’t want her to know that.  If she were having an affair with him, wouldn’t she be more coy about it?

      ‘Raquel, don’t you see it?  Brendan looks at you like you’re the only woman in the room,’ I told her.  ‘Like he can only focus on you, only think of you.  When he was dancing with me it was as if he wasn’t really present, and every time I looked at him or tried to talk to him, I’d catch him gazing at you.’

      ‘Gazing …’  Her voice was breathy, and she used a hand to fan her face.  ‘Oh, I say.’

      Seb chose that moment to return, and Raquel immediately said, ‘Essie and I were just talking about what a favour she’s done me, stepping into my shoes.  Of course, it can’t be easy for her, when she’s such a beginner at this kind of dancing.  Especially when Brendan clearly dislikes her.’

      ‘Oh?’  Seb sat forward, feigning interest.  ‘You think?  But Gianni was saying how passionate they were together.’

      She waved a hand.  ‘Wishful thinking on Gianni’s part – he’s desperate for our class to win this trophy at any cost, so he’ll cling onto any chance, no matter how slim.  And I’ll help him – I’ll help Essie, too, and give her some private lessons and pointers if she’d like.’

      It was the last thing I actually wanted, but I said, ‘Wow, that’s so kind.  I would love to take you up on that offer.’

      ‘It’s the least I can do.  I know Brendan won’t make it easy.  Poor thing, he’s got a terrible crush on me, you know?’

      ‘He does?’ Seb asked, doing a perfect performance of a man who was well and truly taking the bait.  ‘I mean, you’re a beautiful woman, Raquel, and I thought I saw him looking at you a little hungrily.  But then I convinced myself I must be wrong, because why would he ever have a chance with a woman like you?’

      ‘Well, he wouldn’t,’ she said, her voice weak with the lie.  ‘But you can’t blame a trier.’

      Seb and I laughed, and I shot her a ‘thank you’ look, just as the doorbell rang.  She jumped up and said, ‘You’ll have to go out the back now, and be quick about it.  My guest is … shy.’
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        * * *

      

      A few minutes later, Seb and I stood in the park across from Raquel’s house, keeping ourselves invisible while we peered at the goings-on inside.

      I pocketed my binoculars with a sigh.  ‘It’s Brendan, all right.  He’s in the same room we were just in, and he’s accepting a glass of champers.’

      ‘No need to sound so disappointed, Ess.  We’ve achieved everything we set out to do tonight – we’ve caught Brendan and Raquel in the act, and we’ve hopefully convinced her that Brendan isn’t into you like her crazy brain seems to think.  That’s going to buy us some breathing space while we solve this thing.  If she’s the murderer, then at least now she won’t be out for your blood.’

      ‘I know it all went to plan,’ I conceded.  ‘It’s just … the way she spoke about him.  It was like she was a schoolgirl with a crush but no real hope of anything happening.  And the photos of her and Kyle – now, they looked like a couple who were truly in love.  There’s something not right about all of this, Seb.’

      ‘Hm.’  He pressed himself back against a nearby tree.  ‘Well, I planted bugs all over the place while I wasn’t peeing loudly, so maybe we’ll soon know more.’

      ‘Bugs?  As in listening devices?  Is that even legal?  Because if not, it’s kind of gross.’

      ‘It’s legally dubious at this point, and definitely gross,’ he admitted.  ‘But like you say, there’s something not right about all of this, and I don’t think we’ll get to the bottom of it by playing nice.’
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      Now that everyone at the vineyard knew about the bond being severed, I decided to be less cowardly and spend the night there.  I hoped Belinda would be around, so I could talk over the case with her – I felt so uneasy about it all, as though there was something major I was missing.  But when I got upstairs, her bed was empty again.  Marbles and Egg were curled up together on my bed, and they soon shunted over and gave me some room.

      ‘She’s at Vince’s again, huh?’ I asked Egg, as soon as I was in my PJs and settling down beneath the covers.

      ‘She is, and she’s wasting her time.’

      I looked curiously at Egg.  ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Nothing,’ he muttered.  ‘How did the dance class go?  Have you solved the question of whether Kyle Berry was murdered by his wife, or simply satay sauced to death?’

      ‘We have nothing concrete,’ I said.  ‘Although it does look like the wife could be having an affair with her dance partner, Brendan, who’s now become my dance partner because she hurt her ankle.  If it is an affair, though, it’s a very strange and unlikely one.  Oh, I don’t know, it’s just … it’s all racing around in my head.  Sweet, pretty Mika killing the guy she loved.  Raquel possibly killing the guy she loved so she can be with a rude, ketchup-stained prat who acts like he has no interest in her.’

      ‘We men are far better at playing it cool,’ Marbles declared.  ‘Brendan probably told Raquel to do the same until the heat is off, but she’s just not very good at it.  So emotional, you women.’

      ‘That cat you fancy at the Warlock Survivors’ Group is coming on too strong, eh?’ I guessed, punching the pillow as I spoke.  It was one of those memory foam ones, and I wasn’t a fan.  Belinda loved that kind of pillow, but I didn’t find it comfortable at all.

      With a weary sigh, Marbles said, ‘She came over tonight.  Here.  Without being invited.  And she brought along a rat for us to share, can you believe it?’

      ‘I seem to recall you giving out about another cat a while back, one who was a complete user who wanted you and a bunch of other guys to catch rats for her so she could keep her paws clean.  Isn’t this new gal a whole lot better?  She brings you presents – y’know, if you can call a rat a present – and expects nothing but a bit of company in return.’

      ‘Yes, but there was a zeal in her eyes as she dropped that rat at my paws, Essie.  A zeal.  Speaking of deranged women, you know Mika is a vegan.  Perhaps the lack of meat drove her around the bend and turned her into a psychopath.’  Seeing the expression on my face, he held up a paw and said, ‘Hey, it’s a theory.’

      ‘Sure.  A theory.’  Egg rolled his eyes exaggeratedly.  ‘Maybe she can plead malnourishment when she goes to court.’

      ‘Mika is not malnourished,’ I said.  ‘And she’s not deranged, either.  She’s just … I don’t know.’  I’d finally bashed my pillow into a more comfortable arrangement, so I lay back and stared at the ceiling.  ‘I don’t know what she is.  I don’t know what any of this is.  All I do know is that not one bit of it feels right.’
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        * * *

      

      I headed over to Seb’s early the next morning.  He had messaged me at the crack of crazy to tell me he’d found something very interesting.  Even though I felt ever so icky about bugging Raquel’s house, part of me hoped Seb had picked up some proof – and maybe, if he had, it would be the kind of proof which would explain everything about this case, leaving me with no more doubts in my mind.  Hey, it wasn’t absolutely impossible.  Just highly unlikely.

      Kim was in her nightie, yawning, hunched over a mug of coffee when I arrived.  She mumbled something and pointed at the coffee pot.  Taking her meaning, I went and poured myself some, adding a generous measure of cream.  Kim and Seb always had the full fat kind, which I loved.

      Seb skipped in from his bedroom, dressed in the same clothes he’d been in the night before.  He went straight for the coffee pot, adding three sugars to his mug as he poured.

      ‘You don’t usually sugar your coffee,’ I remarked.

      ‘I need the extra boost.  Been up all night.’

      I took in his wild eyes and crumpled clothes.  ‘I never would have guessed.’

      ‘Sarcasm doesn’t suit you, Essie,’ he said, taking a seat at the kitchen table and flipping open his laptop.

      ‘So you got something?’ I asked.  ‘From your bugs?’

      ‘He got nothing but static,’ Kim informed me.  She paused for another long yawn before adding, ‘It’s the kind of static you get when there’s some sort of magical disruptor in a property – something specifically designed to stop any listening devices, whether they’re supernatural or not.  Expensive tech.’

      ‘But well worth the money if you’re trying to cover up a murder and you don’t think you’re the sort who can keep from chattering to your familiar or lover about it,’ said Seb.

      ‘Huh.  So, I guess that’s some kind of evidence,’ I mused.  ‘It makes it seem like she’s hiding something, right?  But then again, given she’s a high-profile person, she could simply be making sure no journalists spy on her.’

      ‘You’re reaching, Ess,’ said Seb.  ‘And you know it – a woman like Raquel loves press intrusions.’

      ‘Not necessarily,’ Kim argued.  ‘For one thing, all of the times the press have supposedly snapped her unawares, it’s obviously been prearranged.  She looks immaculate in every shot, which is always a giveaway.  And for another thing …’  With her sentence unfinished, her head nodded, and her eyes closed.

      Waving a hand in front of her face, Seb said, ‘Wakey, wakey, Kimmy.  You were saying something.’

      She blinked awake, giving her brother a filthy look.  ‘This is the second time you’ve dragged me awake this morning.  One of these days, when you’re in the middle of the loveliest dream, I’m going to wake you up so I can run some theories by you.’

      ‘What were you dreaming about?’ I asked.

      Reddening, she said, ‘Nothing.  Certainly not about a romantic picnic with a very famous singer.’

      Heaving out an impatient breath, Seb said, ‘I’m sorry I woke you up – both times – but I need your opinion on what I found.  Look, before I tell you guys about it, what’s the other thing?’

      ‘What?’  Kim wiped her eyes.  ‘Oh yeah.  The other thing is that Raquel Berry’s obsession with fame is very recent.  She had no social media accounts until a few weeks before Kyle died.  She and Kyle were a rich, good-looking couple who you just know the media wanted to know more about, but they kept themselves to themselves.  They turned down offers for reality shows, they didn’t go to red-carpet events, none of that.  So when someone changes as drastically as Raquel does, I’d say that’s unusual enough to look into.’

      ‘Interesting,’ said Seb, drumming his fingers against the table.  There was a twitch in his eye.  He needed less coffee and more bed, and he needed it now.  ‘When did Raquel first get into this lifestyle, then?  The socials, the paparazzi, the attention-seeking …?’

      ‘Back in June,’ said Kim.  ‘June twenty-first, to be precise, is when she started her Super Social account.’

      ‘Huh.’  Seb continued to drum his fingers.  ‘Interesting.’

      ‘Seb, I don’t care if it’s the most interesting thing you’ve heard your whole life long.’  Kim shot her brother the filthiest look of the morning.  ‘What I care about is that you hurry up and tell us what you found so I can go back to bed.’

      ‘Oh, right.  That.’  He looked eagerly my way.  ‘Last night, a weird thing happened – my access to parts of the Wayfarer database opened up again.’

      ‘Well, you’re back on the secret agent payroll, so I suppose it makes sense,’ I said.

      ‘Well, yes – but I said parts of.  There’s a lot I can’t get into, which is weird in and of itself, but I did manage to access some of the files about this case.  They’ve looked into Raquel’s financials, and it turns out she’s been paying large amounts of money from her account into a series of other accounts.  The money goes in, it’s withdrawn straight away, and then the receiving accounts are never used again.  But Raquel makes more and more transfers, to a different, untraceable account, each and every week.  She’s been doing it since – guess when.’

      ‘June twenty-first?’ guessed Kim.

      Seb grinned and ruffled her hair.  ‘Exactly.’

      Wriggling away from his hand and glaring at him, she said, ‘Haven’t the Wayfarers already looked into this?’

      ‘I called Gretel and asked.  After she screamed at me for waking her up, she told me they questioned Raquel, who said she’d been scammed.  She believed she was part of a sort of saving scheme, apparently, where everyone contributes a bit every week, and then every few weeks one person gets to use the whole pot.  Only there was no pot, just a fake group that ran away with her money.’

      ‘Why would Raquel need to join a group like that?’ I asked.  ‘Kyle was rich.’

      ‘And generous, too,’ said Seb.  ‘All of their accounts were joint, right up until Raquel set this one up in her name only, diverting money in from the joint accounts, before then transferring it over to the scammer.  But her supposed reasons make no sense to me.  She told Gretel she wanted to get some enhancements done that Kyle didn’t approve of.’  He cleared his throat.  ‘The kind of enhancements that she definitely doesn’t need.’

      ‘Her boobs?’ Kim asked.

      ‘Yes, her boobs.  Obviously I meant her boobs, but you had to go and make me say it.  And that’s not the only weird thing about it – I hacked into her account and saw that she sent yet another transfer to a dodgy account yesterday afternoon, long after Gretel had asked her about this.  She knew it was a scam by then, so why send more money?’

      ‘You think she’s being blackmailed?’ I guessed.

      ‘Whether this is because of boobs, blackmail, or something else entirely, I have no idea,’ said Seb.  ‘What I do know is that the money was withdrawn in person at a series of different banks.  Security footage apparently couldn’t help with identifying whoever’s withdrawing it – it’s a different person each time, and none of them are known to the authorities.’

      He stood up, pacing the kitchen floor.  ‘So what we need to do is find out who actually set up these accounts.  I think we could find something if we could get a look at the IDs they used, plus maybe get a look at the footage from the banks when the dodgy accounts made their withdrawals.’

      ‘By we you mean me, I suppose,’ said Kim.  ‘Well, what I need to do is have another hour in bed.’  She stood up.  ‘And I’m going to.  Also, if the Wayfarers couldn’t trace the scammer or blackmailer or whatever, then what makes you think I can?’

      Seb stared at his sister, his expression grim.  ‘Determination.  You’re a genius at ferreting things out, so I know you’ll find something.  We have to find something, Kim.  Because you know as well as I do, once we pay Raquel’s claim, it won’t be long before we have to shut our doors.  A lot of people will lose their jobs.’

      Kim ground her teeth for a moment and then said, ‘I guess I’m already up.  Pass me your computer.  I’ll see what I can find.’
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      We spent the rest of that day and much of the next staring at security footage, or examining the many fake IDs used to open the accounts, but we found nothing helpful.

      The IDs were perfect – the people named seemed to exist, with all of the relevant paperwork to back them up.  The bank workers would have been none the wiser.  And as for the people we saw on film opening those accounts and later withdrawing the money, they made no attempts to hide themselves.  There was a tall woman, a short man, a blonde, a brunette, a person with bright purple hair … Each one was a perfect match to their ID, but they didn’t actually exist anywhere else that we could find them.

      It was maddening.  Even if Raquel were the sort of person to get duped into a so-called savings scheme so she could pay for a boob job her husband didn’t approve of, I doubted she would continue to fall for it when the scheme’s bank account changed weekly.  Either she was being blackmailed, or something far more sinister was going on.  We had to get to the bottom of it.

      But it was exhausting work, and I was almost relieved when Friday’s dance class came around.  Gianni had moved it to mid-afternoon, which meant that I’d get back to the Nine Hundred in time to help with tonight’s big job – pest control.

      When Seb and I arrived together, Brendan glowered at us, but Raquel gave us a big smile and a wave.  She was wearing flat shoes, and was bearing her weight on a crutch.

      ‘Seb, why don’t you go and dance with Margie,’ she suggested.  ‘Her husband couldn’t get off work for the earlier class.  Essie, I’ll keep an eye on you and Brendan.’

      As we danced, her eye was definitely on us, but she seemed relaxed this afternoon, and not at all jealous or threatening.  Every now and then, she would come over to give me pointers.

      ‘You’re doing ever so well,’ she said to me.  ‘I really can’t believe you’ve only been doing this since last Monday.’

      Brendan’s face scrunched up, and I could almost read his mind: Who are you and what have you done with the real Raquel?

      ‘The only thing I would say,’ she went on, ‘is that you need a bit more – intent, drama, when you clap your hands and stamp your feet.  You’ll have jewellery and castanets to complement those moves, but most of the drama should come from you.  Clap and stamp like you mean it, Essie.’

      I clapped my hands hard, in time with a foot stamp.

      ‘Much better,’ said Raquel.  ‘And after all, there are the non-ballroom portions of the dance for you to be more wishy washy and willowy and, well, you.’

      Brendan’s face relaxed, and again I could almost read his mind: Ah, there’s the real Raquel.

      Gianni took that moment to stride towards us – he’d gone off to do something he wouldn’t tell us about when I arrived.  Now, he was holding what appeared to be a long black dress and a notebook.

      ‘You look wonderful together,’ he exclaimed, beaming as Brendan and I stopped our dance to look his way.  ‘Even better than on Wednesday evening.  It is as if you are soulmates, dancing the dance of love.’

      Raquel’s eyes narrowed, and I inwardly groaned.  Gianni couldn’t have picked a worse thing to say if he’d tried.

      ‘It sure doesn’t feel that way,’ said Brendan, casting a wary glance at Raquel.  ‘I’m not sure you’ve made the right decision here, Gianni.’

      ‘Nonsense.  You two are made for each other.  Everyone can see it.’  Gianni grinned, setting the black dress aside and opening up his notebook.  ‘Which is why I have been planning your competition dance.  You two may just be the only pair who could possibly bring my magnificent vision to life.’

      ‘And um … what is your vision?’ I asked, sounding warier than I would have liked.

      ‘It will be extravagant, romantic, epic,’ he enthused.  ‘Essie, you will play a widow, but your marriage was an unhappy one, to a cruel, cruel warlock.’

      As I flinched, Gianni gave me a gentle smile and touched my shoulder.  ‘I know, my dear, about your past, and that you were married to a warlock who is now imprisoned.  And it’s not that I wish to take advantage of it, but … this will be televised, you see, and there will be a public vote as well as the judges’ score.’

      ‘So you do wish to take advantage of Essie’s past,’ Brendan growled.  ‘That’s not on, Gianni.’

      ‘No, no, it’s all right,’ I said, glancing in surprise at Brendan (it had almost sounded as though he was angry on my behalf) before focusing on the teacher.  ‘Maybe it will help me … work through things.’  It wouldn’t – how could it, when my marriage to Julian was nothing like people thought it was?  He wasn’t an evil warlock at all.  But I couldn’t risk leaving this class now.  Not when I was so close to the truth.

      ‘Yes, yes, that is just what I thought.’  Gianni clapped his hands in delight.  ‘And as the viewers are mainly women, well … it would be silly not to use your past to garner just a little bit of sympathy.’

      ‘You want us to win on a sympathy vote?’  Again, Brendan growled out his words.  ‘Look, this is just getting pathetic now.  I’m sure Essie doesn’t want the pity vote, and neither do I.  I say we give up on winning the trophy for this year, Gianni.’

      ‘Oh no – no, this won’t be a pity vote,’ Gianni insisted.  ‘These women will admire Essie for getting past her past, you see.  And we might even spread a rumour that she is finding love again in this very class – people love romantic rumours.’

      Oh, good God, it was only getting worse.  I fought back a shiver of revulsion and said, ‘Sounds good to me so far.’

      He clapped his hands again.  ‘I just knew you would love it, my darling Essie.  Now, at the graveside of your dead warlock, you will wear a long black mourning gown.’  He glared at Sebastian.  ‘You will play the warlock who has died.’

      Seb blinked comically.  ‘Me?’

      ‘Yes, you.  Because even you cannot make any mistakes there.  You will lie in the coffin and say mean things to Essie as the music picks up – even from the grave you taunt and haunt her, as everyone knows a warlock would do.’  He turned his attention my way.  ‘Here, Essie, take a look at the costume I’ve had made for you.’

      I looked at the dress he held up.  Now that I was getting to inspect it up close, I realised it was made of a lacy material, and although it was long, it reminded me of the dress I wore to my unplanned Vegas wedding.

      ‘At the graveside, you will meet a handsome, mysterious bullfighter, played by Brendan.’

      Brendan scowled with distaste.  ‘A bullfighter?  Isn’t that a bit obvious for the Flamenco?  The judges have openly stated they’re looking for originality this year.’

      ‘Ah, but the story will make it new and exciting, and the judges will love it, I just know they will.  We will have a mechanical bull, and you will do a solo dance with it.  Then, the bull will escape and try to gore Essie at the graveside.  You will save her life, besting the beast.  Essie will be ever so grateful, and you will do the most romantic, sexy dance together – this is the point where you’ll mix in some more modern dancing.  But Essie is shy, not sure of herself, inexperienced in the art of dance – and of passion.  You will be her teacher.’

      ‘Wait, am I playing a bullfighter or a dance teacher?’ Brendan questioned.

      ‘You are teaching her to dance with the bull, and to best it, just as you can.’

      ‘So I’m teaching her to be a dancing bullfighter?’

      ‘Yes, and the bull, to Essie, represents her bully of a husband.’  He clicked his fingers, and a standing mirror appeared next to him.  ‘We will use this mirror as the focal point for the romantic moments.  Here, in front of this mirror, you will show her the steps, and she will get gradually better and better.  But then, when she is finally in the bullfighting ring, she will stumble – the bull will almost gore her, but he will get caught up in the red flag instead.  He will not give up easily, though – after ripping the flag to pieces, the bull will return for Essie.  And then, when the audience are gasping with horror, believing all is lost, and the dead warlock’s voice cries taunts from his coffin – then, Essie will rip off her skirt.’

      I gawped at him.  ‘Rip off my skirt?’

      ‘Yes, like this.’  Gianni ripped the long black skirt away from the dress’s bodice, revealing a shorter skirt beneath.  Now, the outfit looked more like my wedding dress than ever.  ‘You will use your skirt to work with the bull.’

      ‘But it’s black,’ I pointed out, unable to stop staring at the dress.  Could Gianni be messing with my head?  Perhaps there was more to the bearded Italian than met the eye.

      ‘Yes, but you are improvising.  You will best the bull, and Brendan will be so impressed, moved to passion by your bravery and tenaciousness.  And then you and he will dance together once more, building to a great crescendo, finally ending in front of the mirror where your love first began to flourish.  The coffin and the warlock’s taunts will fade, and Brendan will take you into his arms, his lips mere centimetres from your own.  The lights will dim, and the crowd will go wild.’

      Go wild with laughter, maybe, I thought.  But judging by the approving claps and murmurs from the other dancers, it seemed that most of them disagreed.  Only Sebastian and Raquel appeared to share my feelings.

      Raquel declared, ‘It’s ridiculous, and the audience will detest it as much as I do,’ before storming off (well, limping off, but it was clear that if she could have stormed, she would).

      She paused at the door to give me a threatening glare, and then clicked her fingers and left.  I wasn’t sure why she couldn’t have simply clicked her fingers in the first place and saved her ankle some work, but perhaps she was going for dramatic.  I was certainly riveted – and a little terrified – by her performance.  I’d convinced her I wasn’t a threat, but thanks to Gianni, she clearly saw me as one again.

      As for Sebastian, all through Gianni’s speech he’d been struggling to quell a fit of the giggles.  Now, probably due to the tension caused by Raquel’s exit, he seemed to feel a stronger need for laughter than ever.  But he covered his mouth and pretended to cough instead.

      ‘Everything all right, Sebastian?’ Gianni questioned, with a flick of his head.  ‘You think you can manage your part in the dance?  It should be easy enough, even for a man as clumsy as you.’

      ‘Mm hm, mm hm, I’ll certainly try my best,’ said Seb.  ‘It all sounds absolutely magical.  The audience will love it, I’m sure.’
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      We went through the dance a few times – first, under Gianni’s exacting instruction, and then on our own.

      Dancing with Brendan had been easy the first time (despite him warning me to leave the class) but it seemed that it got easier and easier with each step we took.  We stopped sniping and grew immersed in the movement, dancing as though we’d been partners of years instead of days.

      It all felt a little dreamlike and unreal to me, since I’d never been an amazing dancer – but perhaps I’d just never found the right kind of dancing before.  I was beginning to think that Gianni had made an inspired decision when he put us together, because we were good.  And Gianni’s choreography was good, too, in spite of the silly elements.  I could see how it would seem passionate to the audience, and how it would evoke emotional reactions, too.

      Brendan seemed to truly inhabit his role, his movements perfectly in tune with the music and the themes.  Even his facial expressions changed with the dance.  There was a moment, when we finished up in front of the mirror – me, dangling in his arms, him, gazing down at me, his lips a mere breath from mine – when he actually managed to look as though he was in love with me.

      As the class erupted into thunderous clapping and whooping, and we straightened up, I muttered, ‘You’re quite the actor, Brendan.’

      His brow lowered, and he spat back, ‘Well, I’d have to be, wouldn’t I?  I’ve got to make up for how terrible you are.’

      Aaand the sniping was back.

      ‘Wow, how will I ever calm my massive ego down if you keep on giving me such glowing compliments?’ I retorted, feeling stupidly stung by his remark.

      ‘If you don’t like it, you know what you can do.’

      ‘Leave?’  I snorted.  ‘I like this class.  I’m not leaving.  But you know just as well as I do where the door is, so don’t let it hit you on the way out.’

      I marched off to the bench where I’d left my bag, and as I towelled down my face and neck and drank my water, I could see him out of the corner of my eye, staring at me, mouth open.

      ‘I don’t think he expected you to call his bluff,’ Seb murmured, taking a swig from his own water bottle.  ‘He really wants you to leave this class.’

      ‘Yeah, he does.  And yet he carries on dancing with me.  Do you think – do you think maybe he’s afraid of what Raquel could do to me, and that’s why he’s behaving the way he is?’

      ‘It’s a theory.  But then again, the solution would be for him to leave, wouldn’t it?  Just like you told him he should.’  He toyed with his water, his expression pensive.  ‘You were right the other night – there’s just so much about all of this that doesn’t add up.  The main thing, though, is making sure Raquel doesn’t take things out on you, so I think I might pay her another visit.’

      ‘Won’t she find that weird?’

      ‘Nah.  I’ll tell her I’m still upset about you and Brendan being partners.  As she’s genuinely upset, she’ll feel like we have something in common.  This might be the perfect opportunity, you know – if I make her feel like we’re of the same mind, she might just reveal something that’ll crack this case.’

      I shook my head.  ‘You’re positively Machiavellian at times, do you know that?’

      ‘Aw, thanks.  I love you, too.’  He gave me a quick peck on the cheek before clicking his fingers and leaving the class, while I stood there for a good long moment, staring at the spot where he’d been.

      His tone had been playful, unserious, and when he’d kissed my cheek he certainly hadn’t lingered.  But I felt uneasy, nonetheless, because I sensed that he was still certain – for whatever reason – that we were destined for a future together.

      I shook off my worries and went to put my bottle and towel back in my bag.  As I did so, I noticed something glinting at the bottom – something bright and lovely, and something I’d missed very much.

      But how could my ring be here, now, when I’d lost it in the tunnels below Pendulay?  This was the kind of thing bad pennies did, not wedding rings.

      I quickly zipped up my bag, snapped my fingers, and took myself out of there.
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      I didn’t dare to try my ring on, even when I arrived safely at the vineyard.  I was terrified that it would slip off again, so I left it stashed in the bag and headed out to the vines to help with the evening’s work.  Vince was absent again, but Belinda was here.  Kim had come to help too, and she was giddy with excitement while Belinda explained tonight’s job.

      ‘So, we’ve dealt pretty well with most of the common pests and problems this year,’ said my sister.  ‘But winomites are a whole different kettle of crazy.’

      Kim grinned.  ‘You said winomites?  I’ve never heard of such a thing.’

      ‘Well, they’re magical mites,’ Belinda explained.  ‘Most of the year they annoy sprites and pixies over in the faerie realms, but come late summer they spread out to any magical vineyard they can find.  They have an unusual biological process – they turn the grape juice into wine as they’re sucking it up.  You can pay the sprites to come deal with them.  They have proprietary spells they use, but they charge a lot, and we can’t really afford it.  Luckily, Ava and I have some methods of our own that work pretty well.’

      Marbles, who’d tottered out with Egg to greet Noodles, was finding all of this hilarious.

      ‘The sprites have spells against the mites!’ he cried with a giggle.  ‘You think those little faerie-dwelling criminals send them our way just so they can charge for removal?’

      ‘Sprites are not criminals,’ Belinda insisted.  ‘But yes, I sometimes suspect this particular crowd of certain shenanigans.’  She held up a tray filled with glass funnels and magnifying glasses.  ‘You’ll need to use a magnifying glass if you want to see these guys,’ she explained.  ‘They’re tiny.’

      We all grabbed one, and Belinda continued.  ‘Okay, so think of the funnels as their connection train.  They get sucked in here and then sent straight to a forest in the faerie realms, where there’s lots of juicy grapes and berries.  They’ll come back again in a few days, so we just have to keep doing it.  You point the narrow end of the funnel at the grapes, and any kind of summoning spell will work.  I use: Something in here which ought not be, leave my vines, come to me.’

      I’d brought my magnifying glass to my eye, and as she spoke her spell I could see countless screaming mites flying out of the closest vine and into Belinda’s funnel, before being zapped away to another realm.  One of them shook his fist (or leg?) as he entered the funnel and said, in rather a slurred voice, ‘You haven’t seen the last of me, lady!’

      We got to work, Kim and I back to back between two rows, Belinda and Rick back to back between two others.  Ava had been finishing up her translations when I arrived, assuring me she’d tell me what she’d discovered tonight.  I hoped the news was promising, though I wasn’t sure what promising would look like, anymore.

      ‘Have you heard from Seb?’ I asked, after Kim and I had been working together for a few minutes.  ‘I thought he would have sent me an update by now about how he’s going at Raquel’s house.’

      Kim snorted.  ‘He messaged me and told me not to wait up as he’s going to try and charm her into some sort of confession.  Then, right before I came here, he arrived home with his tail between his legs.  Apparently she’s immune to his charms.  And yet not to the charms of a professional gamer.’

      ‘Oh, and he had such high hopes.’  I giggled, then stopped myself and said, ‘I shouldn’t laugh about it.  I wanted his plan to work.  Wait, who’s a professional gamer?’

      ‘Your dance partner, Brendan.  Don’t you two talk at all?’

      ‘Well, there’s a lot of snapping, sniping and snarking, but I’m not sure that counts.’

      Chuckling, she said, ‘Well, when I couldn’t get anywhere with tracking down those dodgy bank accounts, I moved on to looking into the backgrounds of everyone in your class.  Brendan makes his money through online gaming.  People subscribe to watch him play, and he sells things too, in partnership with the game designers, like weapons and skins and whatnot.  And he’s won a lot of tournaments.  He’s not short of a sickle, I’ll tell you that.’

      ‘So, if he helped Raquel kill her husband, it wasn’t for the money.  For love, then?’

      ‘I don’t know.  He’s been going to classes at that gym for a long time now.  According to his socials he went to his first class to keep a girlfriend happy.  She wound up hating it, he wound up loving it, and he’s been going ever since.  He’s had a few different partners, and he’s only been dancing with Raquel for a while.’  Kim let out a sudden burst of laughter.  ‘Sorry, but this is so weird – a bunch of winomites just told me if I let them stay they’d let me drink wine directly from their mouths.  They say it tastes better that way.’

      ‘But they’re tiny.  How would we even – you know what, I don’t want to think about it.’

      ‘Me neither,’ said Kim.  ‘So … Raquel met her husband at that class.  Kyle liked to visit all of his gyms regularly, and when he was at the one in Eile Street he saw Raquel dancing, and it was love at first sight.  She was the class’s teacher then.  Raquel and Kyle were rarely out of each other’s sight – even when she decided to get back into dancing he’d go to classes and watch her.  Maybe he was jealous?’

      I thought about the shared bank accounts, and the photos I’d seen of the two of them.  ‘Maybe, but maybe they were just one of those couples who love each other so much that they hate being apart.  So, if Raquel used to be the class teacher, when exactly did Gianni start?’

      ‘He started in Eile Street maybe … a year, a year and a half ago – he took over completely from Raquel when she left for her honeymoon, and he’s been there ever since.  But Gianni Marconi’s been around the dance world for decades,’ she told me.  ‘He grew up in one of Rome’s magical enclaves, where he was a huge star.  He’s won hundreds of competitions.  He’s been in the Irish enclaves for a while now, teaching and competing.’

      ‘Huh.  So he’s probably got nothing to do with any of this,’ I mused.  ‘He did do something weird this evening, though.’  I told Kim about my competition costume, feeling anxious all over again as I recalled how similar it had been to my own dress.

      ‘I guess it could just be a coincidence,’ she said.  ‘Though it’s definitely a red flag.’  She sniggered.  ‘Funny, considering.  But it’s Brendan who really stands out to me, after reading so much about him today.  The fact that he’s warned you off this class, and even the idea that he could have been having an affair with Raquel, it just seems unlike him – or unlike the version of him I discovered online, anyway.  He’s a sweet guy when he does his livestreams.  Funny, smart, enthusiastic.  He gets gamer girls messaging him all the time, but there’s no suggestion he takes advantage of it.  The girlfriends he’s had have all been of a type, too – he likes bookish looking redheads, mostly.  But Raquel is incredibly gorgeous, so maybe he just couldn’t resist her charms.  I really don’t know.’

      I really didn’t know, either.  The only thing I did know was that I could smell ribs on the barbecue.  Just as my stomach began to growl, I heard Ava call out, ‘Dinner’s up, everyone!  Come and get it!’
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      I’d expected something rushed and easy, given we would probably head back to winomite duty straight afterwards, but as usual, Ava had prepared an amazing meal.  She’d arranged it all beautifully on the patio table just outside the kitchen.  She’d even lit a brazier, and had some tiki torches with lemongrass oil burning, to keep the insects away.

      It looked like a feast, and it tasted like one too.  There was fresh-baked bread, sweet, smoky ribs and a goat cheese salad with toasted almonds.  The cheese was soft and creamy, the leaves dressed in a honey and mustard blend.  There were cherry tomatoes, too – they’d been blanched so that my fork slid straight through.

      I finished the salad quickly and got to work on the ribs, shooting little glances at Ava as I ate.  She seemed entirely focused on her food, and I didn’t want to bug her – when she had something to tell me, she would – but I felt ever so impatient about it all.

      ‘You look tired,’ Rick said gently, putting down his fork and rubbing Ava’s arm.  ‘You must have been poring over those translations all day.  Did you find anything, love?’

      I suppressed a smile, but I couldn’t deny I felt relieved that Rick had been the one to ask.

      Ava’s eyes darted to mine, and she shivered.  ‘I … well, Adeline and Gretel are coming over after we eat, actually.  I’ve just spoken to them about what I’ve translated, and they’d like to be here so that we’re all hearing the information at the same time.’

      ‘It’s bad, then,’ I said, my mouth feeling suddenly dry.  I reached for my beer bottle and chugged some down.

      ‘It’s just – I want to be sure I get everything right, you know.  That I explain it all correctly.  So I feel that Adeline should have a look over my work before I go and make a mess of things.  I would have checked with some of the coven’s elders – they speak the old language far better than I do – but this stuff is too sensitive to talk about with anyone who isn’t in the know.’

      ‘But Adeline gave certain parts to you because she couldn’t translate them herself,’ Belinda pointed out.  ‘So why would you need her to check your work?’

      There was a moment of silence, Ava staring nervously at her plate while the rest of us stared nervously at Ava.  There was only one reason I could think of for her reticence.

      ‘I think I know why they’re really coming,’ I said, my hands shaking as I clutched my bottle.  ‘She and Gretel want to be the ones to break the bad news.  The bond can’t be put back together, can it?  It’s gone.  It’s gone forever.’

      ‘Oh, sweetheart.’  Ava stood up and rushed across to my side of the table, hugging me from behind.  ‘The bond can be put back together.  When the Time Witches involved have a chosen bond, one they got via that horrible ceremony, there’s a ritual involved to restore it. But when it’s a True Bond, like yours and Julian’s, then once you’re back together, spending time in each other’s company, it will grow back by itself – gradually, mind.  It could take days or even weeks to fully reestablish.’

      ‘I mean, I can live with that,’ I said.  ‘A few more weeks of being cold is okay.’  Tonight, fresh from dancing and working in the vines, and with the brazier burning, I was actually a comfortable temperature for once.  ‘So … none of that sounds like bad news.  Why would you need Adeline and Gretel here?’

      ‘I just …’  Ava moved away from me.  ‘There’s more – about the bond, and this ritual that Grady could use to hack it.  But it’s not really dinner table talk, and I – crap!’  She shook her head, watching as Egg and Marbles darted towards the table.  They seemed to be fleeing a large spider (strange behaviour, since they regularly insisted they weren’t afraid of the things).  Marbles launched himself onto the table and into my arms, while Egg did the same with Belinda, both cats knocking over bottles and glasses in the process.

      I stood up and placed Marbles in my chair, rushing into the kitchen to help Ava as she went in search of cloths to clean up the mess.  Kim followed us in, too, rubbing her arms, saying, ‘Is it just me, or is it getting a little chilly out there?  Is it okay if I go upstairs and grab a cardi or a jumper, Ess?’

      ‘I’ve got one in my bag, actually,’ I told her, picking it up from where I’d dumped it just inside the kitchen door and passing it her way.  I turned back to help Ava, hoping that she’d finish what she’d been saying, but she was already back at the table, patting the stains with an absorbent cloth.  She worked so quickly that there was nothing for the rest of us to do.

      Sighing, I went back out and wrestled my seat from Marbles.  He insisted on remaining on my lap, his limbs shaking wildly, while Noodles sat at our feet and laughed.  I grabbed a fresh bottle of beer and took a sip, watching as Ava sat down again and looked my way.

      She was about to say something – everything – I could see it in her eyes.  But just as Ava opened her mouth, Kim came out from the kitchen, her eyes wide, her face pale.  In trembling hands, she clutched a pale blue towel.

      Sitting down next to me, she said, ‘This towel was in your bag, but it’s not yours, is it?’

      I examined the towel.  ‘You’re right.  I must have taken someone else’s from dance class by mistake.  Why, Kim?  Did you see something?’  My heart was hammering.  Had she seen someone’s death?  Were we about to have murder number three?

      She nodded sadly.  ‘It’s Brendan.  I see him drowning, Essie, in the gym’s swimming pool.  And I have a horrible feeling that it’s either already happened, or it’s happening right now.  Either way, I think it’s too late to stop it.  I–’

      I didn’t wait for her to finish speaking; instead, I clicked my fingers and took myself to the pool.
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      When I arrived at the poolside, there was a spot of water in the centre which was disturbed.  I thought I saw bubbles, and heard some garbled, muffled cries, but all of that was over nearly as soon as I noticed it.

      Now, there was a dark, unmoving blur beneath the surface, and my chest constricted at the sight.  That was Brendan down there.  He’d sunk to the bottom, and he wasn’t coming back up.  I couldn’t stop to ponder why a guy who swam regularly was suddenly having trouble.  I simply pulled off my boots, took in a deep, deep breath and jumped straight in, because I had to save him.  I just had to.  The guy was an arse.  He’d been rude to me – threatening, even – but the thought of him dying …

      Quickly, I swam for the spot I’d noticed on arrival.  Diving below the surface, I saw him almost immediately, his body flat against the bottom of the pool.

      He didn’t appear to be breathing now, but he’d be okay – I hoped.  You could go a short time without air, before … well, before the worst would happen.  The more concerning thing was how his body was placed, face-down, level with the tiles at the base of the pool.

      I attempted to shake him, to see if he would respond, but it was like trying to shake a cliff.  He was absolutely immovable, as though his whole body was made of stone.  I tugged and tugged at him, feeling desperate now, feeling cold as ice.

      Belinda had taught me some featherweight spells to use around the vineyard when she needed to move anything heavy.  But the magic required the use of an incantation.  How could I speak down here?

      There were bubble spells, of course – Ava had taught me some when we went to catch a swarm of bees one day.  If I could use one of those, it would surround me with a pocket of air in which I could move and speak without fear of drowning myself.  But I was far from an expert at bubble spells, plus I would have to go to the surface so I could speak clearly enough to surround myself with the bubble in the first place, and then – if I managed it without error– come back down.  There simply wasn’t time.

      Garbled voice or not, I had to try a featherweight spell, and I had to try it fast.  It came out just as unintelligibly as I’d feared it would, a spew of bubbles from my mouth with barely discernible noises behind them, but I put all of my intent into those words: ‘Light as a feather, so I may lift, light as a feather, a featherlight gift.’

      At first his body remained too heavy to move, but after a moment he sprung free from the pool’s base, floating in my arms.

      I held fiercely onto him as I kicked my legs and thrust us both upwards.  But when I broke through the pool’s surface and the air entered my lungs, it didn’t taste nearly as sweet as I’d expected.  Everything in me and around me felt so, so cold.  It was a struggle to get him out of the pool, onto the edge, but once we were there I instantly began trying to resuscitate him.  I’d taken a first-aid night class, so it wasn’t as if I didn’t know what I was doing – in fact, I’d learned more than enough to know that what I was doing was pointless.

      I was too late.  Brendan was dead.  He’d probably died right as I arrived at this swimming pool.

      I sat gazing at his body, my teeth chattering in the frigid air, choking on sobs, sniffing back tears, utterly overwhelmed by loss.  Jolene, Paula, Etain, my parents, and now this rude, horrible dancer.  It was all too much.  I wept and wept, knowing I should get up, call someone, but I couldn’t.  My body was tired, so tired, and part of me wanted nothing more than to lie down next to him, close my eyes, and go to sleep.

      But as soon as my eyelids drooped, my exhaustion began to do battle with a newer, angrier emotion: it really was too much, and I was sick of it.  I’d fought so hard against saving Etain when I witnessed her Last Moments.  And I fought that same battle again and again, every single day, to stop myself from going back to save everyone that I’d loved and lost.

      ‘We bear witness, Essie,’ Rick had told me once, during a lesson.  ‘That’s all we can do.  Anything else is too risky.’

      But it wasn’t fair.  It wasn’t fair to have this gift, this power, only so I could watch from the sidelines and do nothing, as yet another person died.  And Brendan’s death stung doubly so, because I had only been seconds late to save him.  I’d seen the bubbles, the disturbed water, when I arrived.  If I’d been here slightly earlier, I could have stopped this.

      And what would be the harm, anyway?  What could it actually change, if I turned back time by just a few seconds, or a minute … or maybe two?

      As I fought against my urges, I saw something fall from his ear – a small, perfectly round pebble, greyish-white and shining.  I picked it up, examining it, and then put it down again.  Whatever it was, I could feel power in it, but not a pleasant sort: it felt of heaviness and cold and nothing good.

      I might not have known exactly what that pebble was, but I suspected it had something to do with Brendan’s death.  The Pendulays had stones that could do all sorts, so a stone that could drown a person didn’t seem beyond the realms.

      Right then, in that moment, my uncle’s words ceased to matter.  Someone had killed Brendan, and he shouldn’t be dead.  The idea was a roar in my mind, drowning out every other thought and every ounce of caution: I had to save him.

      I didn’t have my pocket watch, and although there was a clock on the wall above the pool, it certainly wasn’t equipped with Pendulay Quartz.  This time, I would have to manage the jump myself, without any props to help me.

      I pictured that moment – the bubbles I had seen on the surface, the disturbed water, and I thought: a minute before then, take me to a minute before then.

      I could hear it, feel it – Time’s rhythm within me – and it was by no means meagre.  It was a huge, pulsating wave, and I intended to ride it backwards.  I picked out the moment I wanted among the noise – the way the pool had sounded when I got here, that garbled noise as Brendan had sunk.  Just a little further back than that, I thought, as I focused on the rhythm – tick-tock, tick-tock … tock-tick.

      I caught the wave, felt a slight lurch, and then I was there – here, in the same spot, moments before I’d first arrived.  A whole minute before, in fact, going by the poolside clock.

      I didn’t take a breath to congratulate myself.  I jumped straight in, catching him halfway down – he was alive, his eyes wide and wild as he saw me.  He was drowning before my eyes, struggling, unable to move, to swim.  So I swam to him, pulling at him, but he was too heavy – unnaturally heavy.  I tried to voice a featherlight spell again, but it didn’t work.

      It had to be that pebble, the one which had fallen from his ear.  Maybe my featherlight spell hadn’t worked the first time.  He had simply become lighter because the pebble had done its job.

      He was almost level with the bottom now, and I swam right up next to him, peering into his ear.  I could see it shining in there, pulsing from white to grey.  If I tried to prise it out, I might just push it in further, so instead I pointed at his ear, using a version of another spell of Belinda’s, one she had taught me only that night:

      ‘Something inside which ought not be

      Leave him now, come to me.’

      My words were garbled, just as before, but this time they worked.  The stone shot out of his ear and right at me.  I only just dodged it, my body catapulting upwards as the stone knocked against the edge of my left temple.  Immediately, Brendan regained control of himself, rising to the surface of the pool.  As soon as he broke water he swam to me.

      ‘Essie.’  His eyes brimmed with concern as he caught hold of me, his hands on my shoulders, pulling me close.  ‘Are you all right?  How did you know to do that?’

      I stared at him, swallowing.  His skin was blissfully warm.  I’d really done it.  I’d turned back time to save Brendan.  Brendan, who was possibly a murderer, or at least a co-conspirator.  Brendan, who’d been nothing but a jerk from the moment we met.

      Oh, crap.  Rick was going to go bananas.

      ‘I … I knew because … I just knew.  What was that, anyway?’  I scanned the surface of the pool and saw the pebble bobbing a few feet away from us, looking the picture of innocence.

      ‘I think it might be a Sinking Stone,’ he said, his voice grim.  ‘Makes your body heavy as a rock so you can’t move as you drown.  Once you’re good and dead, your body can float once more.’

      ‘That’s horrible,’ I gasped.  ‘Who would do a thing like that to you?’

      It looked like he might be about to answer, until the waterproof watch on his wrist began to beep.  As if I’d shocked him, he yanked his hands away from me.  ‘It doesn’t matter.  I have to go.’

      ‘I … what?  You have to go now?  Don’t you think that you and I need to talk?’

      He was already swimming away as I asked that – great, strong strokes through the water.  The second he got to the edge he hoisted himself up, gave me one last glance, then clicked his fingers and vanished.

      ‘You’re welcome,’ I muttered as I followed in his wake and hauled myself out.  ‘You ungrateful turd.’
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      If there weren’t a danger of bumping into the future version of me, I probably would have dried myself off, tracked Brendan down, and made him talk to me.

      But as I wasn’t quite clear on whether future me might turn up or not (time travel would never stop being confusing), I decided to quickly scarper, taking only a second or two to grab my boots before teleporting to the vineyard.  Gretel would be there by now, and as I didn’t know where Brendan lived or where he might be, speaking to the captain was probably my best option.

      When I arrived at the patio outside the vineyard’s kitchen, dripping water and holding onto my boots, Kim and Belinda stared at me in shock, while Marbles and Rick gave me a rather more knowing look.

      ‘Essie!’ said Belinda with a gasp.  ‘What on earth happened to you?’

      ‘I … well, I need to tell Gretel about it, too.  Is she here yet?  Does she know about your vision, Kim?’

      ‘She and Adeline just arrived,’ said Kim, looking at me with concern.  ‘They’re in the living room with Ava.  I don’t know what she’s told them.’

      ‘Okay.’  My eyes darted to Rick’s.  He looked very mad, but maybe I was imagining it.  Sure, he had the Watch Stones to tell him when anyone used time travel, but if he’d been here at the table while I was gone, maybe he didn’t know.  ‘How em … how long have I been gone?’

      ‘Not long,’ Rick replied.  ‘Well, it wasn’t long for us, anyway.’

      Kim shot him a confused glance and then, to me, she said, ‘We were just about to follow you to the pool, but you didn’t take long at all.  Was I right?  Is Brendan …?’

      I shook my head.  ‘He’s fine.  I got to him just in time.’

      Kim brought a hand to her heart.  ‘Oh, thank the goddess.  I was sure he was a goner when I had that vision.  You know, you really ought to take a hot bath.’

      Rick stepped forward.  ‘I’ll give her a drying spell.  You two can go in without us.’

      Belinda and Kim shrugged but headed inside.  I made to follow them, but Rick stood in my way.

      ‘I don’t care how wet I am,’ I said.  ‘This can’t wait – I need to talk to Gretel about Brendan.  Someone tried to kill him, Rick.’

      ‘It’s Gretel who can wait,’ he replied.  ‘As for me …’

      Marbles wrapped himself around my legs, tail swishing.  ‘I think you’d better do as he says, Essie.’

      ‘Yeah,’ I relented with a sigh.  ‘I guess I’d better.’
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        * * *

      

      I sat slumped on a bench at the side of the house, while Rick did his best to wear a hole in Ava’s paving.  He’d used a spell to dry me off, but said nothing more since then.  He was clearly working up to a lecture, and I didn’t dare rush him.  Maybe, if I said nothing, his anger would fizzle away.

      ‘I just – I feel like I’m getting angrier and angrier the longer I look at you,’ he said.

      Oh dear.  It seemed the only thing fizzling away was my own hope; Rick wasn’t going to let me off easy.

      ‘Haven’t I told you a hundred times that if you used time travel to change events, there would be consequences,’ he continued.

      ‘I believe you told her at least a thousand,’ said Marbles.

      I glared at my cat.  ‘Aren’t you supposed to be on my side?’

      ‘Not when what you did puts me at risk,’ he informed me with a huff.  ‘As your familiar, your consequences will probably wind up being my consequences, you know.’

      ‘I don’t know, actually,’ I said.  ‘I have no idea what consequences mean in this scenario.  Time seems to be ticking along just fine.’  Turning my attention back to Rick, I asked, ‘How do you know I changed something, anyway?’

      ‘I know because I’m not so stupid I can’t put two and two together, that’s how I know.  And as to how I know you used time travel for your meddling, well, the stones always know, Essie.’

      ‘Yes, but you’re here, and the stones are–’

      ‘Safely at Pendulay, where you thought I wouldn’t see them for hours or maybe even days, and possibly miss the purple stone changing to amber the way it does when someone jumps back in time?’  He lifted a brow, then pulled out his phone.  Footage from his childhood bedroom was on screen, showing the stones sitting atop his workbench.

      ‘Ah,’ I said.

      ‘It’s still amber, as it happens, because the Pendulays of old designed the stones to stay that way for about an hour after someone jumps back in time.  Someone was monitoring them at all times back then, but just in case they happened to be elsewhere when the colours changed, they wanted it to stay that way for a while.  These days, we have modern tech to help us.  I don’t have to be physically looking at them, you know, or even checking on them once an hour, to know when someone’s travelled.  I have a special camera on them at all times, and I get an alarm on my phone when there’s activity.’

      ‘Oh.’

      ‘First ah, now oh.  Shall you give me an ooh next, I wonder?’  Rick looked at me in disappointment.  ‘I don’t have to be a genius to figure this out, my girl.  Kim tells you she sees Brendan’s death, and you rush off – turning back time, no less – to save his life.  Please tell me that’s not what happened.  Please say you didn’t really change events.’

      Before I could reply, he was talking again.  ‘I don’t understand this, I just don’t – some lad you barely know from dance class.  Possibly someone who’s involved in all of these murders that have been going on.  I know you have strength, Essie, because you’ve managed to resist changing things before.  So why now?  Why him?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ I whispered.  ‘I don’t know.  I just – he was dead, and I couldn’t stand it, Rick, I couldn’t.  Not another person.’

      His whole demeanour softened, and he joined me on the bench.  ‘I know it’s hard, Essie – believe you me, I know.  But we don’t get to change things.  You want to know what the consequences might be?  How about my great uncle Con who saved his beloved, only to lose his daughter the very next day?  I could tell you a hundred other examples, but I don’t need to, because you know this already.  What about that cup you saved in this very house as a little girl, only for Ava and Belinda to have every single cup in their cupboard break for years after?  You mess with the universe’s plan, Essie, and the universe will mess right back!’

      As Rick’s phone buzzed, he looked down at it.  ‘It’s a message from Ava.  Everyone’s wondering where we are.  We’d better get inside.’

      As I stood up, I shot him a guilt-ridden glance.  ‘I’m so sorry, Rick.  I don’t know what came over me, and I know you’re angry at me, but …’

      To my utter surprise, he pulled me in for a hug.  ‘You have lost so many people, Essie.  Too many people.  I’d be an awful hard man if I didn’t understand why you did it.  I just hope nothing bad comes of it.’

      ‘Me too,’ I murmured into his shoulder.  ‘But whatever happens, I’ll deal with it.  My mess-up, my responsibility.’

      He shook his head, giving me a wry smile.  ‘Nonsense.  Your mess-up is my mess-up.  That’s what family is for.’
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        * * *

      

      The living room where the meeting was taking place was at the front of the house, so we headed to the front door instead of going in through the back.

      There was a Wayfarer carriage in the driveway.  It was sleek and black, as was the horse which drew it.  I’d heard that the Wayfarer horses travelled so fast that you could blink your eyes and they’d already be gone.  I’d also heard that they could fly.  What I hadn’t heard, though, was how stunningly beautiful they were.

      ‘I thought they’d have wings,’ I said.

      The horse gave me an indignant stare.  ‘Oh, thank you very much,’ it said.  ‘As if I haven’t been asking for the Pegasus upgrade every day for months now – but thanks for rubbing it in.’

      I gawked at the horse.  ‘My God, you frightened me.  You talk?’

      ‘Of course I talk.  And right now, I’m telling you to hurry up and get inside.’

      As we scurried into the house, Uncle Rick explained that the horses were actually robots.  ‘Although I hear tell that they used Púca shifters at one time, would you believe?’ he added.

      I shuddered, and might have said more, but we’d arrived at the living room door, so I simply hurried inside.  Dillis, Kim and Belinda were sitting on the couch.  Noodles was at Kim’s feet while Egg sat to attention on Belinda’s lap.  Adeline was on a cushion by the coffee table, poring over Ava’s notes, while Ava was pacing up and down in front of the fireplace.  Gretel Wood was sitting in an armchair, regarding me carefully.

      As soon as Rick and I entered, Ava rushed across the room to hug me.  ‘Kim and Belinda just told us that you got there in time to save your dance partner.  Well done, Essie.’

      ‘Yeah, well done,’ the captain said, pulling her phone out and beginning to type something into it.  ‘I’ll check in with Brendan when we’re finished here.  The last thing we need is another murder in that class.’

      ‘Oh, you definitely don’t, seeing as I think I know what’s behind it all,’ said Ava, breaking our hug and resuming her pacing.  ‘Oh, look, I’ve found so much out that I don’t know where to start.’  She paused to shoot me a fond but frightened smile.  ‘Essie, as I was saying while we ate, I’ve found out more about your bond, and it’s true – it will begin to grow again, naturally, once you and Julian are back together.  But … look, a lot of what Adeline and Gretel gave me was very difficult to translate.  Not only because a lot of the language seemed to be either Time Witch or Trent specific, but because, honestly, it was rather horrific.’

      ‘Call me crazy,’ said Marbles, purring in my arms.  ‘But I don’t like the sound of that.’

      Ava let out a half-chuckle.  ‘Yes, well, it seems that the Trents have always taken issue with the True Bond.  Devlin senior might have told his sons that there was no such thing, but if he read even a portion of what was found in his house, then he knew perfectly well that he was lying.  The Trents were obsessed with the True Bond for centuries.  Whenever they came across a pair of True Bonded Mates, they experimented on them to find out precisely what their bond could do.  Some of their experiments involved severing the bond, so that it could be replaced with their preferred one-way bond, giving the Trent men control.  They weren’t successful.  It’s because of these experiments that I know you and Julian will regrow your bond once you’re back together.  But it’s also because of these experiments that I know that if you don’t, you’re in grave danger.’

      ‘Danger – what sort of danger?’  Rick sat forward, elbows on his knees.

      ‘Essie, the reason you’re feeling so unwell is because this sort of bond, it’s like – you become two halves of the same person.  You feel what he feels, you share magic, you share thoughts, you share everything.  Severing it can’t ever be complete, but it does mean that you are going to get sicker the longer this goes on – because it’s as though a vital organ is not quite missing but … out of reach.  If Julian dies before either of you get that vital organ back, well … you won’t survive.’

      Adeline stared at Ava, aghast.  ‘But I’ve read passages about Time Witches who died and the other one survived.’

      ‘Yes, but the difference is that they weren’t in some sort of limbo state when it happened,’ Ava explained.  ‘When Time Witches are together, fully bonded, and one dies, their bond ends naturally.  But if you go messing around with the True Bond, try to end it unnaturally, then it behaves in a very different way.  The Trents ran dozens of experiments on this over the years, and the result was always the same.  So I need to know, and I need to know right now – is Julian safe?’

      Her face pale, Gretel looked up from her phone and said, ‘He’s alive.  I obviously can’t tell you exactly when he’ll be back or where he is, but he’s certain that he’s nearing the end of his search for Grady.’

      ‘Well, he might be certain,’ Ava went on.  ‘But I’m not.  You see, I happen to think that Grady Trent is at Essie’s dance class.’
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      Ava took a glug of wine, squared her shoulders, and went on.  ‘Adeline, you wanted me to translate something that you thought could be connected to the paragraph about Queen Aileen and the Mine to Thine spell – you wondered whether it had the details of how Aileen and her mate shared their bond, or if it detailed the Trent spell instead.’

      Adeline’s voice sounded dry as she said, ‘It was the Forbidden Spell, wasn’t it?’

      As Ava nodded, Belinda sat forward and asked, ‘But what’s it got to do with the dance class, Ava?  Why are you so sure Grady Trent is there?’

      Ava looked around at us all.  Even after her fortifying glug of wine, she appeared unsettled.  ‘The Forbidden Spell goes like this: in order to access the bond between Essie and Julian, Grady Trent must carry out three offerings.  And although it might say offerings, it was very clear to me in the context that what was really meant was sacrifices.  But it’s worse than that.  Grady isn’t simply supposed to kill people.  In order for the final steps of the spell to work, he must force someone else to do the killing.’

      ‘Force?’  Dillis frowned.  ‘How?’

      ‘Mind control.  The process involves a combination of mind-altering herbs, and an incantation which is apparently altered from Queen Aileen’s spell, and … and Pendulay Quartz.’

      Rick clenched his fists.  ‘So that’s why it was stolen.’

      ‘It would seem so,’ said Ava.  ‘The Trents never found a way to break the quartz apart, of course, but they did find the means to make it into a tincture – the stone just has to be heated up with the rest of the liquid, and that’s enough to lend some of its magic.  Then, the spell demands that this potion be given to a person or persons unknowing or unwilling, of the same mind and place.  As the person is drinking it, Grady needs to be close by.  He’ll say an incantation – Mine deeds become thine deeds, mine blame be yours to carry, mine thoughts become thine thoughts, thine hands shall kill my quarry.  After that, whoever’s taken the potion becomes little more than a puppet.  They’ll do whatever Grady wants them to do – and there’ll be no way of knowing that they’re being compelled in any way.  They’ll even believe they did these things of their own will.  There may be some moments of confusion, as their mind battles against it, but the spell says that ultimately, no one can resist.’

      Marbles let out a hiss, then said, ‘So Essie’s weredog friend wasn’t driven crazy by malnourishment.  She was being used as Grady Trent’s puppet.’

      ‘Malnourishment?’  Ava frowned.  ‘I don’t know what you mean by that, but if you’re talking about Mika Baines, then I’d say you’re right, Marbles.  Raquel Berry is probably being used in the same way – it doesn’t seem to matter how many people Grady uses, as long as those puppets kill three between them.  So far, they’ve got two sacrifices – Kyle Berry and Mika’s boyfriend.’

      ‘And Grady still needs one more, since Essie saved Brendan,’ Belinda mused.  ‘But I’m still at a loss as to why this dance class, of all places.’

      Ava shrugged.  ‘We’re getting into the parts I wasn’t a hundred percent sure on now.  There were things crossed out and rewritten, and there are pages I think might be missing, too.’  She looked at Adeline and asked, ‘Is it possible that it wasn’t just your notes and copies which were stolen?’

      Adeline looked to Gretel, who said, ‘It is possible, I suppose.  It took us quite a while to discover everything hidden in Trent Manor, and as we know the Trents had a portal door leading between Pendulay and Trent Manor, so who knows what they were spiriting away?’

      ‘Who knows indeed,’ said Ava.  ‘Either way, the details on the spell devolve into a bit of a mess.  The best I can figure is that the sacrifices need to come from one pool of people – of the same mind and place, the text seems to say, which is why I think it might be the dance class.  As the ultimate goal is to access Essie’s and Julian’s bond, the people who kill and are sacrificed have to have some sort of bond, too.  Then we have even more scribbled out words, replacement words, words I can’t translate – I think there’s something about focus, maybe?  Or concentration?  It could even be saying that the spellcaster needs to create … oh, I don’t know … an epicentre?’

      She held her palms out, sighing in frustration.  ‘All I know is I wish Essie had never gone to that dance class in the first place.  I mean, talk about your unfortunate coincidences – McGinty’s just happen to be investigating a murder at the very place where Grady Trent is doing all this.’

      ‘Maybe it’s not a coincidence,’ said Kim.  ‘We were only ever looking into Kyle Berry’s death because we got a tip-off.  And it’s no secret that Essie works for us.  Maybe the call came from Grady, or someone working with him.  The whole point could have been to lure Essie to that very class.’

      Adeline nodded her agreement.  ‘I think you might be right, Kim.  And clearly, Grady doesn’t yet know that the bond has been severed.  He’ll have been expecting that last sacrifice – Brendan – to have happened tonight, which means he was planning to make his next move soon.’

      ‘And his next move would have been to join on to Essie’s and Julian’s bond,’ said Belinda.  ‘So that he could find out where Julian is – and where the Master Siphon is.  And after that …’  Belinda shivered.  ‘Well, I don’t want to even think about what he’d do with Essie and Julian after that.’

      ‘I think he might want to keep them around, actually,’ Dillis said.  ‘Think about it – how clever Grady has been, how slowly he’s played this game.  He’s not nearly as brash or impatient as his brothers, is he?  Yes, he’ll want the Master Siphon so he can get his hands on all of the time magic in the world, and he’ll get it once he has access to the bond.  But a power like Essie’s or Julian’s, well, I don’t think Grady will take it all at once.  I think he’ll want to keep them on hand – which means he probably has the means to subdue them in the longer term, too.  The only saving grace we have is that the bond is severed now, so his carefully-conceived plan is truly scuppered, isn’t it?  Thank goodness for that.’

      As Dillis spoke, I glanced at Gretel, but the captain averted her eyes.

      ‘But Grady doesn’t know that,’ Ava said.  ‘So he’ll just keep going, won’t he?  Whoever he got to attempt to kill Brendan, he’ll get them to try again.’

      Gretel finally met my eyes and said, ‘Essie, could we have a word outside, just the two of us?’

      ‘Yeah,’ I agreed.  ‘That’s a very good idea.’
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      With Marbles at my heels, we walked in silence behind the captain.  My mind was buzzing.  For most of what had been said in the living room, I’d sat quietly, taking it all in.  And during those quiet periods of mine, thoughts had been gestating.  Crazy thoughts, impossible thoughts, but thoughts I couldn’t shake.

      As we neared the carriage, the horse struck a hoof against the ground.  ‘You and your cat must stay away from my carriage, Miss Essie.  Captain’s orders.’

      Gretel gave the horse a gentle rub.  ‘It’s okay, Regis.  They can get in.’

      Glancing at the robot horse, I hoisted Marbles into my arms and shuffled into the carriage after the captain.  A small, snow-white cat was at the far end of one of the leather benches, snoozing.

      ‘Kyle Berry’s familiar?’ I guessed.  ‘And he’s been helping you solve Kyle’s murder, I suppose.’

      ‘You don’t sound surprised.’

      ‘To learn that you never had any doubt that Kyle was murdered?’  I shrugged.  ‘I mean, you’re not stupid, are you?  You told Seb the case was open and shut because you wanted to keep me away from that class.  You always suspected Grady Trent was involved, didn’t you?’

      She gave me a searching stare.  ‘I suspected, yes,’ she said eventually.  ‘Although after what happened this evening, I’m a little confused.’

      ‘Huh.’  Our eyes were locked, as I digested what she’d said.  Maybe my crazy thoughts weren’t so crazy after all.  ‘I guess you would be,’ I said.  ‘Seeing as, for some reason, one of Grady’s puppets tried to drown Julian with a Sinking Stone.’
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      ‘How long have you known?’ she asked.

      ‘That my rude dance partner is actually the man I love?  I only really put it together tonight,’ I admitted, my voice quivering as I spoke.  My whole body was quivering, actually – whether with shock, happiness or downright terror, I didn’t know.  All I knew for sure was that I was right.  Julian had been Brendan all along.  He had danced with me, sniped at me, warned me to stay away.

      ‘Even when he died and I felt like I wanted to die right beside him,’ I went on, ‘I didn’t cop on.’

      ‘He died?’  Her face was deathly pale.  ‘But that means …’

      ‘Yes, that means I changed events.  And before you ask me if there’ll be consequences, well, probably there will.  Rick seems to think so.  But when he was gone, I just … I didn’t understand it at the time, but now I do.  I had two choices, Gretel – I could die along with him, or I could save him and face whatever payback the universe chooses to send my way.  It’s been eating away at me ever since, but I thought I must be nuts – because if Julian was Brendan, surely you’d have told me.  Although this evening you did tell me, in a way.  You looked away from me when anyone mentioned the bond being severed – because as soon as Ava said it can regrow, you knew that it must be regrowing already.  And I think it is, Gretel – since I’ve been at that dance class, I haven’t been freezing cold for the first time in I don’t know how long.  And my ring came back.  I’d lost it after it fell off, but it just reappeared, all by itself.  And now, I might not be in danger of dying if Julian dies, but Julian and I are very much in danger if Grady finishes this spell.’  I shook my head, annoyed with myself for taking so long to figure out the obvious.  ‘I’ve often been convinced that I’m the slow twin, though, so I guess this just confirms it.’

      She laughed wryly.  ‘Well if you’re the slow twin, then I’m the slow captain.  Because why Grady would order Raquel to murder Julian, I have no idea.  And yet I know that it’s exactly what happened.’

      ‘Grady sent Raquel after him?  But she’s acting like she loves him.’

      ‘Well, I only just received the footage while we were in the living room, but it’s quite clear: she stood outside the changing room, rendered herself invisible, and – we can presume – went inside.  Julian himself called me right before you and Rick came into the room, too.  He told me you saved him, though he failed to mention you turned back time to do it.  He also told me that before he went swimming, he thought he saw movement in the changing room and felt something tickle his ear.  That was the moment when he realised that the bond is growing back.  Before it was severed he was developing some of your gifts, like seeing through invisibility spells.  Then, without the bond, those gifts vanished.  They’ve been coming back over the last few days, but he only fully realised tonight.  He couldn’t see entirely through Raquel’s invisibility, just enough to know that someone was there.  Given what I saw on camera it all fits.  Raquel put that stone in his ear.’

      I thought about the other evening, when Seb put us under an invisibility spell so we could follow Raquel into the changing room.  I’d been sure Brendan’s – Julian’s – eyes had glanced my way.  Our bond really was returning.

      The captain sat back, kicking her feet up on the opposite bench.  ‘Oh, and I’ve already covered up your part in saving him, by the way – now that I think about it, there’s no way Grady would have told Raquel to kill Brendan if he knew Brendan was actually Julian.  That’s a good thing, I guess, seeing as his cover isn’t blown.  But if it’s discovered that you interfered with time itself in order to save him, Grady will grow suspicious.  So I’ve instructed one of my officers to rush to the pool and replace the Sinking Stone with a generic pebble.  Hopefully, Grady will think Raquel made a mistake and used the wrong stone.’

      ‘But she’ll try again.  She’ll need to find Grady’s third sacrifice.’

      ‘Undoubtedly.’

      ‘So, if Julian is Brendan, then either you did a stellar job of faking Brendan’s backstory, or the guy actually exists.  And if he does exist … does that mean Julian’s using a Púca transformation spell?’  I shuddered at the thought, recalling how emaciated the true Mrs Danby had been, and how Vince’s mind was affected even now.

      ‘Yes, there’s a real Brendan.  Believe me, I had misgivings about this.  But the Trents were using it continually over a long period of time, and we are not.  Julian takes Brendan’s place for three hours only, on dance class nights.  He gives himself enough time to go to the class and then to swim afterwards – the real Brendan is a regular swimmer, but he generally swims for hours at a time.  Julian gets out of the pool much earlier, and uses the time to snoop instead.  He sets an alarm to make sure he doesn’t overstay his time as Brendan.’

      ‘Ah,’ I said.  ‘I guess that’s why the alarm on his watch went off this evening.  He legged it out of the pool without so much as a thank you for saving his life.  Frankly, he’s been behaving like an absolute arse since my first lesson.  Is that part of Brendan’s personality?’

      ‘Definitely not,’ she replied with a chuckle.  ‘The real Brendan is a sweetheart.  Julian loves you as much as you love him, you know.  That’s why he begged me to keep you away from this class, and why he’s been doing his best to drive you away.  He’s extremely angry with me right now, and I get it, I do – Grady has a trap planned for you, and in Julian’s mind I’m shoving you right into it.’

      ‘That’s probably unfair, seeing as you actually tried to drive me away too.’

      ‘Yes, I did – but you were so stubborn and tenacious that you forced the truth out of me in the end.  Part of me is glad about that – I happen to think you and Julian will work well together – and part of me is terrified that I’m doing the sort of thing my boss would do.  I love that guy, I do, but I always imagined I’d be a very different sort of captain than he was.  You do know I’ve been doing my best to protect you all along, don’t you?’

      I gave her a smile and nod.  ‘Sure – and for what it’s worth, you don’t look nearly as cocky as your boss does.  Actually …’  An uncomfortable thought sprang to mind.  ‘It could have gone really badly, now that I think about it.  If our bond was broken, what if we’d reacted the way we did when we first met?  Time stood still all by itself back then, every time we touched.  It carried on doing that until we cemented our bond by getting married.’

      Gretel bit her lower lip.  ‘That’s incredibly romantic.  But yes, you’re right.  It would have given Julian away immediately, if that had happened.  I guess your aunt is right when she says a True Bond can’t ever be fully severed – which in this case, is a good thing.’

      ‘One very small mercy.  So … did Julian discover anything helpful while he’s been snooping?’

      ‘Not really,’ she said.  ‘He’s been trying to work on Raquel – she has moments when she’s very much herself, and he’s been attempting to get her to lead him to Grady.  Because as far as he can tell so far, Grady has never been near the dance class.  Julian says that Grady is much like his other brother Jeremy – in the sense that no matter who he’s pretending to be, he’d find it impossible to hide his true nature.’

      ‘Like Belinda just knew something was up when Jeremy was pretending to be Vince.  Yeah, that makes sense.  But Gretel, what about Gianni?’  I quickly told her about the costume he expected me to wear.

      ‘That’s definitely odd,’ she said when I’d finished.  ‘Julian’s discounted him, and going on our research of the guy, Gianni is behaving the same way he’s always behaved, but … yes, it’s definitely odd.  Oh, and before you ask, we’re doing our best to delay any court hearings as far as Mika is concerned – she will not go down for Olly’s murder, if I have anything to do with it.’

      I was happy to hear that – when she’d been ignoring me, I’d been so disappointed in the captain.  But I knew now that she’d been doing all she could, and that her job was an incredibly hard one.  And dealing with Time Witches, well … our unusual nature would make things even harder.

      ‘I’m still wondering about a lot of this,’ I told her.  ‘Like, when Ava told you about the Forbidden Spell happening at the dance class – if you guys didn’t know about it, then what led you there?  I thought Julian had been given that stuff to translate.’

      ‘Not that part – when he refused to translate how to put the bond back together, we refused to give him more.  He had no idea of the danger the severance spell could pose for you – given how crazy he is about you, there’s no way he would have gone through with it if he did.  But as to what led him to that class … let’s start at the beginning, shall we?’

      She reached into a small refrigerator and took out two water bottles, passing me one.  ‘For a long time, we worked on trying to coax Grady out of the woodwork.  We’d let it “leak” through various channels that Julian had the Master Siphon.  Julian was to pretend to be in hiding, but he was communicating with some Trent contacts he suspected were loyal to his brothers.  Word would have got back to Grady.  And yet … he never appeared.  It worried us.  If Grady wasn’t taking the bait, then he clearly had a bigger plan in the works.

      ‘Then, at the end of June, Kyle Berry came to the Wayfarer station.  He told me that his wife was behaving oddly.  All of a sudden she was on social media, something she’s always hated.  As well as that, she was taking large sums of money from their joint accounts.

      ‘Kyle loved her so much that the idea of any wrongdoing on her part wasn’t even a consideration.  He was sure she was being compelled – though he had no idea who was doing it, or why – and he asked us to look into it.

      ‘We found no evidence of compulsion, but as we tried to track where the money was going, we grew suspicious.  All of those untraceable people, withdrawing money and then closing their accounts – we suspected Púca transformation spells were being used.  Maybe even Raquel herself was being impersonated.  We really didn’t know.  And someone else came to us, reporting her strange behaviour, too – her dance partner, Brendan.  She was suddenly obsessed with him, when for as long as he’d known her she’d been madly in love with her husband.

      ‘Brendan Darnley works with us on occasion.  He’s helped our online department get to the bottom of some incredibly horrible goings on.  Like Kyle, he recognised that something very strange was happening with Raquel.  He too believed she was being compelled, or even impersonated.  We didn’t know what to do, or how to get to the bottom of it.  It was actually Brendan’s suggestion to put an agent at the dance class in his place, and we chose Julian.  And then … then Kyle was murdered.’

      Sitting back, she took a long pull on her water before continuing.  ‘You know the story, of course – it was a carvery place, where you go up and get your food, and Kyle and Raquel were regulars there, so the person handing her the satay assumed it was for her, and yet somehow Kyle wound up eating it.  The EpiPen failed, and he died quite quickly.  All very tragic, Raquel appeared devastated, and I acted as though I believed her.’

      ‘What do you think really happened?’

      ‘I don’t think – I know.  Unknown to Raquel, Kyle had been recording Raquel for weeks, and that day was no different.  In the recording, we heard her lie to him.  She set the chicken satay down in front of him and told him that the restaurant was doing a new, nut-free satay sauce.  He happily ate it, and that was that.  We’ve since discovered that she tampered with the EpiPen – it wasn’t only that it malfunctioned, it also gave him a concentrated dose of a nut-derived potion, to further exacerbate his allergic reaction.  She even performed a spell that would keep any healer in the restaurant from coming forward, just to cover her bases.  Now that we know about this Forbidden Spell, well …who knows what Grady put into her mind to make her do all of this?  Possibly he has her believing she truly loves Brendan – she’s certainly acting that way, even though there’s never been any hint of romance between them.  I imagine that Grady plans to have Raquel make a confession once this is all over, but he still needs her for now.  To kill the third sacrifice, and to carry on providing him with money, I imagine.  You can’t hide out this long and put this kind of plan into action without a steady flow of funds.’

      I sat quietly, thinking it all through.  There was just one more thing I needed to know.  ‘And Mika’s bag – Julian was looking in it because her behaviour grew weird, I guess?’

      ‘Exactly.  He’d noted a complete change in her personality that night.  She’d always been nice to Brendan, but suddenly she was rude.  Some witches use things like poppets to control others, so he was searching for something like that.’

      She sat forward and looked me in the eye.  ‘I know that this is all a shock, Essie,’ she said softly.  ‘But now that you know everything, I think it’s decision time, don’t you?  We have to figure out where we go from here.  I think the first thing I’m going to do is give Julian the parts Ava couldn’t translate, so he can help us figure out what this concentration or epicentre thing might mean – but if she’s right, and there are pages missing, then it’s possible he won’t be able to tell us more than we already know.  But as for you, well … you have options.  You can do as I know Ava would like, and as all your family would like, no doubt, and go somewhere safe until we’ve dealt with Grady.’

      I arched a brow.  ‘Where is safe?  Julian once thought Pendulay was, and look what happened there.’

      ‘Well, a fae friend of mine has offered you protection in their realm.  How a Time Witch like Grady would fare against the fae is debateable, but without access to your power I’d say he’d come off the worse.’

      I shook my head.  ‘Now that Julian and I are regrowing our bond he still might be able to access my power, actually.  Are you suggesting we sever it again?’

      ‘Good goddess, no – it’s too much of a risk.  Yes, once it exists Grady might be able to access it, but if Julian or you die with it severed …’  She grasped my forearm, just briefly, and said, ‘it’s a possibility I don’t want to entertain.  If you go into hiding, it will have to be with the bond intact.’

      ‘Which means Julian would need to go into hiding too, and do you really think he’ll agree to that?’

      ‘He’s made it clear that he won’t.’

      ‘Exactly.  And even if we both hunkered down in some faery realm, Grady’s already proven he can be patient, hasn’t he?  I want this to be over, Gretel.  I want to see this out, and to get rid of the final Trent brother once and for all.’

      ‘You know, for what it’s worth I think you’re absolutely capable – I don’t think you’ve even scratched the surface of what your power can do.  You’ve beaten his other brothers, after all.  But that’s part of the problem, isn’t it?  Because you’re so capable, I’ve put you in too many dicey situations already, and I feel a little – no, a lot – annoyed with myself about it.  My job is to protect people, not to throw them in the line of fire and cross my fingers that it all works out.  I just wish I could see any other way out of this.’

      ‘So do I,’ I said.  ‘But I’m not sure there is one.  Julian and I have to either hide, or accept that we might wind up facing Grady head-on.  Grady holds a lot of the cards right now – but maybe not all of them.  He doesn’t know Julian’s at the class, and he doesn’t know that I know what’s going on, either.’

      ‘True,’ she conceded.  ‘But Essie, if you do this, we have to be so, so careful.  I have to find a way to protect everyone in that class without Grady cottoning on.  That means absolute secrecy.  In this carriage, we’re protected.  No one can hear us, spy on us, we’re able to talk freely.  But once you leave here tonight, you can’t speak a word of who Brendan really is until all of this is over.  Not to anyone – not your family, your friends, even Julian.  And at that class, you have to play dumb, act like you’re there to investigate Raquel’s insurance claim, and nothing else.  Do you think you can do that?  And bear in mind – Julian’s told me that if I don’t find a way to get you away from the danger of that dance class, he’ll be a bigger jerk to you than ever in the hope he can scare you off.’

      I thought about how it would feel the next time I saw Julian – to have to pretend that he was Brendan, that I hated him, that I didn’t want to throw my arms around him and kiss him madly.  ‘Well, I’m not sure he can be a bigger jerk than he’s already been, but either way I think I can put up with it all and keep the truth to myself,’ I said, then glanced at Marbles.  He’d been awfully quiet throughout.  ‘But what about you?  Can you keep this secret?’

      ‘Of course I can,’ he said, scoffing.  ‘One of us is very good at being sneaky, and it ain’t you.  But you know, all of this makes me realise how little I know Julian.  I never knew he was such a great dancer.’

      Gretel chuckled.  ‘Well, Brendan is a really good dancer.  Julian is drawing on that.  He tells me he’s actually got two left feet.’

      ‘Ah,’ said Marbles.  ‘Well, so has Essie – the bond must be lending her a little of Brendan’s skill.  So when all of this is over, and they finally get to dance with each other for real, it will not be pretty.’

      ‘No,’ I agreed.  ‘It won’t be pretty.  But it’ll be amazing all the same.’
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      My Saturday should have been exhausting.  Gianni brought us in for an all-day practice, putting us through our paces with barely a break.  Instead, as we danced, all I felt was energised.  Being with Julian, albeit in his Brendan disguise, was making me feel better with every minute that passed.  I felt bathed in sunshine and warmth, as if even my own power had been partially asleep for months and, now that we were together again, it was waking up.

      As I thought over the mystery surrounding us, my mind felt incredibly awake, too.  Julian might have discounted Gianni, but I was almost certain he was involved.

      I wished I could talk it over properly with someone other than Marbles.  His suggestion was to gather a gang of cats, kidnap Gianni and interrogate him until he told them what he knew.  I had no doubt my cat was capable of such an act, but at this point it probably wasn’t a good idea.  Even if Gianni wasn’t Grady, he could be working with him, or he could be under his control.  He could even be the Púca man who’d helped the Trent brothers before.  If any of that were the case, then I doubted he would cave under pressure.

      I was reluctant to say it out loud, even to myself, but there was a part of me that knew: all I was doing here was playing a waiting game.  The Wayfarers had planted magical trackers and listening devices on Gianni (supposedly the magi-tech was so advanced that he would never know it was there), but other than that, there was little I could do.  Grady had to make a move.  Until he did, I couldn’t counter.

      I really wished Marbles’ plan was a serious option, because my suspicions of Gianni only grew and grew.  Today’s behaviour was a perfect example – he had invited Raquel along, saying she was there to help tutor us, but throughout the lesson he never once gave her the opportunity to offer advice.

      Instead, he argued with every suggestion she made.  If she said I was too stiff, he would say, ‘She moves perfectly, you fool.’  If she said, ‘Brendan’s on his heels too much,’ Gianni would say, ‘Are you blind?  His footwork is impeccable.’

      When he wasn’t dismissing her advice, he was engaging in what I could only describe as goading.

      ‘Look at them!’ he enthused, when Julian and I came to the end of another run-through.  ‘Just look at them!  If I am not mistaken, there is some genuine passion forming between this pair.’  He shot me a wild grin.  ‘What do you say, my dancing queen?  Might you be finding love again?’

      Seb, who was sitting on the bench, flinched.  I knew it was a rehearsed move.  He’d been told by Gianni that his presence wasn’t necessary today (‘You are lying in a coffin – what’s to practise?’) but he’d stuck around all day anyway, so he could continue to play the worried boyfriend.  He’d tried to coax Raquel into conversation with him on a few occasions.  Now, as she seethed beside him, he had the perfect opportunity.

      He glanced her way and said, ‘I don’t think he’s serious.  Is he?  I mean, I know it’s only early days with me and Essie, but I really thought I was her type.  I kind of thought Brendan was a little chunky.  But maybe I’m wrong.’

      ‘You’re very wrong!’ spat Raquel.  ‘Brendan is not chunky – he is a perfect specimen of manliness.’

      As Raquel and Seb squabbled on the sidelines, Julian began to squabble on the dancefloor.  ‘Look, Gianni, I think you’re seeing what you want to see, because you don’t want to miss out on a chance at the Golden Flamenco, but … honestly?  Essie and I are not good together.  She’s clumsy and stiff, and she really is putting me off my footwork.’

      ‘Maybe your footwork is putting me off,’ I snapped.  ‘Oh, and Gianni.’  I smiled sweetly at the instructor.  ‘Maybe we should think about putting some lifts in Brendan’s shoes.  He’s kind of short, isn’t he?  His height might have looked okay next to Raquel, but I’m much taller.’  The last thing I wanted to do was insult the real Brendan – I actually found him kind of cute, after watching some of his online content this morning – but it would look very odd if I didn’t bite back when he threw constant insults my way.

      It was hard work, balancing things, trying to figure things out, trying not to reveal that Brendan was Julian.  Yet just being with Julian again meant that these last few days of August were infinitely better than my long, cold summer had been.  No matter how he sniped or threatened or scowled or griped, I still got to be in his arms.  I got to touch him, and to feel how much he loved me still.  I got to feel our bond flourish and grow, so much so that I could almost feel his emotions once more.  Soon, I hoped, I would be able to hear his thoughts.  When that time came, it would give us the edge we so desperately needed.

      As I glanced once more at Seb (who was still trying to wheedle Raquel into a more intimate conversation) my mood grew somewhat dampened.  Lying to him, to Kim, to my family, I hated it.  One whisper in the wrong direction could blow Julian’s cover.  But at the same time, if they didn’t know that Brendan was really Julian, then maybe they’d be a little too cavalier with his safety.  I doubted it, but it was a slight fear, nonetheless.  I knew Gretel had agents watching every member of this class, making sure no one became that last sacrifice.  But until someone did, would Grady ever show himself?

      ‘You just stepped on my toe, Essie!’ Julian-as-Brendan grumbled.

      I fixed an angry scowl upon him.  ‘I think what you mean is that your toe got under my foot, Brendan.  Try not to let it happen again.’
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        * * *

      

      Dance class ran even longer than I’d thought it would, so I had to rush through showering and changing if I wanted to make it to Ruth’s opening, as I’d promised.  Belinda was supposed to be coming along, but she wasn’t anywhere in the vineyard, and she wasn’t answering her phone.

      Ava and Rick were at home, though, enjoying a meal out on the patio.  The sun was still warm (oh, how I loved being warm again), bathing the table in a lovely evening light.  Rick had grilled rib-eyes and made a fantastic looking salad with feta cheese, black olives, and fresh, juicy tomatoes from the Nine Hundred.

      I tore my eyes away from their food and said, ‘Did Belinda say anything to you two before she headed out?  I thought we were supposed to meet here and walk to Ruth’s place together.’

      ‘Huh.’  Ava set down her fork.  ‘That’s strange.  She told me the same.  Although …’

      ‘Although what?’

      ‘We did have a bit of a – well, I don’t want to say argument, but she certainly wasn’t happy with me today.  After our not-quite argument, she headed over to Vince’s, but she said she’d be back.  I suppose she needs a bit more time away from me to think it all over.’

      I studied Ava’s face.  She looked incredibly upset about something that wasn’t quite an argument.  ‘Is everything okay?  I know it’s none of my business, but–’

      ‘Of course it’s your business!’ she exclaimed, cutting me off and grasping my hand.  ‘Essie, I might not have got to bring you up, but never think I don’t love you as much as I do Belinda, all right?’  She chewed on her lower lip for a moment.  ‘Actually, I was a little afraid that what I asked Belinda to do might make you think I favour her, but it’s not that at all.  It’s just …’

      She let go of me and sighed down into her wine.  ‘I’m not making much sense, am I?’

      Rick gave her a warm smile.  ‘That’s all right.  We’ll get there in the end.’

      She returned his smile.  ‘I missed your positivity, Ricky,’ she told him, before looking my way.  ‘Essie, will you sit down for a minute, pour yourself a glass of wine.’

      As I sank into a seat, she carried on talking.

      ‘There’s a ritual which Belinda and I should have done during last year’s harvest, but when the Master Siphon was drawing from me, my capacity was just a little bit lacking.  See, when I die, I need my connection to the Nine Hundred to pass on to a female relative.  I thought Belinda would be happy we were finally doing it, but when I brought it up today she got this look of absolute panic on her face and stormed out.’

      ‘You’re not feeling ill again, are you?’ I asked.  ‘Please tell me that’s not what this is about, Aunt Ava.’

      ‘Good goddess, no.  I’m feeling better than ever.  This ritual was always going to happen – Belinda’s known about it all her life.  She was chosen for it when she was a child, when we didn’t even know you existed.  It needs to happen before she marries, that’s why I brought it up again – what with her and Vince being engaged, you know.  I don’t plan on Belinda actually taking my place for a long time to come.’  She stood up.  ‘I think I’d better go and find her.  She’s been gone for hours now.’

      I glanced at my watch.  We were due to meet Kim and Sebastian at Ruth’s in ten minutes, but I could message them and tell them we were running late.  ‘I’ll go find her,’ I said.  ‘You and Rick enjoy your meal.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 22

          

          

      

    

    







            Ruthie’s Fish and Chips

          

        

      

    

    
      Vince’s cottage was in the heart of Granvar Bay, facing the harbour.  I’d visited it a couple of times with Belinda, and it was one of the loveliest houses I’d ever seen.  There was a deck which wound its way around the front, side and back of the house.  From the front, there was a view of the ocean, and from the back you felt cocooned by the forest and hills.

      Right now, Belinda was out on the front section of deck alone.  She sat on a large, cushioned swing, keeping one foot on the ground to push herself back and forth.  She gave me a brief smile of acknowledgement before staring, once more, at the ocean.

      ‘Hey,’ I said, sitting beside her on the swing.  ‘Vince inside?’

      She kept her gaze on the ocean.  ‘No.  No, he’s not.’

      I glanced behind me.  Through the window, I could see that the living room looked incredibly bare.  All of Vince’s books and ornaments were gone.  ‘Is he … is he moving to the vineyard, by any chance?’

      She laid her head on my shoulder, and, after a while, she said, ‘You might have noticed we’ve been fighting.’

      ‘I might have, yeah.’

      ‘He transferred back to Dublin, Stell.’  She blew out a breath.  ‘Even as I say those words, I can’t quite believe them.  I mean, he wanted to work in Granvar Bay for years before he got the job here.  He felt like it was the perfect place: he had the freedom to be himself without having to deal with the dumbasses in the witch-run enclaves.  He loved this town, he loved the vineyard, he loved me.  He says he still does, but … he just can’t be doing with all of the Trent stuff, apparently.  It’s taking a while for his health to improve, and he thinks the stress of knowing Grady is still out there isn’t helping.’

      ‘Oh.  I guess I get it.’  Not only did I get it, but I felt guilty about it, too.  If I’d found Grady by now, dealt with him the way I’d dealt with his brothers, maybe Vince would begin to feel better – or at least feel safe in his own town.

      ‘Oh, I get it too.  I absolutely get it.  I even offered to go with him.  It’s not like it’s a big deal to live miles away from the vineyard, not when I can finger-click back and forth.’

      It was a big deal, and we both knew it: being away from Ava and the O’Mara land, even for a few hours in the evenings and at the weekends, would be incredibly hard for Belinda.  To have offered Vince such a thing meant she loved him very, very much.  I resisted asking the question that was poised at the tip of my tongue: what did he say to that?  I simply waited for Belinda to tell me more.

      ‘I thought he’d jump at the offer, but he didn’t,’ she told me.  ‘He thinks that I’d never actually be able to live anywhere but here, and he’ll never be comfortable living here again.  So he thinks we should take a break from each other, to think things through, and – and figure out if we ought to stay together or not.’

      ‘Oh, Bell.’  I squeezed her hand.  ‘I’m so sorry.  I wish … I don’t know … I just wish I could make all of this better for you.’

      ‘Not possible,’ she said with a small, sad smile.  ‘You’re not allowed to change the course of events – how could you possibly do that safely, when you don’t know what the outcome would be?  You could go back and save Vince from being kidnapped and impersonated, sure, but the Trents would have just moved on to someone else, wouldn’t they?  Or maybe something even worse would have happened.’

      ‘Yeah.’  I looked away from her.  ‘Those consequences can be deadly, apparently.  I’d have to be very stupid to mess around with those.’

      ‘Exactly.  You know, when the fake Vince was running around being a prat, I knew in my gut that things were all wrong.  He played mind games all the time, you know?  So if he’d said something like this, I would have thought he was trying to guide my decision.  I would have figured he was simply acting like he didn’t care what I decided, so that I’d want to move to Dublin even more.  But I really don’t think my Vince is playing games.  He’s never been the type, and that hasn’t changed.  He’s just … he's done with this place.  Done with the supernatural world.  And I have a horrible feeling that he’s done with me, too.’
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        * * *

      

      I would have liked to stay with Belinda all evening, but she shooed me away.  ‘You promised Ruth,’ she reminded me, prodding me in the back so I would get up off the swing.  ‘Anyway, I kind of need to be on my own for a bit so I can ugly cry.  I’ll join you for dessert if I feel better, okay?’

      Reluctantly, I left her to it and headed to Ruth’s new business, smiling as I paused on the footpath out front.  This had been a closed-down chipper when I first came to Granvar Bay, next door to the health centre.  Now, it bore a brand-new sign: Ruthie’s Fish and Chips.

      The smells wafting out onto the street were divine.  A quick glance through the window showed me this was more than an average fish and chip shop.  There was an eat-in restaurant, too, and I could see a display filled with delicious-looking cakes and desserts.

      Kim and Seb waved out at me, and I hurried inside to join them at a table for four.

      ‘No Belinda?’ Kim asked.

      ‘She had to stay behind and catch up on something,’ I said.  I knew my sister would fill Kim in as soon as she got here – the pair had become close – but it wasn’t my story to tell.  ‘But she’ll hopefully join us for dessert.  Have you guys ordered yet?’

      ‘And risk your wrath?’ Seb said with a laugh.  ‘Of course not.  I know how much you hate watching other people eat when you’re hungry.’

      ‘Who likes watching other people eat when they’re hungry?’ I retorted, picking up a menu and beginning to browse.  There was, of course, fish and chips, but I was reluctant to order that, delicious as it looked when I saw it arriving on the table next to ours.  Julian and I had decided months ago that we’d spend our first real date eating fish and chips, so I’d save it for then: hopefully, that date would come soon.

      There was a lot to choose from, but my eyes kept drifting back to the Granvar Bay scallops with seasonal greens.  Rick and I couldn’t afford scallops often when I was growing up, so when we did have them, it was extra special.  He always got the timing just right, cooking them simply with garlic and butter – sometimes he went wild and added some chorizo to the pan.

      ‘The scallops,’ I told the waitress, fairly sure I was drooling.  ‘And a glass of the house white, please.’

      Kim ordered the same, and Seb went for surf and turf, while I kept my eye on the entrance, wondering if Belinda would really turn up for dessert.  By the time we’d washed down our meal with another glass of wine, and spent some time chatting with Ruth (who was exhausted but ecstatic at the success of her opening night), my phone beeped with a message from Belinda.

      ‘Oh.’  I frowned down at my screen.  ‘She’s not feeling up to it.  She says we should go ahead and order dessert without her.’

      ‘Nuts to that,’ said Sebastian.  ‘I was looking forward to finally meeting your sister.’

      ‘Finally?’  I gawked at him.  ‘Seb, you’ve met Belinda before.’

      ‘Nope,’ he replied with a firm shake of his head.  ‘I think I’d remember a thing like that.’

      ‘But you must have,’ Kim argued.  ‘What about when we went for drinks last week?  I’m sure you came along.’

      ‘I came, yes, for one drink.  But Belinda was late, and I had other places to be.’

      ‘Huh.’  I tried to think of other occasions when they would have met – because they must have by now.  ‘Well, what about the party Ava threw when we first released the O’Mara magic back to the land?  I know you were there.  I remember how happy I was to see you.’

      He chortled.  ‘Well, I remember that you gave me a three-second greeting and then tottered off upstairs with Kimmy.  When it became very clear that you weren’t coming back anytime soon, I ventured out into the wilds, all alone.  I met Ava and Rick, and a few other people before I left, but not Belinda.’

      ‘Oh my God, I’m so sorry, Seb!’ said Kim.  ‘We had a lot to talk about that night – we didn’t mean to abandon you.’

      ‘Oh, that’s all right.’  He gave his sister a wink.  ‘I went out with a woman I met on a dating app that night, actually.  I was still pretending to be a warlock, remember?  A horrible job, dating and dumping dozens of women at a time.’

      ‘Yes, horrible,’ I said.  ‘That’ll be why you look almost wistful whenever you talk about it.  So … you’ve seriously not met my sister?’

      He rolled his eyes and said, ‘Ess, why would I lie about a thing like this?  Now come on, let’s order dessert.  Hey, do you think it’d be overkill if I got cake and ice cream?’

      ‘Not if the cake’s chocolate fudge,’ Kim decided.  ‘Wow, you’re going to go wild when you do meet Belinda.  If you think Essie’s pretty, wait until you’re face to face with her double.’

      Sebastian’s head snapped up from the menu.  ‘What?  What do you mean double?’

      ‘Duh.  Identical twins are usually identical.’  She softly tapped her knuckles on his head.  ‘You feeling okay?’

      He brushed her hand away and sat quietly for a moment, his face pale.  ‘You know, I think I’m too full for dessert after all.’  He pulled some cash out of his pocket and handed it to Kim.  ‘But you two go nuts.  Dinner’s on me.’

      Before we could ask him what was up, he’d rushed out the door.  ‘Huh,’ said Kim.  ‘That was weird.’  She broke into a grin.  ‘But … he’s handed me far too much money.  You fancy a glass of fizz with dessert?’

      ‘Sure,’ I said, turning in my chair to glance outside at Seb.  He was rushing up the street, probably in search of somewhere quiet enough to click his fingers and disappear.  ‘I wonder what’s got into him?’

      ‘Who knows?  Maybe all that talk of his sinful former ways did make him wistful, and he’s gone off to find a date.’

      ‘Yeah, that’ll be it,’ I murmured, though I wasn’t so sure.  Something had spooked Seb.  But what?
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      The following days rushed by, making me dizzy, excited – and terrified.  I was enjoying my extra lessons with Julian (even if we did spend a lot of that time pretending to bicker) but more importantly, no one else had been murdered.  Perhaps Grady somehow sensed the Wayfarer surveillance and was holding off, biding his time.  Whatever his reason, it worried me.

      During my clandestine meetings with Gretel, she’d told me that Gianni hadn’t been behaving out of the ordinary.  He’d been to his usual showbiz dinners, he’d enjoyed normal conversations with his many friends and acquaintances, but he had been mostly focused on the Golden Flamenco, and making sure every second of the competition would be perfect.

      ‘He’s still coming up squeaky clean,’ she told me on Thursday night, as we sat in her carriage.  ‘He’s brash, he’s theatrical and I absolutely see what you mean about the way he’s goading Raquel, but he’s done nothing that suggests he either is Grady, or he’s working with him.’

      ‘Sure,’ I said, my whole body sagging with disappointment.  I’d felt so strongly that Gianni was connected, and that by tracking him we’d find some answers.  It seemed I’d gotten it wrong.  ‘And what about the translation?  I still can’t speak into Julian’s mind, so I have no idea how he’s getting along with it.  Any idea what this focus or epicentre or whatever might mean?’

      She gave me a despondent sigh.  ‘Ava was right – pages are missing.  And Julian thinks that those are the very pages which explain the end point of the spell, and what this epicentre has to do with it all.  He’s as unsure as she is on the word – the best he can make out is that once the puppets have made the last of the three sacrifices, that action then solidifies a focal point needed for … well, for whatever happens next.’

      ‘But what does happen next, though?  Gretel, the competition starts tomorrow, and it runs straight through to the final on Sunday evening.  That’s three days of dancers, judges, audience members and crew, milling all over the gym.  Do you think he’s going to rush to make a move before the place gets too busy?  I mean, he won’t actually do anything with all of those people there, will he?’

      ‘I wish I could give you an answer, but even Julian has no idea what his brother might do next.  And I’m not going to lie to you anymore, Essie.  At this point, yes, I’d hoped we would know more, have some sort of advantage, but we don’t.  I think … I think it might be time to pull back.’

      I stared at her.  Kyle’s cat was on her lap, all curled up and snoring his little brains out.  Keeping my voice low, I said, ‘And by pull back, I suppose you mean I should run away.’

      ‘Well, staying here and competing is hardly safe, is it?  How can I come up with a plan to protect you when I have no idea what I’m protecting you from?’

      I knew she was right, and the last thing I wanted was to be foolhardy, but … ‘If I run away now I’ll always be running, Gretel.  Grady won’t give up until he gets what he wants.  I have to carry on with this, and you know as well as I do that Julian won’t bow out, either.’

      She gave my arm a quick squeeze.  ‘Okay, well … for now, just try to get some sleep.  Who knows?  Maybe, by tomorrow, things will be looking up.’
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, things were not looking up.  I woke with a sense of foreboding, after a night of dreams about Gianni shaving off his beard and saying, ‘Hah!  All along, you never guessed who I was.  Soon, you shall see.’

      But I never did.  The dream would end abruptly, then restart again in a frustrating loop of never-revelation that lasted all night long.

      ‘You were having bad dreams,’ said Marbles, stretching out beside me.  ‘Worried about tonight?’

      I glanced at Belinda’s bed.  She’d been sleeping when I got in last night, and she was already up, her bed neatly made.  Egg wasn’t around either, so it seemed safe enough to discuss things.  ‘I’m worried about this morning, actually – I’m due in at ten for rehearsal.  And I feel like at some point today, Grady will demand sacrifice number three.’

      ‘Hm.  I think you’re right.  And I also think I’d better go with you.’  He was purring as he spoke, the sound and vibration affecting me in the same way it always did when he wanted me to agree with him.

      ‘I know what you’re doing, Marbles.  You’re lulling me into acquiescence with your cat magic, aren’t you?  But … fine.  You can come – as long as you’re not still planning on kidnapping Gianni.’

      ‘Well, let’s just call that a last resort.’
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        * * *

      

      When Seb, Marbles and I arrived at the gym, it was already packed with competitors and TV people.  A frazzled-looking Gianni greeted me in our usual practice room.  Now, it had been laid out as a costume and make-up department.  ‘They’ve taken over the bigger hall as well, for the actual competition,’ he informed me, wiping his brow.  ‘So we have divided up the gym’s littler rooms to get your last rehearsals in.  You and Brendan are allotted squash court number three.’  He turned to Seb.  ‘Why are you here so early?  I told you not to come until four.’

      Seb placed an arm around me.  ‘I’m Essie’s assistant for the day.  I’ll be fetching her water, her towels, anything she needs.’

      ‘Hm.  More like you’re an incredibly jealous and needy suitor.’  Gianni inclined his eyes to the ceiling.  ‘Well, as long as you don’t interfere with their work, you can stay.’

      ‘I wasn’t asking for your permission,’ Seb retorted, stomping away.  As soon as I went to follow him, Gianni grabbed hold of my arm.

      ‘Essie,’ he whispered.  ‘I was just thinking … this must be very stressful for you.  Your first competition, and you’ve only been dancing for a little while.  I think perhaps I have put too much pressure on you.  The Golden Flamenco, it isn’t very important, after all.’

      ‘What?  That’s not what you’ve been saying up until now.  Gianni, what’s going on?’

      ‘Nothing, nothing.  It’s just … a lot of strangeness is surrounding this little class of mine.  Murders, accidents.  And I suppose I’m guilty of overlooking it, all so that I could lead my students to victory.  But already this morning, Margie narrowly avoided being killed by a falling statue – a prop from her dance, which I managed to push out of the way in time.’

      He moved a step closer and lowered his voice some more.  ‘I had just been complimenting her on how well she was doing, and I think someone might have overheard.  Someone who is very jealous, and wants to win this competition very much.  A saboteur.  It’s not unusual for the Golden Flamenco.  I’ve called the Wayfarers in to police things, but they can hardly be everywhere at once, can they?  And they will need to be, I fear, if they want to find this person.’

      I studied his face, trying to figure him out.  Had Gianni truly called in the Wayfarers?  Could he be laying the groundwork for the eventual blame game?  ‘Do saboteurs at the Golden Flamenco make a habit of murdering their competition?’

      ‘Not usually, but this saboteur is especially ambitious.’

      ‘Something tells me you know who it is.  You do, don’t you?’

      He averted his eyes.  ‘Well, I didn’t actually see anyone knock the statue over.  But after all that’s been happening, one begins to wonder.  And as you and Brendan are the couple most likely to win, I would think you need to watch your backs more than anyone here.  Or … you could just leave.  This trophy, Essie, it isn’t the be all and end all.  It is just metal and jewels.  I may have gotten a little overexcited when I first discovered your talent, and thought of the joy it would bring me to see you win, but now … now, I am wondering, is someone slaying the competition one by one?  And if so, will you be next?’  He grasped my shoulder, looking earnestly at me.  ‘You needn’t take that risk.  All you have to do is turn around, and walk away.’

      ‘Is that what you want my witch to do?’ Marbles challenged, sitting up in my arms.  ‘You really think she should quit?’

      Gianni hesitated a moment.  Then, through gritted teeth, he said, ‘Oh, just do what you want – you women always do,’ before turning on his heel and marching away.

      ‘What was that about?’ Marbles wondered.  ‘For a minute at the end, he almost sounded like he was giving you a genuine warning.’

      ‘Yeah.  Yeah, he did, didn’t he?’

      ‘Maybe he’s in one of those devil-worshipping cults.  You know they believe that if they tell you in advance of the horrors they’re about to inflict, they’ll be absolved.’

      ‘They can’t really believe that, can they?’

      He shrugged.  ‘I saw it on the internet, which means it’s definitely true.’
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            Sabotage City

          

        

      

    

    
      The moment we got to the squash court, Marbles left for a wander around the gym.  He hoped to spot Gianni – or anyone – up to no good.  After some very brief greetings, Julian and I began our practice, while Seb stood off to the side where a small table had been set up for us, laid out with water, light snacks, and towels.

      We’d only been dancing for about five minutes when I slipped and fell on my behind.

      ‘The floor’s been oiled!’ Seb exclaimed, examining the spot where I’d fallen.  He quickly used a spell to clean it up.  ‘Are you all right?’

      I rubbed my rear.  I’d managed to use my hands to break my fall, so I didn’t feel too bad.  ‘I’m fine.  I’m just going to get on with it.’

      Seb grunted his dissatisfaction, but went back to stand by the table – once there, he spent his time glowering at my dance partner.  I wondered how he would react when he finally found out Brendan posed no danger to me, but was in fact Julian all along.

      I enjoyed the relationship Seb and I had been building.  Apart from the awkward moments where he told me he believed we had a future together, I genuinely valued his company.  Not that I’d had much of it these past few days – until today, I hadn’t seen him since he scarpered from Ruth’s new restaurant.  I’d asked him about it, but he gave me some unintelligible grunts and changed the subject.

      As Julian and I practised the last movement of our dance, Seb loudly cleared his throat and said, ‘That’s enough eye-gazing, I think.  Essie needs a drink.’

      With flushed cheeks, I straightened up and headed to grab a bottle of water.  I was just about to drink from it when Seb shouted, ‘Whoa!’ and snatched the bottle from my hand.  ‘I don’t like the look of that.’

      Before I could argue, he was adding a drop of something into the bottle and shaking it about.  The water changed colour, becoming a murky shade of brown, and a picture began to appear on the surface.  It looked a little like … ‘Sebastian, is that a toilet?’

      He nodded grimly.  ‘Luckily the light caught your bottle before you took a drink, so I could see that something wasn’t right about it.  The drop I used is a special potion designed to detect anything bad that might have been sneakily added to a liquid.  And in order to tell you exactly what is added, it creates symbols or colours on the surface.  The toilet symbol …’  He cleared his throat.  ‘Well, it’s not exactly subtle, I’ll allow.  It means that your water is dosed with laxatives.’

      ‘Laxatives?’  I peered into the rest of the water bottles.  There was definitely some sort of powdery substance inside.  ‘These bottles were here when we arrived, Seb.  Anyone could have done it.’

      He raised a brow.  ‘Anyone?’ he said, before turning to stare at Julian-as-Brendan.  ‘First the floor, now this.  Did you do it because your girlfriend demanded it, or was it all your own idea?’  He moved a step closer.  ‘All I’ll say is that if either of you harm a hair on Essie’s head, you’ll have me to deal with.’

      ‘What?’  Julian shook his head, looking dumbfounded.  ‘You think I dosed the water and oiled the floor?  Why would I do something that would hurt myself as well as Essie?’

      ‘I don’t know why – maybe to prove to Raquel that you’re still her man and no one else’s.  What I do know is that you didn’t fall and you didn’t drink the water.  And after everything that’s been happening to members of this dance class, well …’

      ‘After everything?  You mean those murders?  Or maybe you mean the attempt on my life at the swimming pool the other night.  Why would someone try to kill me if I was involved?’

      Sebastian snorted.  ‘Well you didn’t die, did you?  Just like you didn’t slip on the oil.  So it seems a lot more likely to me that you set that up yourself to draw suspicion away.  And now that Essie believes you’re Mister Innocent, you’re free to perform today’s little tricks.’

      ‘Uh-huh.  Look, Seb, I had nothing to do with today’s little tricks, as you call them.  Anyway, don’t you think they’re a bit out of character for whoever’s behind all this?  Oil and laxatives, that’s not quite in the same league as murder, is it?  And why do you care so much about Essie, anyway?  Last I heard, she was a married woman.’

      ‘Why do I care?’  Sebastian’s eyes blazed with fury.  I couldn’t tell, at this point, whether he was still acting like a jealous suitor or not.  ‘Look, I’m sick of this.  I’m sick of pretending I don’t know what sort of man you are, when you’re standing here pawing all over Essie.  Are you actively trying to make Raquel jealous, you psycho?’

      ‘I am not pawing, I am dancing.  And as a matter of fact, I’ve been doing the opposite of what you think.  I’ve been working my hardest to make sure Raquel isn’t jealous!’

      ‘Oh, sure you have.’

      ‘I have.  The very last thing I want is for Raquel – or anyone – to target Essie.  I want to keep her safe, Seb, just like you do.’

      Seb’s eyes were mere slits.  ‘Oh, do you now?  And why would you care so much about what happens to her?’

      ‘Because I–’  Julian-as-Brendan pulled at the neck of his T-shirt.  ‘Well, because I …’

      Oh, good Lord.  Gretel wanted me to keep up this lie in case word got back to Grady, but at the moment it was making things worse.  If I didn’t stop this now, then either Julian would say something he shouldn’t, or Seb would do something he shouldn’t – in fact, I could see him tensing his fist, ready to throw a punch.

      I grabbed Seb by the arm and shook my head at him, trying to convey my meaning with nothing but head-jerks and eye-darts in Brendan’s direction.  It wasn’t pretty, and it probably wouldn’t have worked with anyone else, but thankfully Seb understood frantic-Essie facial expressions by now.

      ‘Oh,’ he whispered.

      ‘Yeah, oh,’ I whispered back.  Then, loudly, in case anyone or anything was listening in, I said, ‘You can say it, Brendan!  You actually do care about my wellbeing – up until you have that trophy in your hand, at least.  Once I’ve helped you win you probably won’t give a crap about what Raquel does to me!’

      ‘You want to win as much as I do,’ he shouted back, catching on quickly.

      ‘Yes, I do, so can we all stop fighting and just get on with it!’
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        * * *

      

      For me, there were no more incidents for the rest of the day, but some of the others weren’t so lucky.  The competition had turned into Sabotage City, except that the sabotage carried out on others was far more frightening.

      While Seb and Julian were taking a loo break, Marbles returned from his recon and told me that three of the dancers had been taken to hospital.  One had been knocked over the back of the head with a heavy make-up case, another had been strangled with a curtain tie, and the third had nearly drowned while taking what she’d hoped would be a relaxing swim.  A Sinking Stone had been found at the scene.

      According to Marbles, Gretel managed to save all three dancers on time, and she also stacked up some evidence against Raquel.  My cat overheard the captain saying that although Raquel had used an invisibility spell to carry out her acts, her magical signature had been recorded at all three crime scenes.  The problem was, Raquel was nowhere to be found.

      ‘So it seems Gianni was setting Raquel up to take the fall,’ Marbles mused, shortly after he’d finished filling me in.

      ‘Yeah, I guess so,’ I said.  ‘Except … I don’t know.  Having Gretel here meant that Raquel didn’t get to carry out the final sacrifice yet.  Surely that can’t be what Grady wants.  So if Gianni is working for Grady, why would he have called the Wayfarers in?’

      ‘You make a very good point,’ said Marbles, standing up and heading to the door.

      ‘Hey, where are you going?’ I called after him.  ‘You just got back.’

      ‘You need to go get your make-up and costume on,’ he called back.  ‘And don’t worry about me – I won’t do anything too illegal.’

      I really wanted to follow him, but he was right – it was time to get ready for my performance.  We were on last, but all of the dancers had to trot out together as the opening credits ran – the Golden Flamenco would be airing live on Wyrd Entertainment 3, and millions were expected to tune in.

      Hair and make-up took an age, and I only just had time to slip into my dress and shoes.  As I emerged from the makeshift dressing room, Gianni clapped his hands.

      ‘Oh my, you look stunning, Essie, just stunning.  The dress I designed is perfect on you.  You will be the belle of the ball.  I cannot wait to see you win this thing.’

      ‘Really?’ I eyed my instructor.  ‘So you don’t think I should run away anymore?’

      ‘What?’  His nose scrunched up and he waved a dismissive hand.  ‘Oh, that was just cold feet on my part.  I always get a little panicky before these things.’

      Seb and Julian-as-Brendan were walking my way, so Gianni clapped me on the back and said, ‘You’d better go and line up with the other dancers.’

      I cast him a suspicious look, but rushed to join the others.  I’d made it about three feet when the heel of my right shoe suddenly broke off, and I went flying, landing face-first on the ground.
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            So You Think You Can Dance?

          

        

      

    

    
      Grimacing, I pushed myself up onto my knees, but I couldn’t get much further than that.  My ankle hurt too much.  As Seb and Julian were checking on me, Gianni rushed towards us.  He picked up my broken shoe and said, ‘Well, this is no good anymore, is it?’

      There was an odd tone to his voice; it sounded like he was happy about my broken heel.

      ‘Seems a lot of shoes have their heels fall off in your presence, Gianni,’ said Seb, his eyes glinting with anger.

      ‘Yeah,’ said Julian.  ‘It does, doesn’t it?’

      ‘I suppose now you’re going to tell me I should quit?’ I questioned.

      ‘On the contrary,’ said Gianni.  ‘A little accident before a performance is known to be very good luck.’

      ‘Is it?’ I asked.  ‘I’ve never heard that.’

      ‘Oh, but it’s true – why do you think they say, “Break a leg”?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ I said, wincing as pain shot up from my ankle, going all through my right leg.  ‘But I doubt it’s the reason you think.’

      ‘Well, here.’  He waved a finger, and my favourite chunky boots shot from my dressing room and into his hands.  ‘You’ll just have to wear these.’

      ‘What?  I don’t think I can stand up, let alone dance, Gianni.’

      ‘Oh, you’ll be fine.  You’ll see.  Once you stand up, the pain will ease.’

      ‘Sure it will,’ I said, my voice dripping with doubt.  There was no way that this much pain was going to ease off anytime soon.  ‘Anyway, you can’t really expect me to go out there in my everyday old boots.  Aren’t there spare dancing shoes?’

      ‘I only had one pair made – and before you suggest asking if the other performers will let you borrow theirs, I wouldn’t bother.  It’s dog-eat-dog at the Golden Flamenco, Essie.  Now come on.’  He made a circling, hurry-up motion with his hand.  ‘If you’re not there for the first on-camera line-up, it’s an instant disqualification.’

      Grumbling beneath my breath, not at all sure whether I was doing the right thing, I laced up my boots and stood.  To my surprise I could bear my weight, and the pain seemed to have already dissipated.  I gave Julian and Seb a questioning glance, but both of them appeared just as unsure as I was.  Should we stay or should we go?

      With a good dose of trepidation coursing through me, I led the way to the back of the line, and they soon joined me, the three of us filing outside just as the cameras began to roll.  I smiled nervously while the music played and two glamorous presenters took their places; and I knew, as I stood there, that something was very, very wrong.

      Yes, Gianni’s actions had been odd, but I didn’t think he was the only reason for my sudden heebie-jeebies.  I scanned the room, trying to find another source.  The music had lulled, and the presenters were talking into the cameras.  Soon, the cameras panned to four judges – a mean one, an overly nice one, and another two.  I didn’t recognise most of them, but it was clear that they were famous – the audience, who were arranged on tiered seating around three of the walls, clapped and cheered for all except the mean judge.  He was the only one of the four I had seen before, when Marbles and I watched Not Strictly Ballroom together at Pendulay.  Everything he wore was black, and his dark hair was slicked back.  ‘Is he a vampire?’ I whispered to Seb.

      ‘Bryant Fowler?  No, but he’s an infamous warlock.  He’s actually not at all nasty in person, and he doesn’t hang around the Warlock Society much – I think he’s only a member to add to his mean-guy persona.’

      ‘Huh.  Something about him …’

      I couldn’t put my finger on it, but I had a strong, strong dislike for that guy.  I grew evermore nervous as the show commenced.

      Tonight, we were performing a shorter version of our dances, as there were thirty performances to get through.  Tomorrow, it would be whittled down to twenty, and during Sunday’s final just ten couples would be vying for first place.  Gianni had explained that the shortened dance was hardest of all – you would need to convey as much of the full performance as possible, without cramming in so much that the dance lost its magic.

      Some couples scored amazingly, others not so well, and Bryant was always the lowest scorer of all.  He seemed to find the oddest things to complain about – one couple scored a zero for their costumes simply because he hated the colour.  Another couple scored only two points (out of a possible ten) for their make-up, because he said that the blusher made their cheeks look like hamster-cheeks.

      Sometimes the audience made up for Bryant’s low scores, sometimes not.  The people in the hall had little tablets which they used to vote, and there was a phone-in and online system as well.  As the competition progressed, however, there were nine couples who had near-perfect scores.  With only one more couple to go on before us, things were tight.  They had to score lower than us, or we wouldn’t be progressing past tonight.

      As they were called up, the woman turned and smirked at me.  ‘So, I hear you think you can dance,’ she said.  ‘Well, watch how a professional does it – maybe you’ll pick up some pointers.’

      ‘She and her partner have won the Golden Flamenco four times,’ Julian informed me, as they walked out to wild applause.  ‘The crowd love them.’

      ‘I can see that,’ I muttered, feeling oddly relieved as their dance began – if they did score well, and we didn’t, then we would be free to hang around and investigate.  We couldn’t afford to waste any more time rehearsing and performing, because we really hadn’t made enough headway today.

      The smirking woman and her partner seemed to be managing quite well, if the crowd’s reaction was anything to go by – only my family and friends weren’t oohing and aahing.  Belinda and Kim gave me little waves, while Rick and Ava looked on more warily.  A small group from McGinty’s had come, too, including my favourite staff member, Fluffy.  He was waving a banner which read, ‘Knock ’em dead, Seb, Essie and Brendan!’

      I was glad of his support, but I shivered a little at his sign.  There was a big chance that someone would be dying, and very soon, if things went Grady’s way.

      Despite how much the audience liked the second-last performance, I had trouble following the theme.  It seemed to be about a hitman who fell in love with a flower-seller.  They danced the Flamenco to celebrate their love, but then their costumes and set turned green, and they segued into Irish dancing.  They had about a dozen brogue-wearing back-up dancers, who frequently threw shamrocks and gold coins at the audience and the judges.  The coins must have been foil-covered chocolate, because no one said, ‘Ow!’

      When the performance was over, three judges in a row gave them top scores.  Bryant Fowler’s turn came, and for a whole ten seconds he simply scowled at the couple.  Then, beneath his fist, he ground one of the coins into the table.  Instead of a foil and chocolate mush, it turned to green sparkles.

      ‘You think I do not know a Luck of the Irish spell when I see it?’ he said, to gasps from the crowd.  ‘I’ve watched your previous performances – you always pull this trick, but until now no one has caught you.  You’re disqualified, with immediate effect.’

      As the couple slunk out to a chorus of boos, it was almost our turn to perform.  But first, the centre of the floor was surrounded with curtains to give us time to prepare our set.  I looked at it all in worry.  Now, with that couple knocked out, as long as we scored well with the audience, we should get through – but that was not my preferred outcome.

      As the mirror and the mechanical bull were set into place, and Sebastian settled in his upright coffin, Julian edged closer.  ‘Now’s the time, Essie.  Seeing as they’re disqualified, we’ll probably get through if we dance as well as we have all week.  But we don’t have to play this out – we don’t even have to stick around for the rest of it.  We can go home and try and cope with you-know-who on our own terms, another time.’

      ‘I’d love to quit right now,’ I whispered.  ‘Because I am all too aware we might be dancing ourselves into a trap.  But I don’t think either of us are going to leave, are we?’

      ‘No,’ he murmured, sounding resigned.  ‘No, I don’t think we are.’

      And so, as the curtains rose and the crowd clapped at our stage design, we began to dance.

      Perhaps it was because of the tension, the fear, or even because our bond was almost fully intact – but for whatever reason, our dance tonight was better than it had ever been.  Even Sebastian performed his part well; all he had to do was remain in the coffin and say some mean things, but he managed to do it with more pizzazz than usual.

      There was only one problem, and it was growing worse with every step I took.  Something was in my boots.  Perhaps a pebble or some grit, I thought at first, but it seemed to be in both boots, right under my heels.  I kept my heels up, moving as though I were still in my higher shoes, but I could still feel it rubbing against my feet.

      My eyes searched the crowd for Gianni, my heart racing as I worried about what he might have done.  I’d been right to suspect him – he’d set me up.  He was the one who’d broken my heel, all so he could switch my shoes.  I didn’t know what was in them, but whatever it was, it must have something to do with the Forbidden Spell.

      I couldn’t see him anywhere, and we were almost at the end.  We danced to the mirror, where Julian dipped me in his arms, his lips close to mine.  I wanted to kiss him, of course, as I always did – but now, more than ever.  I could feel the emotion rushing out of him, feel it as tangibly as if it were radiating from my own body: what if this was our last chance to ever kiss?

      We pulled back just as our lips were about to meet, and stared at one another, panting.  The crowd surged to their feet, going wild as they clapped and cheered.  Even the grumpy judge was clapping wildly, a look of glee in his eyes.

      Glee?  I focused on him as we straightened up.  Yes, there was no mistaking it – Bryant Fowler was far too happy with himself.  And there was more, too, to worry me: a cold, painful feeling was spreading up from my feet and into my entire body.  Within a fraction of a second, I was feeling so dizzy and disoriented that I thought I might vomit.  Just as I was about to say something to Julian, the lights blinked off, the hall went silent, and my body grew weightless.
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            Something to Reflect Upon

          

        

      

    

    
      As the hall plunged into darkness, I struggled to see something, anything, but all around me was a nightmarish pitch-black.  I was travelling through that darkness, being sucked through the air, except … was it air?  No, this was something else, and whatever it was, my body passed through it with a slight pop.

      I shouted out, but my voice sounded muffled.  I reached out a hand, crying ‘Conáil’ in the direction where I thought Bryant Fowler had been.  My voice didn’t sound quite right, and the freezing spell, it … sort of ebbed away, became nothing.

      And then, the lights went on once more, and I was landing in a vaguely upright manner on a ground that felt not-quite solid.  I glanced down and then staggered at what was below me – it was a circle painted with symbols I’d seen once before, on the floor of the cavern below Pendulay.

      I tried to calm myself so that I could take a look around and assess things.  Surrounding me there was a sort of milky, cloudy blurriness.  The air wasn’t warm, or cold, or anything.  As I turned, I finally saw the hall again, though it wasn’t quite right – it was as if there was a hazy film between me and it.  Murky water, maybe?  Or dirty glass?  Whatever was lying between the hall and me, I could only see it if I looked in one particular direction.  Everywhere else, I saw that same cloudy air.

      In the dance hall, the entire audience sat motionless in their seats.  I could see one person standing: Raquel, who loomed above Julian, holding a bloody dagger.  His body was slack on the floor, and I could see blood pooling around him.  Was he breathing?  Please say he was breathing.

      I tried to run to him, but my body couldn’t penetrate that strange film which separated me from the hall.  It felt softish when I touched it, and yet it was solid enough to bounce me right back, where I promptly fell on my behind.

      For a few seconds Raquel simply stared down at Julian, and then at the dagger in her hands, as though in disbelief at what she’d done.

      Suddenly, she snapped out of her stupor, her face contorting with rage.  ‘Stop making me do these things!’ she screamed at Bryant Fowler, who had just strolled into my eyeline.  So, the nasty judge was able to move too?  What was going on here?

      ‘You’re making me crazy,’ Raquel went on.  ‘I – I – would never kill someone.  I just wouldn’t.  But I have.  I’ve killed Kyle, and now Brendan.  How are you making me do these things?’

      Something between a cry and a scream welled up inside me as she confirmed it: he was really dead.

      Bryant patted her on the head.  ‘There, there poppet – or should I say puppet?’  As he grinned, his entire Bryant Fowler exterior faded away, and a new man was standing in front of me.

      ‘Grady Trent,’ I muffle-cried, trying to run at him but bouncing back once more.

      He heard me, despite the subdued sound of my voice, and he turned to me and smirked.  He was paying no attention to Julian’s body – it still looked like Brendan’s, but I had no idea how long the illusion would last.  Would he revert, now that he was dead?  Would it become obvious to Grady that he’d just had Raquel kill his brother?

      I looked away from the body, unable to cope with the sting of seeing him that way: not Julian anymore; an empty shell.  We’d spent so many months apart, only to end up like this.  Now, I couldn’t even touch him, couldn’t kiss him goodbye.  I was stuck in here, with nothing to do but watch.

      Grady was moving again, this time towards Sebastian’s coffin.  Sebastian was immobile, but I had to assume he was still alive, just frozen.  I prayed he would be all right, and that I would lose no one else tonight.

      Had he always known, somehow, that this would happen?  Was this why Seb was so convinced that he and I would have a future together?  I didn’t want to think about that right now.  I couldn’t bear to – there was no way in the world I could ever love anyone the way I loved Julian.  It simply wasn’t possible.

      Grady roughly pulled Seb’s body out and left him on the floor, before tugging aside the silky red lining.  Behind the coffin’s lining there was a tiny keyhole.  Grady took a key from his pocket, put it in the hole, and turned it.  The back of the coffin snapped open, revealing a secret storage space.  Inside that space, there was something which made me blink, wipe my eyes, and look once more.

      I couldn’t be seeing what I thought I was.  It was me, or a perfect facsimile of me.  She even wore the same costume, make-up, everything.  She had on high heels, though, not my chunky boots.  Grady muttered some strange words and her eyes snapped open.  He muttered some more words, and she took his hand, allowing him to lead her out of the coffin.

      Grady held that same irritating smirk on his face as he led her over to me.  As for my lookalike, she gazed right back at me, with no sign of emotion or even recognition in her eyes.

      Grady let go of her hand and brushed back his now-brown hair.  Then, he prodded a finger in my direction, but his finger hit against something solid, making that same popping sound it had made when I first arrived.  Grady didn’t seem surprised.

      ‘She’s wonderful, isn’t she?’ he said.  ‘I had a Púca pal make her for me.  She’s a perfect copy of you, only without the pesky free will.  And now all of the annoying bits of you are all stuck in there.  When people see Raquel stabbing her, they will truly believe she’s you.  Of course, she’s an expensive way for me to fake your death, but needs must.’

      If he was truly going to do what he said, there was a flaw in his plan.  Seb would notice the shoes – there was no way he’d miss something so obvious.  It gave me little comfort, though, to know that my supposed death would be investigated.

      ‘And actual me – where am I?’  My voice came out cracked and frazzled.

      ‘Haven’t you figured it out yet, Estelle?  All along, the mirror you’ve been dancing in front of has been a portal – a portal to a very special sort of place.  It was set up to suck you in at precisely the right moment.  That strange new world you find yourself within is … well, let’s just call it the focal point of my spell.  Three sacrifices were needed to seal it shut and make it fully active.  You’re now imprisoned in such a way that routes your bond with Julian – and everything you share through that bond – in my direction.  But don’t worry – you’ll have your lover’s company in there any second now.  Hopefully spending so much time together doesn’t drive you mad, because the two of you shall be in there forevermore – while everyone who loves you will believe you’re both dead, murdered by Raquel, along with Brendan.  My Julian-copy is hidden inside the mechanical bull, but I’ll drag him out when the real thing arrives.’

      ‘He’s already here, you pillock,’ I muttered miserably.

      It seemed he hadn’t heard me, because he simply laughed and carried on talking.  ‘My partner in crime said you wouldn’t compete, but I always knew you would.  You think you can win anything – a dance competition, Julian’s heart, a battle against a Trent.’

      ‘I have won battles against you scumbags,’ I told him, wishing I could sound louder, wishing I could roar at him the way I really wanted to.  I’d expected a trap of some kind, but I hadn’t been prepared for this.  It wasn’t only that I’d been sucked in here, it was that something about the place was muffling more than just my voice.  My power, it suddenly felt far, far away.  There had to be a way to escape – a way to get out, turn back time, bring Julian back and undo all of this.

      I dug down, listening, seeking, but the rhythm was too faint.  I could barely feel it at all.  And I was growing colder, now, despite the fact that it wasn’t actually cold in this place.  The cold was coming from within me, not from my surroundings.  I felt as I did at the pool, when Julian was killed for the first time.  But going back in time to save him was no longer an option.  Would I die too, since the bond wasn’t yet fully intact?  It certainly felt as though I might.

      ‘Ah, yes,’ said Grady.  ‘You did win a battle, but it was against inferior Trents.  And your big head might have made you think you could do the same again, but even Devlin junior is nothing compared to me.  He’s proud and hasty, prone to making rash decisions.  A lot like you, now I think about it.  But now that you’re in there, I suppose it’s something you can reflect upon.’

      I tried to look at Julian, but it only made me cry, so instead I looked at the immobile audience members.  If Raquel was moving, and they weren’t, did that mean Grady had the kind of power I did?  Could he perform a time stop and allow his chosen non-Time Witches to move freely within it – and make sure that other Time Witches, like Rick, were frozen in time?

      No.  No, my power was unusual, and he couldn’t have it already.  This prison world might have sucked me in upon the third sacrifice, but the spell couldn’t possibly work to its fullest, could it?  The point of the Forbidden Spell was to access the bond between Julian and I, but with Julian dead … my body sagged in misery … with Julian dead, there was no bond for Grady to access.

      ‘How are you doing this?’ I asked, unable to bear the curiosity.  ‘How are they all in a time stop except for Raquel?’

      He smirked.  ‘There’s no time stop – but I’m glad to know that your senses are dulled enough to make you uncertain.  It means my prison is doing exactly as I’d hoped.  Raquel gave me the money to buy many expensive spells – the spell to make the copies of you and Julian, the spell to freeze all of these idiots while I do what needs to be done, and quite a bit more.  Poor thing.  When this is all over she’ll be penniless and imprisoned.  And she’s such an attractive lady, isn’t she?  It’s almost a shame.’

      Raquel sank to the floor while he was talking, where she then sat cross-legged, crying her heart out.  Clearly Grady was allowing her a moment of freedom – freedom to remember the things he’d forced her to do.  In a way, it seemed just as cruel as when he’d been controlling her mind.

      ‘But I will be using your magic to turn the clock back when we’re finished here,’ he added.  ‘Raquel will need to murder your dance partner all over again while everyone watches.  She’ll stab Brendan along with this little lady.  The fake Julian will be in position by that time – he’ll try to get to you, of course, but Raquel will hit him with a death spell before anyone has the chance to react.’  He squeezed my copy’s hand.  ‘But that’s enough explanations for now.  It’s time for you to call the actual Julian, so we can get this show on the road.’

      I stared at him, blinking.  ‘What?’

      ‘Look, you’re obviously hiding your bond somehow.  If it was open, he’d have been instantly transported in there moments after you were.  Either way, I should be able to access it, so open it up and get him here – and when you’re speaking mind-to-mind, don’t bother trying to hide the whereabouts of the Master Siphon, because I’ll be right there with you.’

      I looked at Brendan’s body.  It was finally beginning to change, elongating, getting slightly slimmer, the hair turning Julian’s shade of every-brown.  For a good long moment, as his cheekbones became his own, I simply stared.  I wished so much that I had kissed him at the end of our dance, because that feeling of ours, it turned out to be true: it would have been our last kiss.

      ‘There’s a bit of a problem with that,’ I said with a harsh laugh, finally dragging my eyes from my husband’s body.  ‘Look at him, you absolute scumbag – look at what you’ve done to your brother.  I’m sure you’ll take very little solace in the fact that I won’t be long behind him.  He severed our bond, you see, to protect us from you.  But it hadn’t fully grown back yet, so in a couple of minutes you’ll have to say goodbye to us both.’

      His jaw dropped open.  ‘But … he …’  After a few seconds of staring, his eyes darkened, and his face screwed up with anger.  ‘You!’ he cried, pointing at someone I couldn’t see off to the side.  ‘Why are you just standing there while everything’s going arseways?  Get over here, now!’

      It took a moment for him to appear, slowly slinking towards Grady, refusing to glance at the mirror or me: Gianni.

      I would have shouted at him, accused him of what was obvious by now, but I was far too tired.  My legs were growing weaker, and it was a struggle not to slump to the ground.

      ‘This is – you’ve messed up,’ Grady said, glaring at Gianni.  ‘You’ve messed up big time.  This is why I can’t feel their bond, why I can’t use their magic – there isn’t a bond, because he’s bloody dead.’

      Gianni gulped.  ‘I didn’t know who he was.’

      ‘You didn’t know?  You didn’t know a Trent when you saw one, disguise or not?  You expect me to believe that?’

      The teacher shrugged.  ‘I don’t really care what you believe.  I did everything you asked of me.  It’s over, Grady.  The only way you can pull this back is if you go back in time and change what happened, and neither you nor I have that power at our disposal right now.  You need to get her out of there, so she can do it.’

      ‘Oh, and you think she’ll just agree?  She’ll let Raquel kill someone else, she’ll drag Julian right back into that prison with her, and she’ll not try to kill me while she’s out?’

      Gianni sighed.  ‘You know perfectly well that there’s no other choice.  Your ancestors’ experiments proved that.  He dies, she dies.  And you can’t hold this freezing spell for much longer, so … it’s make up your mind time.’

      ‘Gianni’s right!’ I cried.  ‘It’s the only way.  Let me out of here just long enough to tidy up your mess, and I’ll do everything you want, I swear.  I don’t care if you want my magic, or if you want to trap me in here for a million years, I just … all I want is Julian.’

      ‘Exactly,’ said Gianni, his left eye twitching – or darting, maybe, in my direction.  ‘I’ll bet that girl would do anything – click her heels together three times, jump up and down and get yanked through as many mirrors as you want – all to get Julian back.  Go on, let her out – it’s the only way.’

      Grady moved right up against the mirror, studying my face.  For a moment, I thought he would relent and let me out of here, but then he narrowed his eyes, stepped away and said, ‘No.  No, you’re wrong.  She won’t die in there.  She’s basically in a place of nothingness.  She might feel terrible without him, but she can’t actually pass away.  I’ve got a better plan.  I might not be able to pull on her bond with Julian, but I’ll bet I can find a way to pull on her magic, anyway.  She’s in a bonding circle.  Their bond and their power were going to automatically route in my direction if Julian was still alive, but I’ll bet I can rig things so her magic will route to me anyway.’  He grinned.  ‘It’ll be as if we’re married, Estelle.  Won’t that be nice?’

      If I wasn’t afraid it would come right back at me, I might have spat at him.  As it was, all I did was glare defiantly while my mind ran through my options – of course, it didn’t take me long to realise there were no options.  I’d messed up, and unless he let me out of here, there was no going back.  The moment I got the heebie-jeebies, that’s when I should have done something.  I should have trusted my instincts and frozen him, or put him in a one-man time stop.  It was too late now for any of that.

      Grady began to rush around, drawing more symbols on the floor, lighting some black-waxed candles, no doubt in an effort to alter the spell in his favour.  He was consulting some pages he’d pulled from his pocket as he worked.  Gianni didn’t follow him or try to help him in any way.  Instead, he performed some odd little dance move with his heels.  I was about to close my eyes to the madness of it all when I heard a hiss.

      My eyes snapped open, and I watched as Marbles pelted down the stairs between the seating sections and launched himself at Grady.

      Grady pawed at my cat, trying to move him off his face.  But it would take him a while – Marbles was well-practised at this move.  He’d already given Dev junior quite the collection of scars.

      ‘You should be frozen!’ Grady whined.

      ‘Oh yeah?’ said Marbles.  ‘Well, you should be a better person, but things don’t always work out the way we want.’

      While they fought, I focused on Gianni, as he bashed his heels together and then jumped up and down.  He was trying to tell me something, using the kind of eye-darts and significant glances that I used when I was trying to get my point across without words.

      I wished he could use words, because I couldn’t understand what he was trying to tell me.  Except … he had used words, hadn’t he, only moments ago.

      Swallowing down my nerves, and hoping to God that this would work, I clicked my heels together one, two, three times, and then … then I jumped.
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            Heaven in Your Arms

          

        

      

    

    
      I felt a nauseating jolt, followed by a spinning sensation, except … I was spinning in Julian’s arms.  He was still in Brendan’s body, and we were dancing, moving as one in a perfect, delicious rhythm.

      Was I in Heaven?

      No.  If I were in Heaven Julian would be in his own body, not still in Brendan’s.  I didn’t know how, but Gianni had sent me back in time.  It was the only explanation.  This wasn’t an average time jump, though.  I wasn’t standing on the sidelines, watching previous-me.  I was previous me, as if the past ten minutes (or future ten minutes) had never happened.

      I didn’t understand it, but that didn’t matter much to me.  All that mattered was that Julian was alive.  He was whole, and he was healthy, and I was in his arms.  So I was in Heaven, in a way.

      ‘Something happened, didn’t it?’ Julian’s voice boomed loud and clear in my mind.  ‘There was a blink when I felt like you were gone and then back again.’

      I tried to tamp down my elation, and thought-spoke my reply.  ‘You’re right, but there’s no time to explain.  If we’re communicating this way, then our bond must nearly be whole again.  Listen, I have to stick Bryant Fowler in a one-man time out, but I’ve kind of been through the wringer so … fancy lending me some mojo?’

      ‘I’ll give you everything I have,’ he replied without hesitation. ‘I’m guessing he’s Grady?’

      ‘Yup.  So let’s just do this, on three.  One, two …’

      I was relieved that he didn’t ask me more questions; he simply followed along.  On three, he fully opened up, pushing while I pulled, his magic surging into me and bolstering mine.  It was a lot of extra power, but I needed every ounce.  We carried on dancing as we worked, and it wouldn’t be long before we reached the mirror.

      Hoping I’d taken enough, I turned to face Grady-as-Bryant, feeling for Time’s rhythm and slowing it down, searching for the still point inside of me, and pushing it right towards the last rogue Trent.

      There was a fraction of a moment, just before he stilled, when Grady-as-Bryant seemed to know.  Shock and fury filled his eyes, and it stayed right there as his entire body grew rigid.

      While the audience mumbled and stared and wondered what on earth was going on, I searched the crowd for Gretel, but the captain – along with a dozen Wayfarers (and my family and friends trailing behind) – was already on her way, rushing down the steps and across the dancefloor.

      ‘That’s him!’ I shouted, my voice near-breathless.  ‘That’s Grady Trent.’

      ‘You actually got him?’  The captain’s hand went to her chest, as the rest of her officers picked up the immobile Grady and placed him in a strange contraption – a huge cage lined with Temporal Stability Devices.  ‘I can’t believe it, Essie.’  She cleared her throat.  ‘I mean, I can totally believe it, and I never once doubted you would win the day.’

      ‘You did,’ I said with a tired chuckle, grabbing hold of Marbles as he launched himself into my arms.  ‘So did I, for a while there.’

      ‘And me,’ said Julian.

      ‘Okay, I admit it,’ said the captain.  ‘I was terrified that things would go wrong, especially because I would have to quit my job out of guilt, and I really like my job.  But … how did you know it was him?’

      I was about to reply when I noticed Gianni walking towards us.  His head was low, his gait shaky and hesitant.  ‘I think I can tell you that,’ he said, glancing at my boots.  ‘I believe that the reason Essie knew who Bryant really was, is because the worst had already happened.’

      ‘Had?’  Gretel stared from Gianni to me.  ‘Essie, what’s he talking about?’

      ‘Time stuff,’ I informed her.  ‘Everything went badly wrong when we got to the end of the dance.’

      ‘But you didn’t get to the end,’ she said.  ‘Oh.  But you did, didn’t you?  Because … time stuff.  And I’m guessing that Grady had a surprise waiting for you.’

      ‘Yes,’ I replied.  ‘And I really thought he’d won, but now, well … I guess it’s all been put right, thanks to Gianni.’

      He held his hands out to the captain.  ‘I may have helped Essie put things right, but I’d been helping Grady Trent put things wrong for some time before that.  When you hear all I have to say, you’ll certainly want to arrest me, so we may as well get it out of the way.’

      ‘So Essie was right.’  Gretel reached out a finger, using her magic to surround him with golden Wayfarer rope.  ‘You were involved in all of this.’

      Gianni sighed.  ‘Didn’t I just say so?’

      ‘Yes, but you helped me, Gianni,’ I said.  ‘So you can understand, I’m sure, why I’m pretty confused right now.  You were working with Grady, surely with the aim of getting me in front of that mirror at the right moment so he could imprison me.  But then, for some reason, you tried to stop me from dancing in the first place.  Because that was you, wasn’t it?  With the laxatives and the oil on the floor, and the heel of my shoe breaking?’

      ‘Well, I didn’t do that last thing in order to stop you,’ he revealed.  ‘By then, I’d resigned myself to the fact that you were far too stubborn to be stopped.  So yes, I broke your heel, and I put a little something in your boots.  A couple of special little stones.  The way to activate their magic is to click your heels together – I know it’s corny, but I love the Wizard of Oz – and then stamp down hard upon them.  I probably should have explained when I gave them to you, but … I wasn’t sure, then, whether I was brave enough to betray Grady.  I suppose I must have found some way to tell you how to do it, in the end.’

      ‘Yeah.  You used the medium of dance, kind of – that, plus some expressive eye-movements.  But what kind of stones could send me back in time – and into my own body, no less?  Did you steal them from Grady?’  I shook my head, dismissing my own question almost as soon as I’d asked it.  ‘No, that makes no sense.  If Grady Trent had something that could reset time, he wouldn’t have let it out of his sight.’

      Julian looked quizzically at Gianni.  ‘A stone that can reset time?  There’s no such thing, is there?  We certainly never heard about it growing up.  Oh, and I’m Julian Trent, by the way.’  He waved a hand over his Brendan-body.  ‘Hard to tell right now, I know.’

      ‘Oh, I guessed who you were all along,’ Gianni fibbed.

      ‘No you didn’t!’ I cried.

      ‘All right, I didn’t,’ he conceded.  ‘But it’s just as well.  If I’d known, I would have told Grady, and things might have gone so wrong that even my stones couldn’t fix them.’

      ‘Riiight,’ said Julian with a frown.  ‘So … about these reset stones?  How on earth does a dance teacher get his hands on something like that?  If you even are a dance teacher.’

      ‘I think I can fill in some blanks,’ offered Uncle Rick, joining us and putting an arm around my shoulder.  ‘Although Essie, I’ve said this before and I’ll probably say it again – if you’d been paying any attention in your lessons, you’d have figured things out for yourself.’

      ‘I pay attention,’ I grumbled.  ‘I – oh!’  I stared at Gianni.  ‘I do know what they were.  Those stones you stuck in my boots were … whatchamacallits.  Rick told me about them a little while ago.  Redo Stones.  But that means …’  I stared at him, ignoring his beard and focusing instead on the shape and colour of his eyes.  His eyes weren’t the only giveaway though, as I thought back to all he’d said in the past few minutes, and realised that I’d missed the biggest clue of all: he was no longer speaking with an Italian accent.  ‘You’re not Gianni Marconi, are you?’

      ‘No,’ said Rick.  ‘He isn’t.  He’s my brother, and your uncle.’  He gave his brother a hard stare.  ‘Funny thing is, Gerald, I could have sworn you were dead.’
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      I’d been so convinced, during my long cold summer, that I knew the true meaning of exhaustion.  I was wrong.  Because the thing about things being over, is that they never truly are.  After the arrest comes admin – statements, more evidence-gathering, more this and that and the other.  And even all of that was just a smidgen of my workload.

      Harvest was in full swing at the Nine Hundred, Rickety Tock’s was having its end-of-season sale, and McGinty’s was crazy, too.  Seb had thrown himself (and consequently the rest of us) into gaining new business because, with the massive payout he was about to send Raquel’s way, finances were getting tight.

      I was so, so relieved that Raquel and Mika had been exonerated, but I imagined their road to recovery might come with some bumps.  They knew the truth now, and they had some very talented people assigned to them, helping them to untwist their memories.  But it would take a while, according to Gretel – there were parts of their minds which truly believed they’d killed Olly and Kyle of their own free will.  I prayed that they could find a way to get past it, and to live amazing lives, because both women deserved nothing less.

      Julian was kept busy, too.  He had to give statements, of course, and to lend his expertise to the Wayfarers to ensure Grady and the rest of the Trents were secured.  He helped them track down the Púca who’d been aiding the Trents, and he was also working with Ava and Adeline, translating the remainder of the spells found at Trent Manor so we could be certain his brothers had no more tricks up their sleeves.

      It was all important, and it had to be done – well, most of it.  I probably didn’t need to regale Marbles over and over again with the tale of how future-him had battled Grady Trent.  But he would have only sulked if I didn’t repeat the story at least a dozen times a day.

      I was eager for the upcoming weekend, when I could finally take a break.  We were going out for our first real date on Saturday evening, but Friday should hopefully be good too, with a harvest party taking place at the Nine Hundred.  Although … knowing Marbles, he would expect me to get up on a podium and speak of his bravery to all of the guests.

      With all of the work we were doing, it wasn’t until lunchtime on Friday, a few hours before the party, when Julian and I got some time alone.  It wasn’t, however, in the most romantic of surroundings.

      ‘Hey.’  He gave me a shy little wave as I entered the waiting room at Witchfield Prison.  ‘Look … there’s no one else in here.’

      I rushed to take a seat next to him and grasped his hand.  ‘You’re right.  We’re all alone.  Hey, should we get something from the vending machine and call it a romantic meal for two?  You know, just in case we don’t get another chance anytime soon.’

      ‘No way.  We are having that first proper date tomorrow, Essie – though I’m also hoping we’ll get some time alone tonight to enjoy wine and food and music, and lots of dancing.  I can’t say it’ll be skilled dancing now that I’m no longer drawing from Brendan, mind you.  Wait, Adeline hasn’t been invited, has she?’

      ‘She has.  But she’s promised not to bring any work with her.’

      ‘Hm.  I’ll believe it when I see it.’

      ‘Well, she was mumbling something about a spell she found hidden in your dad’s wellies when we spoke last night, so … I guess we just have to hope she keeps that one to herself for a while.’

      Perhaps neither of us fully trusted the librarian to let us have this weekend off, because we moved to the vending machine.  ‘They have fish and chip flavoured crisps,’ I said.  ‘That’d be almost like the real thing.’

      ‘No it wouldn’t,’ said Julian.  ‘Although … if we washed it down with some grape juice we could pretend it’s wine?’

      A prison guard poked a head around the door.  ‘Ah, good, you’re both here.  If you’d like to follow me, I’ll take you straight to him.’
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      A few minutes later, Julian and I walked into a small room, a room that was familiar to us both.  The walls were lined with Temporal Stability Devices, and seating was arranged on either side of some odd-looking, wavering bars.  I’d visited Julian in this very room, back when it seemed certain he was as bad as the rest of his brothers.  Back when my heart was broken, and I thought his love had been a lie.

      Gerald Pendulay sat on the other side of the divider-bars, his mouth twitching into a nervous smile.  With his beard now shaved, I could see that little cleft in his chin, the dimple Bell and I had inherited from our father’s side.  Looking at my uncle this morning, it was obvious who he was.  My childhood memories of him might be vague (sharing a couple of stiff words with Rick and my father before rushing Etain home from the Nine Hundred), but I’d seen plenty of photos of the guy.

      ‘I’m so glad you both came, only … now you’re here, I don’t know where to start,’ he said, his voice thick with emotion.

      ‘At the beginning is usually a good idea, Gerald,’ Julian told him, his voice edged with bitterness.  When Gerald first asked if we would visit him, Julian hadn’t been keen.  But we had questions that only Gerald could answer, so he had relented.  ‘But as that’s probably a long, long tale of self-pity and passing the blame, then maybe just start with the bit where your daughter thought that you and her mother had been killed.  You know, the part where you abandoned her, not giving a crap that she might have to marry my brother.’

      Gerald swallowed, then nodded.  ‘Yes, well … I tried to talk to Devlin, you see.  I told him Etain was worried about how Dev junior was behaving, and she wanted out of the engagement.  But you know your dad, Julian.  He wanted what he wanted, and nothing was going to stand in his way.  He gave me two options – the first was that my wife and I could pretend to die, but actually run away and live in hiding, which would prompt Etain to believe in the curse and get married.  The second was that we could truly die, at his hands.  He’d killed my brother and his wife, Essie – your parents.  I … I couldn’t remember the whys of it, not then, not with Rick’s spell in motion – I didn’t know you existed, or that Devlin had killed them when they wouldn’t give you up.  But I knew somewhere in my belly that their deaths weren’t right, and that Devlin was somehow responsible.’  He turned his gaze towards his hands.  ‘I believed he was capable of anything.  Either way, Etain would be forced to marry the heir to the Trent coven.  There was nothing I could do to change it.’

      I gritted my teeth but couldn’t think of what to say, what to ask.  He was behaving exactly as Julian had feared he would – taking no responsibility, blaming it all on Devlin Trent.  I had sudden, vivid memories of Etain, and how bereft and frightened she’d been when she believed her parents were dead.  I’d seen it during her Last Moments spell.  The poor girl had been desperate enough to beg Julian to marry her, to protect her from Dev.

      ‘There was something you could have done,’ Julian said, a quiet fury in his voice.  ‘You could have taken Etain with you.  All three of you could have escaped.’

      Gerald blinked.  ‘Yes, well, we can see all sorts of options in hindsight, can’t we?  The truth is – and I know this won’t make you think very much of me, Essie – but the truth is, there was a part of me that thought I was doing the right thing.  I always believed in the curse.  I certainly believed Etain was better off married to a Trent.  It was only Devlin junior I was concerned about.  Later, when my wife and I were in hiding in Italy, we heard that Etain married Julian instead.  We wished we could call her up and tell her how happy we were that she’d married the only decent brother.  But we couldn’t, of course.’

      Julian looked away for a moment, his face taut, probably lost in memories of his marriage to Etain.  From what I’d learned, Julian had tried to make things work, despite the fact that they weren’t True Bonded Mates.  He had done his best to protect her, but she’d been lured into a relationship with Dev anyway, behind his back.

      ‘What I don’t understand is how you came to have this Gianni Marconi persona,’ I said.  ‘He’s a real person, as far as Captain Wood is aware.  He was well-known as a dancer long before any of this, and you certainly didn’t use a transformation spell.’

      ‘No, I didn’t.’  He sipped at his water for a moment, his hands shaking as he gripped the cup.  ‘We met Gianni when we lived in Italy, my wife and I.  Went to see him dance, even took lessons with him.  Everyone joked that he and I could be doubles.  Then, after years in hiding, we heard of Etain’s death.  We were devastated.  We knew that we had to go home and see her grave, but we couldn’t risk detection, so we took the slow route – planes, trains and automobiles.  We were on a train in Italy when it happened – a derailment that killed dozens, Gianni and my wife included.  It was just a fluke that he was on the same train as us.  And as I looked at him lying there, with the dust and the panic all around, I thought: this could be my chance.  I look like him.  I’ve been taught to dance by him.  I can speak fluent Italian.  I could just … take his place, and make the Trents believe I’m truly dead, and I would never have to worry about them again.  So I … I used a spell to quickly shave his face.  Then I placed him in my seat, and put my wallet in his pocket.’

      He let out a breathy half-laugh.  ‘I think I was in shock for a long time afterwards – especially when it worked so well.  For a while, I got to live a vaguely normal life.  Until one day at dance class, Raquel stayed afterwards.  She’d been behaving strangely throughout the lesson.  Her eyes were glazed over, and I thought she was on some potion or something, but … when the others were gone, she told me that Grady had found me, and that if I didn’t do everything he asked of me, he would do some very, very bad things.’

      Julian arched a brow, looking at Gerald with contempt.  ‘What could he actually do to you that’s worse than what my brothers did to your daughter, or what my father did to Essie’s parents?  Are you so much of a coward, even after all these years?’

      ‘Yes,’ he whispered.  ‘Yes, I am.  I have always been a coward, and I fear I always will be.  Sometimes, Julian, we just need to accept ourselves for what we are, warts and all.  But it wasn’t only about me.  It was about Essie.’  He kept his teeth clenched as he spoke, as though he could barely abide the words that were leaving his mouth.  ‘He was going to perform the Forbidden Spell.  With or without my help he was going to trap her.  But whether that period of entrapment was humane or horrendous, that I could change.’

      He switched his gaze to mine.  ‘As long as I helped him, he promised to treat you with decency.  It seemed like the only choice I had.  So I did everything he asked of me.  I turned a blind eye to what was happening at the class, and I called McGinty’s with a tip-off about Raquel having an affair, and possibly murdering her husband.  I knew it would lure you there.’

      He began to blink manically, his eyes darting back and forth.  ‘But once I saw you in the flesh, Essie, everything changed.  You’re grown now, but I could still see that little girl you once were every time I looked at you.  I could see you and Belinda playing with my Etain, the three of you so happy together.  And it hit me then, like a knife to the gut – the guilt that Rick’s spell had helped me to avoid for years.  If I hadn’t gone and told Devlin how powerful you were, my brother would still be alive.  And your mother, too.  And maybe, maybe … all our lives would be different now.

      ‘So,’ he continued, ‘I worked against Grady in secret.  He had left me in charge of making the potion he needed to turn Raquel and Mika into puppets, and there was plenty of Pendulay Quartz left over.  He couldn’t carve it, and he didn’t know that I could, so I set about creating Redo Stones.  I planned to go back to when you were all children.  But this time, I was going to do things differently.  This time, I vowed never to tell Devlin of your power.’

      ‘Huh.’  Julian gave him a dubious stare.  ‘Doesn’t seem like your plan worked out very well.’

      ‘No.  No, it didn’t.  It had been a long time since I’d worked with Pendulay Quartz, and I could only use a tiny amount if I didn’t want Grady to cotton on.  No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t make stones that would take me back any further than ten minutes.’  He shook his head.  ‘So instead, I tried to drive you away, make it obvious that something wasn’t right.  I mean, I made you wear a dress virtually identical to your wedding dress for your dance.  Why couldn’t you have just run away, then and there?’

      ‘About that,’ said Julian, scowling.  ‘How do you know what Essie wore the night we got married?’

      He snorted.  ‘Julian, Grady has always wanted to be coven leader.  He knew long before Dev junior did that you were married to Essie, bonded to her.  He was hanging back, playing the long game.  He took a hundred pictures of the two of you that night, as you wandered along that seedy Las Vegas strip.’

      I shuddered, feeling sickened once more at the never-ending machinations of the Trents.  Always fighting with each other, sometimes in the open, sometimes in the shadows, forever vying to be the one who clambers on top.  Even in Witchfield, they would be battling with each other, up until the end.

      ‘But you wouldn’t take the hint,’ Gerald went on.  ‘So I had no choice but to give you my stones and hope you used them right.  You’re stubborn, Essie, like your mother.  Caoimhe O’Mara was the death of my brother, quite literally, because she just would not understand.  The Trents always get what they want.’

      ‘Not always,’ I told him.  ‘They didn’t this time.’

      ‘Oh?’  He looked at my hand, clasped with Julian’s; both of us had our wedding rings on show.  ‘I’d say one of them has gotten precisely what he wants, wouldn’t you?  But perhaps it’s just as well – you’ve avoided the curse, at least, by marrying Julian.  I grew up being taught that a Pendulay woman needs the strong hand of a Trent man, and I believe it still.  Just … maybe not Grady.  Or Dev junior.  Or, well, most of them, I suppose.  But the fact that you’re so happy now, it proves it.  Being married, it’s what a Pendulay woman is destined for.’

      I rolled my eyes, but I wasn’t going to argue with him.  He had his beliefs, and I was happy with Julian, however we’d gotten there.  ‘What happens to you now, Gerald?  Have they told you yet?’

      He sighed.  ‘There’s a litany of charges – aiding and abetting and so on and so forth.  My public defender thinks the judge will look kindly on the fact that I helped you, but I’ll be serving a long sentence, no matter what.  I spend every waking moment worrying whether I did the right thing, and every sleeping moment having nightmares about Grady’s revenge.’  The alarm began to sound, and he said, ‘Seems that our time is up.  I have to go back to my cell now.’

      ‘Rick said he’d come see you next time you can have visitors,’ I told him, standing up and following Julian to the door.  I paused on the threshold and added, ‘And … thank you for coming through for me, Uncle Gerald.  I’m sure that wherever Etain is now, she’s feeling very proud of her dad, because you did do the right thing.’

      Gerald averted his eyes and stroked away a tear.  ‘In the end.’

      ‘Well,’ said Julian, his voice a little gruff.  ‘It was better late than never.’
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      As I finished off my second burger of the evening, I sat back, patting my stomach and feeling satisfied in more ways than one.  Ava loved gatherings, and the party she held when she recovered from the Master Siphon’s damage was amazing, but this … this was spectacular.

      The entire O’Mara coven attended, along with friends and acquaintances, and most of Granvar Bay had been invited, too.  After a life spent hiding in the human world, there was little I enjoyed more than meeting fellow coven members.  Though most of the O’Maras farmed the Nine Hundred, there were plenty of them scattered throughout Ireland, involved in varied careers.  One particularly famous O’Mara was a politician with a rat familiar, and Marbles and I spent almost an hour getting to know them both.  The rat had an interesting odour, and seemed rather fond of (illegal) flying potions.

      The majority of the shindig was taking place outside, where Rick and the O’Mara men were barbecuing.  There were tables of food and drink under canopies, and twinkling, orange lights strung up on the house and the trees.  Some small bonfires were lit, as part of the harvest ceremony, and there were chants around the flames scheduled for midnight – Ava and Belinda had been teaching me the words.

      There was a live band playing all afternoon and evening – a famous werewolf rock group, so I wasn’t quite sure how Ava arranged that.  I heard many rumours about it over the course of the party.  One gossipmonger said that Ava had once dated their drummer, another stated it was their bassist she’d been seeing.  According to Ava, the real reason was far simpler: the band were big fans of O’Mara wine, and she had promised them a big discount on future supplies.

      Kim danced madly to all of their songs, ignoring most of the guys who asked to dance along with her.  There was one guy, though, who she didn’t turn down: Brendan Darnley.  Inviting him to the party had been a no-brainer.  He’d allowed Julian to take his place at dance class, and even at the Golden Flamenco, helping us bring Grady Trent to justice.  He was a good guy, and I got the impression Kim found him rather cute, too.

      Julian tried to get me to go and dance with them, but my stomach was far too full.  ‘I’ll come join you guys in a few minutes,’ I said.  ‘I just need to digest for a little while more.’

      He gave me a long, lingering kiss, murmured, ‘I’ll hold you to that,’ and sashayed away.  As I watched him laughing, smiling and (twice) stepping on Kim’s toes, I felt a sickening churn in my stomach, and it had nothing to do with the food.  There would be consequences.  Rick had been certain of that.  What would they be, and when would they arrive?

      I took a long sip of wine, trying to wash those worries away.  I had so much to look forward to, after all.  I had my first real date with Julian tomorrow.  And this time next week, we would be watching Brendan and Raquel on TV, as they partnered together for the rescheduled Golden Flamenco.  The viewing figures were expected to be especially high.  I would be rooting for them, of course, but I wondered how the real Bryant Fowler would score them.  It turned out that, while Grady had been taking his place, the real Bryant had been tied up in Raquel’s basement.

      I watched them dance for a while more and then, noticing that the beer in one of the coolers was running low, I headed inside to find some more.  Ava had bottles stored all over the place, and I at last found the beer in the upstairs bathroom.  I heard movement in Ava and Rick’s room, and headed that way.  I’d just seen Rick outside, so I didn’t think I was about to interrupt anything romantic.

      ‘Hey.’  I knocked on the open door.

      Ava, who was placing a long, lovely gown and a flowery headpiece into a suitcase, said, ‘Oh, hello there, Essie.  Is something the matter?’

      ‘No, I just came to get more beer, but … is that … was that …?’

      Ava gazed forlornly at the outfit.  ‘Yes.  It was the dress your sister would have worn tonight, if she’d agreed to go through with the ceremony.’

      ‘Oh, I thought she was going to do it.  We talked about it at breakfast and she said she was up for it.’

      ‘She’s changed her mind back and forth all day, finally landing on a definite no.  She swears she’ll go through with it next year instead.’  She zipped up the suitcase, held out her arms and said, ‘Come here, will you?  I need a cuddle.’

      I didn’t need to be asked twice.  As Ava threw her arms around me and I sank into her hold, she said, ‘Belinda is connected to this land, ceremony or not.  And as a natural weather witch, her ability to anchor certain aspects of this magic will be even stronger than mine.  Whether she agrees to it or not, it won’t change what she is.  She’s fighting against the inevitable, but I think she already knows that.  And I don’t even think it’s the prospect of the responsibility that’s scaring her, because it never did before.  I think that she’s holding out for Vince to come back, for him to love this town and the vineyard again.’

      I had a feeling Aunt Ava was right.  ‘Do you think that’ll happen?’

      ‘I hope for her sake that it does.  And if he embraces the counselling the Wayfarers have offered him, who knows?’  She softly patted my cheek.  ‘But you know, I don’t think poor Bell is the only one who’s not feeling as happy as she ought to this evening.  Every time I’ve seen you, you’ve been sitting down.  I thought you’d be dancing more.’

      ‘I’m a terrible dancer, Ava.  I might have seemed good when Brendan’s talent was funnelling into me through Julian, but honestly, I’m doing everyone else here a favour by not joining in.’

      ‘Oh, give over.  You’re not a terrible dancer, because there’s no such thing.  Every person on this planet loves music, and every one of us should get to express that love.  And you, my girl, have expressed your love many, many times since I’ve known you – with your I love Fridays dance and your I love pancakes dance just to name a couple – so I happen to think that something else is bothering you.  Come on – out with it.  Tell Aunty Ava what’s up.’

      I moved to the window, looking down at the party outside.  Julian was still dancing with Kim and Brendan, and even Belinda had joined them now.  She didn’t look ecstatically happy, but she was clearly trying to have a good time.  Every few seconds or so, she’d glance towards the entrance, perhaps wondering if Vince would arrive.

      ‘It’s just … I’m afraid that this won’t last,’ I admitted.  ‘Everything seems perfect this evening – well, as near as possible, you know.  But … I saved him, Ava.  Twice.’

      I glanced back to find her frowning.  ‘I mean, yes, I know you did.  What else could you possibly have done?’

      ‘But Ava, there are consequences to these things.  Rick’s always been adamant that Time Witches can’t change events.  We get punished for it if we do.  You know all about this.  And a life has got to come with bigger consequences than a cup, doesn’t it?  What if … what if in saving Julian I wind up losing someone else?  I don’t think I could live with the guilt.’

      ‘Oh, my goodness!’  She rushed across to where I was standing.  ‘I’m so sorry, Essie.  I thought you understood.  Didn’t you hear what I found during my research?  What all of those horrible Trent experiments on the True Bond proved?’

      ‘I … no.  I mean, did you tell me this?  Rick seems to think I don’t always pay attention, so …’

      ‘Oh dear.  You know, I think it’s more likely my fault – I was explaining what I thought was most important at the time.  I didn’t know, then, that you’d saved Julian’s life.  Listen, Essie, you know that your bond with Julian is something special.  The Trents hated True Bonds for that very reason – because those bonds confer magic and abilities that any other sort of bond can never match.  No matter what dark magic they tried, they could never recreate it – although they came close, as you know, to at least attaching themselves to it with the Forbidden Spell.  You and Julian, you’re connected, truly connected.  That means that the universe gives you certain breaks.  You can save each other, and use any means to do so – in fact, you must save the other if the bond’s been severed.  And you won’t be punished, because with a connection like that, saving the other is virtually the same as saving yourself.’  Her face had grown pale as she talked.  ‘There were some especially horrific experiments to prove that very fact.  Why do you think Grady Trent wanted in on that bond so very badly?  Having access to your magic, that’s one thing, but he would have access to protections that most Time Witches can only ever dream of.’

      ‘Oh.  And … you’re certain?  Nothing bad is going to happen?’

      She chuckled gently.  ‘Well I wouldn’t go that far.  Bad things will happen now and then, I’m sure, because that’s simply part of life.  But the universe will not be hunting you down, or trying to get even for the fact that you helped Julian escape death – of that, yes, I am certain.’

      I reached for her and hugged her again.  ‘Wow.  I wish we’d had this conversation days ago.  I’ve been a bundle of nerves.’

      ‘Well, I’m glad I could untangle you.’  She patted my back.  ‘Now come on – it’s almost time to stomp the grapes.’
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      I’d been a little hesitant about the hygienic aspects of ‘stomping the grapes.’  The O’Maras made most of their wine in a more modern way, and squishing the grapes by foot was simply for the bottles they kept for themselves.  They said that it gave their personal stores a little extra magic, but still …

      Ava, though, assured me that it was very hygienic, because she used about a dozen different spells to ensure it.

      And so, at eight that evening, while a crowd of merrymakers watched on, a dozen O’Mara women jumped into an enormous open barrel, and stomped.  The Call of the Wild (the werewolf rockers) played a particularly rousing tune, and the crowd clapped and stamped as we danced on the grapes with wild abandon.  Yes, really – wild abandon.  There were no better words to describe it, because that’s just how it felt.  I was elated, the music and the solidarity stoking up something slightly primal within me, a magic I’d never felt before flowing through each of us, from one woman to the other, then down into the fruit.

      When we’d stomped and squished all we could, and my giddiness had somewhat subsided, I looked up to notice a late arrival: Sebastian.  He’d been at a client meeting this evening, and I was glad that he’d finally broken free.  As he smiled, I returned it immediately and added a wave, but I then realised: he wasn’t smiling at me.

      All of Sebastian’s attention was on my sister.

      I looked at Belinda, then.  The sunset that evening was particularly stunning.  The sky, streaked with red and orange, painted highlights in her hair.  And the air … it smelled like sweet grapes, bonfires and sea salt, a perfect intermingling.

      One by one, we stepped out and onto the ground, and I glanced between Belinda and Seb as we moved.  He was growing closer to the barrel, his eyes still on her, but she hadn’t noticed him yet.  She was the last to leave and, as she lifted her leg over the rim, she began to slip.  I reached out a hand to help her, but Seb’s hand was already there, wrapping around hers.

      ‘Oh,’ Belinda said on an out-breath.  ‘Thank you.’

      ‘You’re welcome,’ said Seb, his voice slightly hoarse.

      For a moment, their eyes met, Seb looking at Belinda with something close to wistfulness, and Belinda meeting his eyes with a quizzical stare.  ‘You’re Seb, aren’t you?’ she said.  ‘Essie’s pal.’

      He smiled awkwardly.  ‘Yes, that’s me.  Essie’s pal.  Well, excuse me, I just have to …’  The rest of his words were mere mumbles, as he rushed over to a table and poured himself a glass of wine.

      By the time I caught up with him he’d reached the end of that glass, and was already pouring another.  ‘Slow down there, Seb.  No need to try and catch up, you know – it took me hours and hours to get this tipsy.’

      ‘Hm?  Oh, yeah.  That’s funny.’

      ‘Is it?’  I studied his face.  ‘Is everything all right, Seb?  Only, well … I haven’t seen a lot of you over the last few days, and tonight you’re being particularly weird.’

      ‘Am I?’  He shrugged.  ‘I’m just tired.  Long day – and insurance is very boring.  It wearies a man’s soul, don’t you know.’

      ‘Huh.  Right.  So … it has nothing to do with my sister?’

      He blinked, then turned away from me to study the food on offer.  ‘Why would you say a thing like that?’

      ‘Oh Seb, come on.  We’re friends, aren’t we?’

      ‘Of course we’re friends.  It’s just … I’ve been wrong about this once, Essie.  And I’m afraid I might be wrong again.’

      ‘What?  What do you think you were wrong about?’

      He looked over at Belinda, who was now sharing a slice of cake with Kim.  ‘Essie, you remember how sure I was that you and I were supposed to be together?  There was a reason for that.’

      ‘Your massive ego?’

      ‘Hah hah.  My ego is precisely the size it deserves to be.  And do you also happen to remember something else I once told you – about how I went to see a vampire to help me unlock certain memories?’

      ‘Yeah.  You wanted to fully remember the night your parents died.’  I felt a leap of sadness as I spoke.  So many of my friends were orphans, just like me, and none of our beginnings were happy ones.  But those bad beginnings had drawn us closer, given us something in common.

      ‘Exactly.  And she was very helpful, in the sense that she made me remember some terrible things, prompting me to try and get my hands on the Master Siphon so I could undo it all.’  He gritted his teeth, and set about opening his shirt collar.  ‘I hate wearing stuffy shirts, but the guy I was meeting was a stuffed shirt, so I thought I’d better.  Look, the thing is, Ess, she didn’t just tell me what happened when my parents died, she showed me – mind to mind, the image flowing from her vampire brain and straight into mine.  But my forgotten memories weren’t all she saw and shared that day.  While we were still connected, she had a sudden vision of my future.  She tried to pull it back, but by then I’d already seen a lot.’

      He finally looked at me properly, for the first time since he arrived.  ‘Ess, she showed me the woman I would fall in love with.  I could feel it, in that vision.  The love between us, the certainty that we were going to spend our lives together.  It was … it was really a flash of images, I suppose.  I saw us being married, even.  But the first of those images … the first of those images was a night just like this one.  A beautiful woman with dark hair and eyes, in a lovely sunset, and my hand reaching out to hers.  And I knew it, and she knew it – we were in love.’

      He slouched back against the table, setting his glass aside.  ‘Essie, the woman, she looked exactly like you.  So obviously when I first saw you, I was excited.  There you were – the woman I was going to spend my future with.  The woman I was going to love, and who was going to love me, until the end of our days.  When we kissed that night after the sting on Ponty’s house, I thought there’d be fireworks, and there were none.  But it still didn’t faze me, because I was so bloody sure that you were the one.  The woman I’d marry.  This vampire I saw, Ess, her visions are never wrong.’

      ‘And now …’  I followed his eyes to Belinda, who was giggling wildly at something Julian had said.  ‘You think it’s my sister instead, don’t you?  The sunset tonight, Bell in that barrel of grapes, that’s what you saw in the vision.’

      He blew out some air.  ‘Pretty close, I must admit.  When we were at Ruth’s restaurant and I finally realised you and Belinda were bloody twins of all things …’  He gave me a wry grin.  ‘I mean, come on – how ridiculously manic must our lives be that something like that simply wasn’t mentioned?  We’ve had a lot going on since we met, you and I.’

      ‘Yeah.  Yeah, we have.  And Seb, you should know–’

      ‘That Belinda has a lot going on too?  Yeah, I know that.  Funnily enough, even though neither you nor Kim once mentioned the identical thing, you did talk about her a lot – about Vince, and how much she loves him.  In any case, the way she looked at me was more like: who are you and why do you think you can just grab my hand?  It wasn’t at all like the look she gave me in the vision.  The vampire warned me of this.  She said she didn’t want to share the vision with me because things can change, or be misinterpreted.  Anyway, that’s why I was weird at the restaurant the other night, and why I might have agreed to the meeting tonight, too.  As annoying as the guy was, I almost wished he'd keep me even longer, because I was terrified to come here.  Terrified of the vision being true.  And even more terrified of it not being true.’

      I bumped my shoulder against his.  ‘So, you might have convinced yourself Belinda didn’t feel anything when you held her hand.  But what did it feel like for you, seeing her, touching her?’

      He scrubbed his hands at his face, then glanced, once more, at my sister.  ‘When I first walked in here tonight, my stomach performed some daringly dramatic flip-flops, and my heart beat out a rather uneven and racing rhythm, so I really don’t know what to make of that.  But for that split second when I got to hold her hand …’  He gazed down at his own hand now, with the air of a lovelorn pup.  ‘It felt wonderful and terrifying, and her engagement ring … well, that felt like a great big reminder that I met her too late.’

      Belinda must have felt us glancing her way, because she waved over at us and said, ‘What’s with all the moping?  Get up and dance, will you!’

      I hesitated for a moment, wondering if I should reveal that Belinda’s future with Vince was very far from certain.  But I had no idea if I would be giving Seb false hopes or not, so, instead, I grabbed his hand and said, ‘She’s right – let’s go dance.’
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      By the time Saturday evening rolled around, I was nervous enough to seriously consider cancelling our date.

      Julian had stayed at Pendulay the night before, along with Seb and Brendan, while Kim had stayed over in Belinda’s room with me.  I’d wanted to stay with Julian – we were married, after all – but every time I was about to suggest it, my palms grew clammy and my heart went wild and I just … kept quiet.

      And so, instead, I spent the wee hours of the morning whispering with Belinda and Kim and asking their advice.

      I loved him, so, so much.  I’d probably been in love with him – or at least on my way there – from the moment he stopped me falling from that icy footbridge back in February.  So why was I so nervous?  Possibly it was because we’d spent months apart.  Or possibly it was because I’d made it to my late twenties without actually sleeping with a man and I felt like a bit of a kid.  But I knew Julian didn’t mind about any of that, and that he was happy to take things slow.

      Although … could that, in fact, be why I was nervous?  Not because he was happy to take things slow, but because, well … maybe I wasn’t.  Last night, when Marbles suggested we have a trial run with Julian at Pendulay (and test him on his chicken-cooking skills, naturally) I didn’t even panic a bit.  If anything, I felt an odd mix of calm and excited, and even began to make little mental adjustments to the Pendulay décor.  I was clearly going mad.  Pendulay was a creepy mansion, where terrible things had happened.  It was all very well to imagine brighter colours and nicer bathrooms, but pretty paints and brand-new tiles could never patch up such a horrible past.

      Anyway, would Julian want to move so fast?  He’d been through the wringer, after all.  What if I said I’m ready to move forward and he gave me the brush-off?

      It was seven on the dot when he rapped his knuckles on the open kitchen door at the vineyard.  It was three seconds after seven when I hurried to let him in.  I was wearing jeans, a T-shirt, and some sandals.  Although we’d tipped over into September, Granvar Bay was still warm.

      Julian grinned.  ‘You look amazing.’

      ‘I didn’t want to get too dressed up, you know, since we’re going to the beach.’  I looked him up and down.  He was wearing jeans and a T-shirt, too, and a pair of white runners.  The loveliest thing about him, though, was the slight hint of flame in his eyes.  I hadn’t seen it for so long.  ‘You look amazing, too.  So … want to get out of here?’  Rick and Marbles had been teasing me about this date all afternoon, and if I stuck around any longer, one or both of them would probably arrive to embarrass me some more.

      ‘Definitely,’ said Julian.

      We walked hand in hand into the small town, heading for Ruthie’s Fish and Chips.  Ruth was rushed off her feet in the restaurant, but I was happily surprised to see Mika working behind the takeaway counter.  We mostly made small talk while our food was prepared, though she did tell us she’d visited Olly’s grave.  When our order was ready, and Julian went to pay, Mika shook her head.  ‘It’s on the house.’

      ‘Oh,’ said Julian.  ‘Well, thank you very much.  But … why?’

      Mika glanced into the restaurant, where we could see Ruth serving a table of ten.  ‘Ruth thinks you guys and Seb had something to do with the fact that I’m free right now.’

      ‘Oh.’  I gave her a look of innocence.  ‘Well, it’s flattering that she thinks so highly of us, but the Wayfarers solved Olly’s murder.’

      Mika snorted.  ‘Sure they did – they just took a lot of time and a whole lot of help to get there.’  She narrowed her eyes, but they glinted in a friendly way, and she wore a broad smile.  ‘What are you?  You’re not standard witches, are you?’

      ‘I don’t think anybody is a standard anything,’ I said, grabbing our drinks, while Julian picked up our food.  ‘And I also think we’d better get going if we want to enjoy the sunset.  But hey, I’m so happy you’re here, Mika.  See you soon?’

      ‘Sure,’ she said with a smile and a wave.  ‘See you soon, super-witches.’
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        * * *

      

      We took the road along the bay, veering onto the beach, walking until we reached the O’Mara stretch of sand.  There was no separation between this section of beach and the rest of it, and anyone from town could walk here, as and when they liked.  The O’Maras believed magic was to be shared, not hoarded.  And even though a human walking here might not understand that the warmth shooting up through their feet was magic, they would feel the joy of it, nonetheless.

      We found a good spot by a dune, and Julian shrugged off his small backpack and laid out the blanket he’d brought.  I hadn’t eaten all day on account of overdoing things at the party, and now I was ravenous.  Julian was the same, and we barely spoke the whole time, except to comment on how good the chips or the fish were.  The crispiness of the batter got a particularly enthusiastic mention.

      Once we were finished, we still didn’t say much, shooting little glances at each other every few seconds, but more often than not simply gazing out at the water.  I wanted to say something – I wanted to say a lot of somethings – but every time I began, the words got tangled up in nerves.

      I could simply feel him out, if I wanted.  Our bond was stronger than ever now, and there were moments when, if I let myself, I knew I could hear every single thought in his mind, feel every single emotion in his body.  But doing so would be a bit presumptuous.  And what if I heard a thought I didn’t like?

      As the sun set behind us, sending golds and reds and oranges dancing on the waves, we tidied up our things and walked once more, even wading in the water for a while.  It was only when we had almost made it back to town again that we paused.

      ‘So … what now?’ asked Julian.  ‘We could go for a drink.  I’ve not been to the local pub for a while, but it always seemed pretty nice.’

      ‘Umm, maybe,’ I said.

      ‘Or we could go into Dublin,’ he suggested.  ‘Plenty of bars to choose from there.’

      ‘Umm, maybe,’ I said again.

      He looked curiously at me, and reached out to touch my chin, tilting my face up a little.  ‘See, I’m trying very hard not to open our bond right now, but you’re feeling something so strongly that it’s kind of pushing at my walls.  What’s going on, Essie?’

      I turned away from him for a moment, and then turned back again.  ‘I think you’re wrong,’ I told him.

      ‘Well, yeah, I’m probably wrong about a lot of stuff, I imagine.  But I’m guessing you have something particular in mind?’

      I could feel my face growing hot.  ‘More than once, you’ve said to me that we have all the time in the world.  But we don’t, Julian.  No one does.  And I – I don’t want to waste a moment more.  So no, I don’t want to go to a bar – although I have no doubt that Dutch courage would make this conversation a lot easier.  All I really want to do is go home with you, and … and not take things slow.’

      ‘Oh.’  He blinked wildly.  ‘Oh.’

      I looked at my feet.  ‘I’ve gotten ahead of myself, haven’t I?  Ahead of us.  It’s okay.  Forget I said anything.  A drink sounds great.’

      He moved closer to me, shaking his head and touching my shoulders.  ‘Essie, no.  You haven’t gotten ahead of yourself at all.  Just …’  He swallowed.  ‘Just open up the bond, okay?  So you can see for yourself exactly what I’m thinking.’

      ‘I …’  I bit my lip, searching his eyes – they were blazing, now, alight with fire.  And as I opened our bond, I knew for sure that I wasn’t the only one who wanted to move things along.  His thoughts were far from clear and calm, though – his mind was a riot, screaming I need you, I want you, I love you over and over again.

      ‘So?’  He lifted a brow, dropping his lips to mine, his breath hitching as he spoke.  ‘You see?’

      ‘I see,’ I said, standing on my tiptoes and leaning right in.  After a long, lovely kiss, I told him, ‘I could get used to this.’

      He chuckled.  ‘So could I.  And I will, I hope, for every single day for the rest of my life.  The only problem is, where’s home?  My flat, Teach Dearg, or the Nine Hundred?’

      ‘Maybe none of those places.’  I looked along the bay, and then at the cliffs either side, with the two huge houses towering at their tops: Julian’s childhood home of Trent Manor on one side, and Pendulay on the other.  Only now, in the sunset, Pendulay didn’t look quite as scary as it had when I’d first gone there with Julian, months before.  In fact, it looked rather welcoming.

      Maybe we couldn’t undo the mansion’s creepy past, but we could give it a better future, couldn’t we?

      ‘Let’s go to Pendulay,’ I said.  ‘It’s about time that house saw some happiness.’

      ‘Pendulay it is.’  Julian smiled deeply, took my hand in his, and we made our way home.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Note From the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for following Essie’s journey, and I hope you’ve enjoyed the read.  Although Essie and Julian now have their happy ever after, there is a little more to come from Belinda and Seb.  Their story is coming in 2024, and if you’d like to hear when it’s released, you can sign up for my Newsletter

      

      In the meantime, you can find out about all of my other books by checking them out on:Amazon

      

      Alternatively, you can visit my website at:  https://aaalbright.com
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