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  One


Avery looked out of the window of Happenstance Books and sighed. Winter was on its way. 
Rain lashed down and water poured along the gutters, carrying crumpled leaves and debris. The street was populated by only a few hardened individuals who scurried from shop to shop, looking windblown and miserable.
She watched a young man struggle down the road, his arms wrapped around him in an effort to keep his leather jacket sealed. He really wasn’t dressed for the weather. He had a beanie pulled low over his head, and she suspected it was soaked. 
He paused in front of her shop and looked up at the sign, hesitated for the briefest of seconds, and then pushed the door open, making the door chimes ring. A swirl of damp air whooshed in before he shut it behind him and shook himself like a dog. He was of average height with a slim build, and his jeans hung off his hips. He pulled his woollen hat off and wiped the rain from his face, revealing light brown hair shorn close to his scalp. He looked up and caught Avery’s eye.
Avery smiled. “Welcome. You’ve picked a great day for shopping.”
He smiled weakly in response, but it was clear that his mind wasn’t on the weather. “I had no choice. I’m looking for someone.”
Avery frowned, sensing she already knew what was coming. She’d been feeling unsettled for days, and tried to put it down to the change in the seasons and the coming of Samhain in a couple of weeks. Unfortunately, that didn’t explain the unusual tarot readings she’d had recently. “Who are you looking for?”
He looked around nervously, noting a few customers tucked into the armchairs she had placed around the displays and in corners. The blues album playing in the background contributed to the mellow feel, and the shop smelt of old paper and incense. Nevertheless, his eyes were filled with fear.
Avery smiled again, gently. “Come and talk to me at the counter. No one will hear you.” She moved around behind the till, sat on a stool, and hoped the young man would feel less threatened with something between them.
He followed her, leaning on the counter and dropping his voice. “I’m new to White Haven. I arrived here recently with my family, drawn by the magic here. We’ve been trying to work out where it comes from—or rather, who,” he said, rushing on, “and you’re one of the people I’ve narrowed it down to.”
Up close, Avery could see his pallor under his stubble, and his fear was more obvious. Despite that, he looked her straight in the eye, as if daring her to disagree. She kept her voice low and even. “May I ask how you can detect magic?”
“I may have some ability,” he said, vaguely.
Avery hesitated, casting her awareness out. She could sense something unusual about him, but he didn’t feel like a witch. He was risking a lot, she could tell, and suddenly it seemed mean to be so circumspect. “Your abilities have served you well. How can I help?”
“My brother is ill. He needs a healer.”
“Why don’t you take him to a doctor?”
“They would ask too many questions.”
“I’m not a healer. Not a good one, anyway.” His face fell. “But I do know someone who is. Can you tell me more?”
“Not here. Later. Can you come to this address?” He reached into his pocket, pulled a piece of paper out, and slid it across the counter.
She glanced at it, recognising the street. It ran along the coast on the hillside. There was no way that just she and Briar were going there. She didn’t sense danger, but she didn’t know him or his family. “Okay. But there’ll be more than two of us, is that okay? We’re all trustworthy.”
He swallowed. “That’s fine. So are we.” With that he turned and left, a blast of cold air swirling behind him.
Avery went to the window and watched him run up the street, wondering where he was from, what magic he possessed, and where this visit would lead. It seemed the relative peace of the last few months wouldn’t last.
Since Lughnasadh, the night they had successfully fought off the Mermaids with the aid of the Nephilim, life in White Haven had calmed down. She and the other four witches—El, Briar, Alex, and Reuben—had been able to get on with their lives without fear of being attacked. Their magic, released from the binding spell, still hung above the town, but it had reduced in size. The unusual level of spirit activity had continued, which meant they were still casting banishing spells regularly, but the three paranormal investigators—Dylan, Ben, and Cassie—monitored most of that. 
Avery was disturbed from her thoughts by movement in her peripheral vision, and she turned to see Sally, her friend and shop manager, coming back from lunch.
Sally frowned. “You look deep in thought.”
“I’ve just had a visitor.”
“Oh?” Sally raised her eyebrows.
“He’s scared and needs our help.”
Sally knew all about Avery and other witches’ powers. “You don’t know him, I presume?”
“No. He’s just arrived in White Haven. I need to phone Briar and Alex.”
“All good. Have your lunch and take your time. It’s not like we’re run off our feet.”
Avery nodded and headed to the room at the back of the shop where there was a small kitchen and stock room. From here there was a door that led to her flat above the shop, and she headed through it and up the stairs.
Her flat was in its usual, chaotic state. Books were scattered everywhere, the warm woollen blanket on the sofa was rumpled and half on the floor, and the room needed a good tidying. That would have to wait. It was cool, the central heating turned low, and she adjusted it slightly so it would be warmer for the evening. She pulled her phone from the back pocket of her jeans and called Briar while she put the kettle on and heated some soup. 
Out of all of the witches, Briar was the most skilled at Earth magic and healing. She ran Charming Balms Apothecary and lived alone in a cottage off one of the many lanes in White Haven. Fortunately, Briar was free that evening, and after Avery arranged to collect her at six, she called Alex, hoping he wouldn’t be too busy at work.
Alex owned The Wayward Son, a pub close to the harbour, and he was Avery’s boyfriend, although she always felt really weird calling him that. It sounded like they were fourteen. But what else could she call him. Her lover? That sounded too French, and somehow seedy. Her partner? Sort of, but they didn’t live together. Anyway, whatever she called him, he was all hers and completely hot, and she was smitten. They’d got together in the summer, and things were still going strong.
“Hey kitten,” he said when he answered her call. “How are you?”
“Kitten! I like that. I’m good, what about you?”
“Busy. The pub is pretty full for the lunch rush. I’m not exactly sure where they’re coming from in this weather, but I can’t complain.”
“It’s quiet here,” she explained, leaning against the counter and stirring her soup. “But that’s okay. Look, I’ll get to the point. I’ve had a visitor, no one we know, but he knows we’re witches and needs our help. Are you free tonight?”
She could hear the concern in his voice and the background noise fade away as he moved rooms. “What do you mean? He knows about us?”
“Yes, but he wouldn’t explain. I sensed some kind of magic, but he’s not a witch. He said he needs a healer, so I’m picking up Briar at six. Can you come with us?”
“Yes, absolutely. And I’ll stay at yours tonight, if that’s okay?”
She grinned. “Of course. See you later.”

      [image: image-placeholder]It was dark by the time the group pulled up outside the whitewashed house on Beachside Road. It was a double-fronted Victorian villa, used for holiday rentals. A portion of the front lawn had been turned into a drive, and an old Volvo hatchback took up most of the space. 
“First impressions?” Briar asked from where she sat next to Avery on the front bench of her Bedford van. She was petite and pretty, and her long dark hair was pulled back into a loose ponytail.
“I can’t feel anything magical,” Avery said, feeling puzzled but also relieved.
“Me, neither,” Alex agreed. He sat on the end, next to the passenger window, looking at the house. Like Briar he was dark haired, but far from petite. He was tall and lean, with abs to die for, and his arms were covered in tattoos. He often wore his shoulder length hair down, but tonight it was pulled back into a top knot and his jaw was covered in stubble. “It worries me. Didn’t you even get a name?”
“Nope. He didn’t stick around long enough,” Avery answered. “But I didn’t get anything dodgy from him. He was just scared.”
“Come on,” Briar said, pushing Alex to move. “If someone’s hurt, we need to get on with it.”
The rain still lashed down, and they raced up the path and sheltered beneath the porch as Avery knocked on the door.
A young woman with long, purple hair opened the door and scowled. “Who are you?”
“Charming,” Alex said, amused. “We were invited.”
A voice yelled, “Piper! You bloody well know who it is. Let them in.”
Piper glared at them and then turned and stomped off, leaving the witches to let themselves in.
Briar smirked and shut the door behind them. “She seems fun.”
They stood in a large hallway with doors on both sides, and directly ahead stairs led to the upper level. Piper had already disappeared, but the man Avery met earlier bounded down the staircase, looking both relieved and harassed. “Thanks for coming. I wasn’t sure you would. Follow me.” He immediately turned to head back up the stairs. 
Alex called him back. “Hold on, mate. Before we go any further, who are you, and what’s going on?”
He stood for a second, speechless, and then seemed to gather his wits. “Sorry. I’m not thinking straight. I’m Josh.” He shook their hands. “My brother is really ill, and I’m worried he might not survive. That’s what’s upsetting Piper, too. She has a weird way of showing it. Look, I get that you’re worried, but I’m not a threat. It’s easier if I just show you.” 
It seemed that was all they would get from Josh, and he ran up the stairs. Alex glanced at Briar and Avery, and followed him. Avery could already feel their combined magic gathering, but she still didn’t sense any magic from elsewhere. She gave a last sweep of the hall and then followed the others up the stairs.
On the first floor, Avery detected a strange smell. She wrinkled her nose. It was odd, unpleasant, and cloying.
Josh led them into a room at the back of the house, and as soon as they stepped inside, the smell magnified and Avery tried not to heave.
They were in a large bedroom, and in the double bed in the centre of the room a man lay writhing in a disturbed sleep. A young woman sat next to him, watching with concern, and trying to hold his hand. She looked up when they entered, and a mixture of fear and relief washed over her.
What is going on here?
The man was covered in a sheen of sweat, and his hair stuck to his head. He was bare-chested, but most of his trunk and one of his arms was wrapped in soiled bandages, and it was from these wounds that the smell emanated.
Briar ran forward. “By the Great Goddess! What the hell’s happened to him? His wounds are infected!”
The young woman stood, moving out of the way. “Can you help him?”
Briar barely glanced at her. “I’ll try. You should have come to me sooner. What’s his name?” She placed her box of herbs, balms, and potions on the floor, and started to peel the man’s bandages away. He immediately cried out, his arms flailing, and Alex leapt forward to help restrain him. 
Josh explained, “He’s Hunter, my older brother. This is my twin sister, Holly.”
Holly nodded briefly at them, and then went back to watching her brother helplessly. Avery could see the similarity between her and Josh. They both had light brown hair and hazel eyes, although Holly was shorter than her brother, and her hair fell in a wavy bob to her shoulders. The man writhing on the bed had dark, almost black hair, a light tan, and a muscular build.
Avery asked, “What happened to him?”
Josh met her eyes briefly and then watched Hunter again. “He was attacked several days ago. We’ve been on the road, and only got here recently. It has taken me a while to track you down.”
Avery watched Briar resort to using a sharp pair of scissors to cut the bandages away. Avery recoiled as the smell hit her, and then gasped at the size of the wounds. He had long, deep claw marks across his chest, back, and left arm, and they were inflamed and oozing pus. As Briar pulled the sheet away, they saw more bandages around his legs.
Alex looked up. “What the hell did this? And why didn’t you go to a doctor?”
“Because they would have involved the police,” Josh explained. “We can’t afford that to happen.”
As they watched Hunter twist and turn, Avery scented magic, and she looked around, alarmed. Briar and Alex must have too, because they paused momentarily. 
“What’s causing that?” Avery asked sharply, raising her hands, ready to defend herself.
“What?” Josh asked, his eyes wide.
“Magic. We can sense it now.”
“Oh no,” he answered. “He’s changing again.”
“He’s what?”
But Avery could barely finish the question when Hunter shimmered in a strange way, as if his body was melting, and then his shape changed into a huge wolf, snarling and twisting on the bed. 
“Holy crap!” Alex exclaimed, leaping backwards out of the way of his snapping jaws. “He’s a Shifter! Why the hell didn’t you warn us?”
“Because we hoped you wouldn’t have to know,” Holly said tearfully, running forward with Josh to try and calm her brother down. In a split second, she changed into a wolf too, leaving her clothes behind as she leapt onto the bed. She yelped, and her presence seemed to calm Hunter down. Within seconds, he lay back on the bed, panting heavily. His wounds looked even worse in this form if that was possible; his fur was matted and bloodstained.
Avery dropped her hands and sighed heavily. “You’re all Shifters?” 
“’Fraid so,” Josh said with a weak smile.
“So, I guess he was attacked by another Shifter?”
“You could say that.”
Briar leaned back on her heels. “This will probably make things a bit trickier.”
“But can you still help?”
“Yes! I’m a good healer, but I have limited experience with Shifters.”
Like none, Avery thought, just like the rest of them.
Briar continued, “Does he change a lot at the moment?”
Josh nodded. “He doesn’t seem to be able to control it. His change won’t last long, but we think it’s getting in the way of his healing. His wounds keep opening, and we can’t get them clean.”
She nodded and thought for a second. “I need to give him a sedative. It will calm him down, which will hopefully prevent him from shifting.”
“You have a spell for that?” Josh asked.
Briar shrugged. “In theory. I’ll have to make it stronger than usual. I need your kitchen to make a slight change to one of the potions I have with me.”
“I presume you’re all witches, then?” Josh asked. “I mean, I thought that’s what I sensed, but I wasn’t sure.”
“Yes, we are,” Avery said. “But we’ll talk later. For now, let Briar work her magic.”






  
  Two


Josh escorted Briar to the kitchen, leaving Avery with Alex and the two Shifters.  
Alex looked across the bed at Avery. “Well, this is new.”
She grinned. “Isn’t it?”
“I just wish I didn’t have the feeling they’ve brought trouble with them.”
“They seem harmless—for wolves. At least they’re not Mermaids,” she said, referring to the summer when they’d been attacked by the Daughters of Llyr. She looked at Holly. “Can you understand me, wolfy?”
Holly thumped her tail on the bed and Avery laughed. “This is so weird.” She sobered up when she looked at Hunter. “He’s in a bad way.”
“Briar will fix him,” Alex said, confidently. “If she can cure demon burns, she can stop infected wounds.”
“They sound like they’re from up north somewhere,” Avery observed. “Cumbria or Lancashire, maybe.”
“In that case, they’ve travelled a long way to get here. I wonder what they’re running from?”
“It’s not what, it’s who,” a young, petulant voice said from behind them.
Piper. She stood in the doorway, pouting in her low-slung jeans and t-shirt, her pale brown eyes made up with dark purple makeup that matched her hair.
“Was it some sort of turf war?” Alex asked from where he leaned against the wall, keeping a watchful eye on Hunter.
“Yes. And we lost. Or rather, he did. And now we’re stuck here, miles from home.” Her voice dripped with resentment and Holly growled at her, and before they could ask Piper anything else, she turned with a flounce and disappeared. 
“She’s such a delight,” Alex said dryly. “I like her more every time I see her.”
Avery glanced at Holly, who was now watching Hunter whimper in his sleep, twitching as if he was dreaming.
“I would imagine this has been a nightmarish few days for all of them,” Avery observed.
Within minutes Briar returned with Josh, carrying a gently steaming potion. Josh was carrying a bowl of hot water. Briar had barely settled herself by the bed when Hunter shimmered again and changed back to human form. “Oh good. This will make life easier,” she said. “Alex, help lift his head, please.”
Between them they manoeuvred Hunter into a sitting position and Briar trickled the potion between his lips, whispering a spell as she did so. Within seconds he relaxed and his breathing deepened, and Alex lowered him back on the bed.
“Right, time to clean up this mess,” Briar said resolutely. She chose a selection of herbs and dropped them into the water, and then started to clean the wounds with a soft cloth. 
“So, what happened?” Avery asked Josh. “Piper said he lost a fight.”
“We live in a small hamlet in Cumbria called Chapel Stile. It’s right in the centre of the Lake District, and perfect for Shifters. It’s remote and there’s plenty of space for us. Quite a few Shifter families live in the area, and we generally get along well. Until recently.” He fell silent for a moment, and Avery wondered if that’s all he would tell them, but then he rubbed his face and sighed. “The head of one of the other families died recently and his son took over. He’s now the pack’s Alpha. He’s imposing some new rules and we didn’t like them. Hunter was pretty vocal about it, and he was attacked.”
“If you don’t mind me saying, that sounds quite medieval,” Avery said, wondering how bad the new rules could be that made someone want to fight.
“It is. Nothing has happened like that for years.” He looked Avery in the eye, finally. “We were taken by surprise. Hunter’s a good man. He looks after us, and he’s been in his fair share of fights—Shifters are always territorial—but this fight was really vicious.”
Avery looked at Hunter’s wounds. “It looks like he was trying to kill him.”
Josh nodded grimly. “I think he was.”
“You should have settled the score, Josh.” Piper spoke from behind them again. She leaned on the doorframe, her tone accusatory.
“Shut up, Piper,” he shot back. “You’re talking rubbish, as usual. If I’d fought, then we’d both be in this mess, and you and Holly would be in big trouble. You know what Cooper is like. He’s a misogynist bully.”
She glared at him, but dropped her eyes to the floor, seemingly in agreement. “I want to go home.”
Josh’s tone softened. “So do I, but I’m not sure that’s possible anymore.” 
“Have you lost your house?” Avery asked, incredulous.
“No. I just meant it would be dangerous to return. We might have to sell. Can we have your permission to live here, at least for now?”
Avery was speechless, but Alex snorted from across the bed where he was helping Briar. “Mate, you don’t need our permission. Stay here as long as you like.”
“He’s right, we don’t own White Haven,” Avery agreed, perplexed by his question. “You can live here if that’s what you decide.”
“Are there other Shifters in the area?”
“Not as far as I know,” she answered. “But then again, this place keeps surprising us lately.”
“We like the wild places—the moors, the peaks, and the lakes. But you are on the edge of moorland here.”
“Yes, and there are weirder things than Shifters around, I can assure you,” she said, thinking of the Nephilim. “Are there witches in Cumbria?”
“Oh yes. And they align with Cooper.”
“We align with no one except each other,” Alex explained. “Is anyone likely to follow you here?”
“I hope not,” Josh said, not meeting their eyes.
Avery had a horrible feeling he wasn’t sure about that.

      [image: image-placeholder]The following evening, Avery met the other witches at Alex’s flat above the pub, and Newton, their friend the Detective Inspector, joined them. 
They had ordered in Thai food, and delicious aromas wafted around the room. Reuben, as usual, had filled his plate, and sat on the sofa with it perched on his knee. He and El were a couple, and El spent a lot of her weekends at Greenlane Manor, Reuben’s huge estate. They were both tall and blonde, laid back and well suited. Briar was single, and although she and Newton seemed to have something going for a while, since their battle with the Mermaids, it had fizzled. Newton still struggled to reconcile their magic with his job. He also struggled with the Nephilim sticking around, and he wasn’t too happy about Shifters arriving in White Haven, either.
“Shifters? Do you mean Shapeshifters?”
“I don’t know any other kind of Shifter,” Briar said, annoyed.
“How long are they planning to stay?”
She frowned at him. “As long as they need! And Hunter is badly injured, so he’ll have to stay until he’s better. That could be weeks.”
“How was he tonight?” Alex asked her.
“Slightly better. His wounds don’t smell anymore. He’ll have scars, though.”
“Was he still changing without control?” Avery asked.
“No. My sedative sorted that out. He woke this morning and had some food, and then I dosed him up for the day again.”
“He was awake? That’s good, right?” El asked from where she sat in her favourite corner of the sofa. “I’d like to meet them.”
“And you will, but they’re keeping a low profile for now, until Hunter’s better,” Briar explained. 
“Well, I think I should meet him,” Newton said, decisively. “We don’t want trouble here.”
Briar glared at him again. She had very little patience with Newton lately. “They won’t bring trouble! Stop being so patriarchal.”
“I’m a detective. It’s my job.”
“It’s your job to solve murders. They haven’t murdered anyone!”
An awkward silence fell, and Reuben leapt in. “Well, I heard from Gabreel the other day, or Gabe, as he prefers to be called.”
“The Nephilim?” Alex asked.
“Well, I don’t know another Gabreel,” Reuben said with a smirk.
“What did he want?” 
“A job for Asher, one of his winged buddies.” Reuben owned Greenlane Nurseries, and although it was the winter months, they still had a couple of large greenhouses that they kept stocked, ready for the spring and summer months. They also sold lots of shrubs that kept the place ticking over all year.
“A Nephilim who likes gardening. Nice,” Avery said. “Did you offer him a job?”
“I did. A couple of the teens we employed left for University a few weeks ago, so he can fill in for them. He’ll start next week. Fully legit, too. They have paperwork and everything.”
Newton looked suspicious. “How have they got that?” 
“I don’t know and I don’t care,” Reuben said, forking up another mouthful of noodles.
“Strange you should say that,” Alex said. “Gabreel came looking for a job with me, too. Well, for Amaziah, actually. Zee for short. So, he starts behind the bar next week.”
“Which one is he?” El asked, frowning. “I’m trying to put faces to names.”
“Hawk-nose, black hair, dark-skinned—if that helps?”
“Vaguely. The last time I saw them was in a storm, and to be honest, I can’t remember them clearly.”
“Well, it sounds like we’ll be seeing a lot more of some of them,” Alex said, helping himself to more food.
Briar looked thoughtful. “I could offer one of them some part-time work. Cassie can only help out a couple of days now that term has started again.”
Cassie was one of the ghost-hunters they’d met in the summer; she’d started working with Briar to learn about magic, and to learn a few simple spells to help with their paranormal investigations. She studied Parapsychology at Penryn University with Ben. Dylan, the third member, studied English Folklore.
Newton frowned and looked as if he might complain again, but Briar gave him a challenging stare and he wisely chose not to comment. Avery tried not to smirk. However, Alex simply nodded. “Great, I’ll let Gabreel know. I think he’s trying to set up a security business as a long-term plan, which sort of makes sense. I think some of the others have managed to get bartending jobs across town.”
El placed her empty plate on the coffee table. “So, what are we doing about Samhain this year? I presume we’re going to celebrate together?”
Samhain, or All Hallows’ Eve, was one of the important dates in the calendar for witches, one of the eight Sabbats, and they’d taken to celebrating them together. The celebrations consisted of feasting, celebrating the turn of the seasons, and cementing their relationships with each other. It was also a time to remember the dead and their ancestors. The energy of such gatherings would be significant, but generally no magic was performed.
Avery groaned. “Genevieve wants us to celebrate with the other covens. It came up at the last meeting. I’ve been meaning to tell you.” 
Genevieve Byrne was the leader of the Witches Council, which governed the thirteen covens of Cornwall, and Avery was White Haven’s representative. The meetings took place every couple of months, and the latest had been only a few days ago. Avery had refused the invitation to join the celebrations for Lughnasadh after Genevieve declined to help defend White Haven against the Mermaids. She still felt a guilty pleasure over telling Genevieve where to stick the invite.
“Really?” Briar asked, excited. “I’d love to meet everyone!”
“Me, too!” El agreed. “Don’t you?”
“I guess so,” Avery said, shrugging. “I like it when we do our own thing, but it will be a good chance to meet all the other covens.”
“I’m game,” Reuben said, having finally finished eating. “One giant party. Sounds great!”
Alex smiled and winked at Avery. “Sounds like that’s a yes from us. Where will we all meet?”
“Rasmus’s house. He has large grounds on the edge of Newquay, surrounded by a wood. It’s very private, apparently. It’s where the covens celebrate all the Sabbats. I’ll get in touch with Genevieve and give her the good news.”






  
  Three


The next day was Saturday, the rain had eased, and cheered on by the bright autumnal sunshine, Sally had started to decorate the shop for Halloween. 
“Don’t you think there are a few too many decorations?” Avery observed from the counter. Sally was stringing up toy skeletons, witches, and ghouls in the windows and around the shelves. On the counter were strings of fairy lights, and in the room at the back of the shop was a mountain of fake pumpkins, ready to fill any gaps.
“No. The more the merrier. It’s Halloween, Avery, in under two weeks! The most important date in White Haven!” She grinned, her face flushed, hair tied up on her head, and her sleeves rolled up. “I’ve got plans for the corner in the next room. You’re going to set it up as a reading corner, and we’re going to do evening readings of scary stories for kids. I’ve arranged it with the local school.”
“You have?” Avery’s heart sank. Lots of kids in her shop. They’d cause havoc! She looked around at her neat displays and tried to dispel the vision from her head.
Sally sighed. “Avery, trust me. It will bring in lots of customers, and parents will be here to supervise them.”
“Who’s going to read to them?” she asked. Please don’t let it be me. 
“Me, of course.” Dan said, joining them from across the room where he’d been chatting to some customers. Dan was Avery’s assistant who was also doing post-grad English studies. He’d also almost met his doom at the hands of Nixie, one of the Mermaids. “It’ll be fun.”
“Great,” Avery said, slightly relieved. “I presume I’ll still have to do something?”
“Yes. You, like us, will be dressed up and helping customers stock up on books and their occult needs.”
Avery narrowed her eyes. “What do you mean, dressed up?”
Both Sally and Dan looked very pleased with themselves, and Avery had a sinking feeling. 
“Well,” Dan said, “I’m going to be Dracula. I have a very long, sweeping cloak that I can wrap myself in. I can’t wait.”
Avery raised an eyebrow. “Really? I didn’t take you for a fancy dress type of guy.”
“There’s a lot you don’t know about me, Avery,” he said with a certain aloofness. “Sally will be dressed as a zombie. And guess what you’ll be?” 
“Please don’t say a witch.”
“Of course you’ll be a witch.”
She lowered her voice. “Isn’t that a bit obvious, all things considered?”
“No. It’s perfect. Very meta.”
Sally agreed. “I’ve already bought you a big witch’s hat.”
“You’re kidding me! We haven’t done this any other year!”
“Change is good,” Sally insisted. “Besides, the Town Council want to make this a really good festival, seeing as Lughnasadh ended earlier than planned.”
That was their fault, Avery reflected, since they’d had to get Eve, a weather witch from St Ives, to make a huge storm to cover up their fight with the Mermaids on the beach. It had worked, but consequently the crowds had fled the beach earlier than usual. 
Sally continued, “And Stan, our Councillor slash Druid is coming to inspect all the shops.”
“I give up,” Avery declared. “All right. I suppose it will be fine.”
“It will be great, trust us,” Dan said, smirking. “I can’t wait to see you in costume.”
“Be careful,” Avery said, “Or I might just hex you.”
They were interrupted by the arrival of Ben, one of the ghost-hunters. Avery turned to him with relief. “Hey, Ben. Keeping busy?”
Ben was average height with a stocky build and short, dark hair. He was wearing jeans, a university hoodie, and a jacket shrugged over the top. He greeted the others and then said, “Too busy. Spirit sightings are going up, particularly around Old Haven Church.”
“Really? I thought things were slowing down.”
“So did I, but not anymore.”
“Halloween magic?” Dan asked, wide-eyed.
“Oh please,” Avery said. “You missing all the action from the summer?”
“Not really. I’ll leave you to it,” he said sheepishly, and he and Sally went back to decorating the shop.
Ben fished in his pocket and pulled out his phone. “I’m wondering if these might have anything to do with it. I took pictures of a couple of things we found hanging on the trees around the cemetery.”
He showed Avery a photo of a bundle of twigs in the shape of a pentagram strung up high on the branch of a tree. 
Avery frowned. “That’s weird. I wonder how long it’s been there.”
“Not long at all. We normally scope out the area every time we go up there, which is reasonably frequently. We have a few night vision cameras set up, courtesy of the vicar.”
“The vicar? James?”
“Yep, the same one who looks after the Church of All Souls. He kept in touch after the events there,” he said meaningfully, referring to the appearance of the Nephilim and the death of Harry, the verger. Avery was astonished. She had no idea he’d kept in touch with Ben and the others.
“Why didn’t you say so?”
“I didn’t think of it. Anyway, this is a proven hot spot, so we like to keep tabs on it. This,” he said, indicating the photo, “appeared in the last week.”
Avery was perplexed. Who could be placing those around the church grounds? Was there another witch in the area they didn’t know about? And what were they hoping to achieve? She made a decision. “Show me.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Old Haven Church looked beautiful in the weak sunshine. The large, grey blocks of local stone it was made from looked golden in the light, and long shadows were already streaking across the old, lichen-covered gravestones.
Avery looked across to the Jacksons’ Mausoleum where Gil, Reuben’s brother, had been laid to rest only months before, at the beginning of the summer. Beneath it was a hidden room where previous generations of the witches had gathered to celebrate magical rites. She shivered. It was a creepy place, and she hoped she never had to go back there. Ben had no idea about the hidden room, but he knew all about Reuben’s brother and how he died.
The church was locked and the grounds were deserted, and Ben led the way down winding paths between the graves to an older part of the cemetery at the rear. Old Haven Church was out of town, high on the hill above the coast, and very few services or burials were held there anymore. Gil’s had been an exception because of the family mausoleum.
At the edge of the oldest graves at the rear of the cemetery was a small wood. The trees were a mixture of mainly oak and beech with some shrubby undergrowth, and at this time of year their branches were bare except for a few hardy leaves clinging on. The rest were thick underfoot. 
“This is where we’ve set up the cameras,” Ben explained, as he pointed to a couple of devices situated in a sheltered spot on the edge of the wood, protected from the elements by a wooden box. “We’ve found that this place is the most likely to have spirit manifestations—probably because it’s the oldest part of the grounds. We train the cameras on the graves. But the weird twig-things are further in.” 
The wood was left to grow wild and unkempt, and he led Avery through the tangle of branches and over fallen, mossy tree limbs and rotting trunks to a small clearing. He pointed to where one item swung from the branch of a huge, gnarled tree in the centre, twigs and feathers bound together in an odd shape. “Does it have a name?”
Avery frowned, puzzled as to who had put them there. “Witch runes, witch twigs, spell-casters. They have lots of names. Their intent is more to offer the warning that a witch is around, to scare others, too. They look spooky to the uninitiated. But why are they here?”
Ben looked as puzzled as she did. “Would Reuben have put them here? Because of his brother?”
“No. This is not Reuben’s style. It’s pretty old school, to be honest.” Avery moved closer and squinted up at it. “I’m not sure I recognise this sign.” She pulled her phone out of her bag and snapped a picture of it so she could look it up later. 
“Why don’t you take it with you?” Ben asked.
“I don’t know who’s put it there, and I’d rather they don’t know that we know it’s here. And I can feel the magic around them. I don’t suppose you have any footage of whoever put it there?”
“No. They obviously spotted the cameras.” He shrugged, “I mean, we haven’t tried to hide them. And whoever put these here could have approached from any direction. This wood backs onto fields with only the low church wall between them.”
Avery looked around, astonished. “I honestly did not know that the wood was this big, and I certainly didn’t know there was a clearing in the middle of it.” She turned and explored the surrounding trees, looking carefully to see if there were any more hidden in the tangle of branches, but apart from the couple Ben had told her about, she couldn’t see any. And then realisation dawned, and she groaned. “This is a yew tree. That changes everything.”
Ben looked confused. “Why?”
“Because yews have huge significance. They’re present in churchyards across the whole country. Some have several, many at the gates of the church. They protect against evil, but they are also guardians to the Underworld, death, and the afterlife. Churches were built next to them deliberately,” she mused, “not the other way around. Many yews are hundreds, if not thousands, of years old.”
“Another case of Christians jumping on pagan traditions?”
“Absolutely. They are a potent force for protection against evil. ” Avery pointed. “Look at it. The trunk isn’t like a normal tree. It has several trunks forming one tree, and the older it gets, the more the trunks are hollowed out, forming a space within the tree. It keeps its needles all year round, and every bit of it is poisonous.”
Ben stepped into the space. “You can walk right into and through this one. It’s huge.”
Avery frowned. “I’m going to do a bit more research on yews. As for the witch-signs, there’s too few to create a big spell, but maybe whoever’s put them there is starting slowly. When are you next due to come here?”
“Another couple of days, why?”
“Keep me informed if any more appear. I think we have another witch in White Haven, and I don’t know what he or she wants. I’m worried it’s nothing good.” 
Ben led the way back to the edge of the grove and started to exchange the camera memory cards while they were talking. “I’ll check these later. If there’s anything interesting, I’ll let you know. If there’s spirit activity, do you want to come up one night?”
She sighed. “I suppose so. And I’d better tell the others.” 






  
  Four


The next night, Avery was with Briar at the Shifters’ house. Hunter was sitting up in bed, wincing as Briar inspected his wounds, and Avery stood to the side watching, Josh and Holly next to her. 
“They look better,” Briar said, looking pleased. “They’re already closing up. How do you feel?”
He watched her deft hands admiringly. Interesting. It seems Briar has another fan. “I feel a lot better. What did you do?” His voice was deep and resonant with a Cumbrian accent, yet surprisingly gentle.
Briar smiled briefly. “I used some healing Earth magic. Combined with your own natural magic, it worked well. They were nasty wounds. You’re lucky I got to you before the infection killed you.”
“I know. Thank you,” he said, his eyes appraising her. 
Hunter, when he wasn’t as white as a sheet and covered in sweat, was handsome in a reliable, easy on the eyes kind of way. His dark hair was tousled, and his muscled physique was fit and athletic, although covered in scars. A lot of him was on show, despite the sheet draped around him. 
“Before you put my dressings back on,” he continued, “can I have a shower? I smell like crap.”
“Of course,” Briar said, stepping away from the bed. “It’ll help clean your bites.”
He smiled and stood, pulling the sheet around him. Avery turned to Josh and Holly. “How are you two feeling?”
“Happier now that he’s well,” Holly said, watching her brother leave the room. She met Avery’s eyes. “I still don’t know what we’re going to do, but at least we have some thinking time.”
“We have to go back at some point,” Josh pointed out. “I don’t think we can stay here forever.”
“I know, but part of me doesn’t want to fight Cooper.” Holly sat on the bed and looked at her feet. “If we go back, it means more fighting, and Hunter might not survive.”
“He might win,” Josh pointed out.
“Perhaps, but how long would it last?” Holly said, glaring at her brother. “Cooper wants us to influence his businesses at the expense of our own. It’s a nightmare, but I don’t think it’s worth losing a life over. And even though Hunter is a good fighter, he’s not a killer. We can sell our house and move here!”
Once again, Piper appeared in the doorway like a ghost. “I don’t want to move here. This isn’t home!”
“You want to fight Cooper? Go ahead!” Holly said, her voice dripping with disdain. “I’d like to see how far you get. Hunter fights better than any of us, and look what happened to him.”
“We ran away. You’re cowards,” Piper spat.
“Take that back!” Holly leapt to her feet, her voice dropping to a snarl.
“Never.” Piper squared up to her. “We ran, and I’m ashamed.”
“Shut up, Piper,” Josh warned, pushing her away. “Holly has a very short temper right now. You want to get a few bites, too?”
Holly’s eyes had turned a molten yellow, and her face started to lose its human appearance. Avery stepped back, alarmed, and she noticed Briar did the same. Avery instinctively called the wind to her, and a gust blew around the room and energy sparkled in her hands.
That was enough to snap Holly out of it; her shoulders dropped and her eyes returned to their normal pale brown, watching Avery warily.
“Sorry. Instinct,” Avery murmured. “How much control do you have over shapeshifting? I mean, I’ve never met a Shifter before.”
“Very good control,” Josh said before Holly could respond. “Except when you’re as injured as Hunter, or provoked. But Holly knew what she was doing, didn’t you?” He was clearly expecting Holly to apologise. 
“I’m tired,” she explained. “And annoyed at someone’s constant whingeing.”
Piper just glared.
“Are you all wolves?”
“Yep, runs in the family—like witchcraft, I guess,” Josh said, sitting on the edge of the bed. 
“And you turn from a young age?”
“Not really until our teens. Some earlier, some later, but that’s the average.”
Briar had been listening as she prepared more bandages and salve for Hunter’s wounds. “I guess you learn to control it as you grow, like we do. I can sense it—it’s a different sort of magic.”
Avery agreed. “Me, too. I could sense it when you first walked in my shop. It’s stronger when you’re worried.”
Holly laughed. “The Wolf creeps closer to the surface, then. It’s a defence thing.”
Briar looked up, frowning. “So, where are your parents? Can’t they help with this Cooper guy?”
“’Fraid, not,” Josh said, his voice tight. “They both died a few years ago. Car accident.” He didn’t elaborate further.
“Sorry,” Briar murmured, and Avery added her condolences.
Piper narrowed her eyes. “You’re asking a lot of questions.”
“We’re curious, that’s all. Ask us about being a witch if you want,” Avery shot back.
“Don’t care,” she said simply and flounced out of the room.
“Sorry,” Josh said, sighing. “She’s not normally so nightmarish. She’s just missing home. And she adores Hunter, so she’s been more scared than she wants to admit. She’ll come round.”
“She’d better,” Holly said, following her out of the room.
As she left, Hunter strode back in with a towel wrapped around his lower half, his sheet in his hands. “That’s better. I’m all yours,” he said, smiling at Briar.
His injuries haven’t affected his libido, Avery thought.
“Your injuries are horrendous,” Avery said, noting them fully now that he was standing. Huge claw marks were raked down his back and side, and also across his chest. One streaked across his neck, almost hitting his cheek. And he was covered in bruises. “They must hurt.”
He winced as he sat down close to Briar. “They do, but the potions helped. Thanks for allowing us to stay here, and helping us.”
“I’m sure Josh must have explained that’s not how it works in White Haven. You don’t need our permission to be here.”
“But you’ve given it, right? Allowed us Sanctuary?” He was strangely insistent.
“Yes. If you want permission, you’ve got it,” she said, bewildered. 
“And you are witches?” he asked, wincing again as Briar dressed his wounds with a salve.
“Yes. There are five of us in White Haven, and more across Cornwall. But you have witches in the Lakes, I understand,” she said, remembering what Josh had told her.
“Yes, and they control what goes on. They wouldn’t appreciate unknown paranormal creatures showing up unannounced.”
Strange. She had so much to learn about other witches. “Maybe it’s because there are a lot of Shifters where you come from. What about this Cooper character? How much control does he have?”
“Not as much as he wants.” Hunter scowled, and Avery wasn’t sure if it was in pain or from the thought of Cooper. “He caught me by surprise, the bastard. That’s why I’m so badly injured. But I’ll go back when I’m healed.”
Josh almost jumped in surprise. “We will? I wasn’t sure you’d want to.”
“Of course I want to,” Hunter said, glaring at Josh. “Our home is there. You didn’t think I was just going to roll over and let him think he’d won, did you?”
“I wasn’t sure what you’d want to do, if I’m honest. He almost killed you, and I had to protect our sisters and get out of there.”
Hunter’s eyes softened momentarily. “And you did the right thing. But I will go back. It’s not over.”
Briar spoke softly as she unrolled a long bandage. “Well, you’d better prepare yourself for a long wait. These will take weeks to heal. If you fight too soon, they’ll open up again. Lift your arm.”
He smiled at her and did as instructed, watching her as she leaned in and wrapped the bandage around his chest, turning slightly to help her.
“At least I know if I get injured again you could help,” he said, pleased with himself.
“Not if you’re in Cumbria I won’t. It’s a bit far.”
“You wouldn’t visit?” he teased.
“Nope. I have a business to run.” She kept her head down and concentrated on his dressings.
He fell silent and Avery tried not to smirk. “What do you guys do for a living?”
Josh answered, Hunter clearly distracted by Briar. “We have a family business, taking groups of tourists around the Lakes—day trips, walks, kayaking, hiking, camping. We know the place like the back of our hands.”
“Does everyone know what you are?”
“No way. It’s a Shifter community, but nobody outside the pack knows. That’s the beauty of the Lakes. It’s wild and areas of it are remote, so we can shift with complete privacy.”
“We keep a low profile, too, as much as possible,” Avery said. “Will anyone come looking for you here?”
“Let’s hope not,” Josh said, tiredly running his hands across his face. Avery noticed, however, he refused to meet her eyes. “We don’t aim to bring any trouble to you.”
“Don’t worry. We handle trouble pretty well.”

      [image: image-placeholder]“I think you have an admirer,” Avery said to Briar as they walked down the hill into White Haven. It was a calm night, cold and clear, and stars sparkled in the sky above them. It would frost later, the chill was already gathering. Avery pulled her jacket together and huddled into her scarf.
“He’s a flirt,” Briar said, embarrassed. “It means nothing.”
Avery adopted a teasing, singsong voice. “Hunter and Briar sitting in a tree, K-I-S-S-I-N-G.”
“You have to be kidding me! How old are you?” Briar exclaimed.
“Sorry,” Avery said, laughing. “It’s nice. He’s nice. I can sort of see you together.”
“Really? Mr Hunter Shapeshifter, I’m going back to fight the big bad wolf. I don’t think so.”
“Do you and Newton catch-up anymore?” Avery asked, hoping she wasn’t prying too much.
“No. I’m a witch, he’s a detective. It doesn’t work. And besides, I have work to keep me busy right now.”
“Never too busy for love.”
“That’s because you’re all loved up with Alex. It’s not a complaint,” she added quickly. “I’m pleased for you. Anyway, moving on from my love life, why are we meeting tonight?”
“I think there’s a rogue witch in White Haven. Come on, get a move on. Last one in the pub gets the round.”
They arrived at The Wayward Son breathless and with flushed cheeks. Briar was surprisingly quick, and Avery followed her through the door wishing she hadn’t made the bet. She headed to the bar and ordered two glasses of wine, white for Briar and red for her, but Simon, one of the regular bar staff, gestured up towards the ceiling. “I wouldn’t bother. He’s got wine upstairs. He said to send you up.”
“Fair enough,” Avery said, and they wound their way through the crowded tables to the small room at the back of the pub, and the stairs that led to Alex’s flat.
He answered the door with a flourish. “Welcome, ladies.” He leaned in and gave Avery a breath-taking kiss, and Briar sidled past them. “Missed you,” he murmured.
“Get a room,” Reuben yelled from the sofa in Alex’s living room.
Avery laughed and headed into the flat as Alex closed the door behind her. “Thanks, Reuben. As usual, you completely spoil the mood.”
El was leaning against the counter that separated the kitchen from the living area, giggling. “That’s what he’s here for. How’re our Shifter friends?”
Briar shrugged her jacket off and put it on the back of a chair. “Hunter’s better. But he’ll be scarred for life. There’s some stuff I can’t heal.”
“Will they go back?”
Avery nodded. “Oh, yes. He intends to fight this Cooper guy.”
“I’d do the same,” Reuben said. “Let’s face it, we did it here. You protect your own space.”
“Well, he’s not well enough yet,” Briar answered. She took the glass of wine that El passed to her. “By the way, Gabe, the Nephilim, came into my shop today, and he brought Eli with him. I think they’re shortening all their names so they blend in a bit more. Eliphaz sounds so Old Testament.”
“And?” Avery asked, curious.
“Eli is starting with me on Monday—tomorrow, in fact!” She looked baffled. “I must admit, I didn’t think one of them would want to work in my shop. It’s not exactly exciting. He’s going to be bored stupid.”
Alex laughed. “It’s money. I’m sure he’ll be fine. Which one is he?”
“He’s tall—”
“Aren’t they all?” Avery interrupted. 
“Olive-skinned, green-eyed, brown hair, clean-shaven. And silent. Didn’t say a word. This could be really weird. Cassie never stops talking.”
Reuben grunted. “Just one more thing for the locals to comment on. Ash started a few days ago, too. He’s pretty quiet, but can he carry stuff! He works twice as hard as anybody else.”
“I wonder where else we’ll see them around town?” Avery asked. “In fact, I’ve been trying to work out which one was at the Church in Harecombe.”
“Maybe it’s better we don’t know,” El said. 
Alex started to get food ready in the kitchen. “We’re bound to work it out one day. Zee starts his first shift tomorrow, so let’s hope he can communicate. It’s better in a pub to have chatty bar staff.”
As he was talking, Avery’s phone rang, and she reached into her bag and saw it was Ben. She inwardly sighed. I know what this is about. “Hey, Ben. Let me guess. More witch-marks.”
“Plenty more,” he answered. “And things are starting to look really weird at Old Haven.”
“They are?” she asked, alarmed. The others all turned at her tone. “How weird?”
“There’s some sort of design burnt into the ground. Do you want to see?”
She groaned. “Couldn’t you have called in the daytime?” 
“I’ve only just found it! Trust me. You’ll want to see this.”
“You skulk about at night? In the freezing cold?”
“It’s the job! Get your ass over here.”
He rang off and she looked up at the others. “I had meant to tell you all over dinner, but guess what? Dinner will have to wait. We’re heading to Old Haven Church.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Old Haven was dark. Very dark. There were no street lights, and no lights along the paths that snaked around the graves. The air was crisp, a low ground mist had started to rise, and an owl hooted in the distance.
“This had better be good,” Reuben complained. “I’m freezing my ass off and I’m not in the mood for spirit banishing. If this is Caspian’s doing, I’ll fry him.”
Avery had told them about the witch-signs on the way over, and they had speculated about who could be putting them there. 
“This is not Caspian,” Avery said firmly. “He’s far more direct. And I think he’s too busy to be sticking up witch-signs at Old Haven. ”
“I agree,” Alex said, striding quickly along the path, his torch illuminating the way ahead. “He’d be more sophisticated than this.”
It wasn’t long before they heard voices and saw lights ahead of them, illuminating the trees’ bare branches. The ghost-hunters. They stood huddled together, and turned when they heard the others approach.
“Hey, guys,” Dylan greeted them. He was wearing a large puffer jacket that swelled his slim frame. “Glad you could make it.”
“I had nothing better to do than drink beer and eat,” Reuben said sarcastically. 
Dylan grinned. “You’ll be glad you came!”
“Will I? I’m not sure about that. So what are we all so excited about?”
“Follow me!”
Dylan led them into the clearing in the centre of the grove and pointed his torch at the ground.
A rune was scorched into the earth. 
“What the hell is that?” El exclaimed, dropping to a crouch and reaching out tentatively to touch the scorch marks.
“Well, it’s why you’re here,” Ben said, testily. “We’ve never seen anything like it before. And there are more of these.” He pointed to the yew tree. From its branches hung dozens of witch-signs—twigs of all shapes and sizes, making strange runic shapes.
Avery shivered. The glow from the torch lit the witch-marks up and cast strange shadows on the trees. Coupled with the very large rune burnt into the ground, it was undeniably weird. “Why did you come here at this hour?”
“We came to check the cameras and do some readings with the gear, and I thought I’d check the yew while we were here.”
“I can feel the hum of magic here, can you?” she asked the other witches.
“It’s faint, but yes, I feel it,” Briar said, pointing her torch up into the twisted tree branches. 
El lifted her fingers from where she’d touched the scorched mark and sniffed. “Nothing but earth and witch fire. I don’t recognise the sign, either.” She stood and played her torch over the ground. 
“You looking for more marks?” Alex asked.
El nodded. “I can’t help but think this is incomplete.”
“I agree,” he said. “I think this is the start of something bigger. If we compare it to the portal openings, it would have to have more symbols to be effective.”
Avery looked across at Alex, startled. She’d been examining the witch-twigs, trying to make out some of the shapes and symbols. “You think it’s a portal door?”
“I think it will be, once it’s complete.”
“Here,” El shouted from the edge of the undergrowth. “There’s another mark scorched into the ground.” She pulled out her phone and started to snap photos as the others joined her.
“What is it?” Briar asked, frowning.
“Looks like a runic letter.” 
“Could this be the start of a portal to summon demons again?” Reuben asked, alarmed. The last person who’d summoned demons had been Alicia, Gil’s widow, who was now also dead, killed by one of her own demons in Reuben’s house.
Alex shrugged. He was their own expert in banishing demons, and knew the most about portal signs. “These portals come in all sorts of shapes and sizes, so maybe?” He looked at them apologetically. “Sorry. It’s hard to know at this stage.”
“Can’t you just get rid of the symbol?” Cassie asked. 
“I’ll try,” Briar volunteered. She crouched, and Avery felt her magic rise as she touched the earth. Briar was the most skilled at Earth magic, and it looked as if she was trying to erase the sign by using the earth to swallow it. However, after a few moments of intense concentration, during which the grass surrounding it started to grow, nothing happened to the scorched ground. She shook her head. “No. The earth resists it. Alex, do you want to try?”
He nodded. “Sure.” He stood silently for a few moments, and then started to recite a spell, directing his energy to the mark on the floor. Nothing happened, and he sighed. “Damn it.”
However, his magic triggered something else. The witch-signs in the trees above their heads started to vibrate, and the magic they felt emanating from them started to grow, pulsing in the air around the group. And then there was a flash of bright white light and a shock wave of magic rolled out, catching all of them unaware. It lifted them off the ground and threw them back several feet. Avery crashed into a tree trunk and crumpled in a heap, where she lay dazed for a few seconds. 
Aware they could be attacked again, she struggled to sit up and blinked, trying to clear her vision. She instantly summoned air, meaning to send a whirlwind into the branches above when she hear Alex shout, “No! No one do anything.”
She heard the groans of the others around her, and as the flash cleared from her vision, she saw the dark outlines of the others around her, sprawled on the ground, or lying awkwardly against trees. The sizzle of scorched earth filled the air, and she watched the signs on the ground glow with a fiery light before it faded to embers. Otherwise, the feel of magic was diminishing. 
“Bollocks!” Reuben exclaimed. “I’ve hit my bloody head.”
“I think I broke my camera,” Dylan groaned. 
“But is everyone okay?” Alex asked. From the sound of his voice, he was a few feet to Avery’s left. Every single light had gone out, shorted by the magic.
There was a grumble of responses, but everyone seemed generally unharmed. 
Ben swore. “What the hell was that?” 
“Trigger protection response,” Alex said. “This is more sophisticated magic than I thought.”
Avery sent a couple of witch lights up, hoping that wouldn’t trigger anything else. Thankfully it didn’t, showing only her friends struggling to rise to their feet.
“Why didn’t my magic trigger it?” Briar asked. She stood, brushing leaves and dirt off her skirt and boots. 
“I presume my spell was a more direct assault than your Earth magic,” Alex guessed. “Sorry guys.”
“Not your fault,” El said. “We sort of asked you to.”
Once they were all standing, and a few more witch lights had been sent up, they inspected the witch-signs and the sigils on the ground. The sigils still glowed from where they had been burnt into the earth again, but the witch-twigs hung from the trees, as seemingly harmless as they had been when they arrived, although a faint glow marked where they had been attached to the branches. 
“I don’t think we could cut them free even if we wanted to,” El noted thoughtfully. “I might be able to fashion a suitable spell into one of my silver daggers that would enable us to sever the magic attaching them to the tree. When we’re ready.”
Alex nodded. “Sounds good. But we do nothing until we know more about what we’re dealing with here.”
“What do you think’s going on?” Cassie asked, slightly shaken.
“Well, Samhain is coming,” Reuben said, “when the veils between worlds are at their thinnest. I think someone is trying to capitalise on that by creating a breach.”
“When you say worlds, which ones are you talking about?” Dylan asked, perplexed.
Reuben’s grin was devilish in the dim light. “All worlds—spirits, demons, other realities, and who knows what else. This is an old church with an old cemetery, quiet and secluded, and lots of power is manifesting here. It’s going to be a fun Halloween, guys!”






  
  Five


The next morning, Happenstance Books glowed with golden light in the weak autumnal sunshine, enhanced by the enormous amount of fairy lights and fake candles glittering in corners and lighting up carved pumpkins.  
“Excellent job, Sally!” Stan the Councillor and town Druid said, as he looked around the shop with delight. “I can always trust you to get on board with the town’s celebrations.”
Avery carefully said nothing, except smiled and raised an ironic eyebrow. She too was amazed by the amount of stuff Sally had managed to pack into the shop. She’d thought it had looked full the other day, but that was nothing compared to how it looked now.
“Thanks, Stan,” Sally said, grinning. “I love this time of year, and I love Halloween! We’re starting our storytelling evening at the beginning of Halloween week.” She pointed to the printed posters that were placed around the shop and in the window. 
“Fantastic!” Stan nodded happily as he strolled around the shop, Sally at his side, with Avery trailing after them. “I might be able to bring my grandchildren one night.”
He wasn’t dressed at all like a Druid today. His long cloak that he’d worn on the beach at Lughnasadh had gone, and instead he was in a regular dark grey suit and white shirt, his one concession to Halloween, an artful skeleton on his tie. 
He continued, “I think Halloween is everyone’s favourite celebration. Most shops are looking fantastic. And of course, the plans for the bonfire at the White Haven Castle are well underway.”
“Will you be officiating again, Stan?” Avery asked.
He turned to her and grinned. “Of course! I wouldn’t miss it. Let’s hope rain doesn’t ruin everything again. What a dreadful storm last time!” His face fell. “Such a shame, and the evening weather prediction had been so good…”
A rush of guilt swept over Avery again. “Oh well, you know what the weather forecasts are like. They’re never accurate. I’m sure this time it will be fine.”
“And you’ll come?” he asked. “It’s a week from Saturday, so obviously not Halloween proper, but close enough. We’ll combine it with Guy Fawkes too, of course.”
The town celebrations for the pagan and Christian festivals always fell on the closest Saturday, and of course five days after Halloween it was Guy Fawkes night, so the celebrations were on the Saturday in between. 
Avery grinned. “Of course. I love a good bonfire and firework display. And, of course, your libations to the Gods.”
Stan laughed. “Well, you’d know all about that wouldn’t you, with all your books on the occult here.”
For one horrible second, Avery had wondered if he was about to say something else, but she recovered swiftly. “Of course. I’m fascinated by it.”
“We all are! It’s the lifeblood of White Haven. The place is steeped in it. My niece is staying with me at the moment, and she loves all of this stuff! Doesn’t live here, you understand,” he dropped his voice conspiratorially. “Just visiting while her mother goes through a nasty divorce. I must tell her to come and visit here. She’d love it.”
“Of course,” Sally said, smiling. “It would be lovely to meet her.”
“Yes, I’ll mention it to her. Anyway,” he said abruptly, “I must get on. I have more shops to visit. Keep up the good work, and I’ll see you both soon!” And with that, he swept from the shop with a regal wave, and Avery let out a huge sigh. “Bloody Hell, I wondered what he was going to say then.”
“You worry too much,” Sally said, straightening a display. “So you’re going to the bonfire?”
“Yeah, it won’t clash with anything we’re doing, and it’s always fun. Well, hopefully more fun than last time.”
“I take it you’ll be doing your own celebrations?”
“We have the honour of sharing our celebrations as part of the thirteen covens of Cornwall—on the actual night of Samhain, of course!”
Sally widened her eyes with surprise. “Wow! So you’re going? I thought the initial thrill of being part of the Council had worn off?”
Avery groaned. “It has, sort of. But seeing as Genevieve asked again, and I told her to stick it last time, I thought I should show some good will.” She shrugged. “Besides, the others should meet the other covens, and it will be good to see Nate, Eve, Oswald, and Ulysses again.” She referred to the other witches who lived in Mevagissey and St Ives, and who had helped them defeat the Mermaids.
“Have you told them about your problem up at Old Haven?”
Avery had told Sally about the witch-signs and sigils earlier that day. “No, not yet. Hopefully it’s something we won’t need help with.” She headed to the back room, leaving Sally to return to the counter. “I’m going to make some coffee, do you want one?”
“Yes, please. And bring biscuits!”
As Avery made coffee, she pondered the witch-signs they had found at Old Haven. Someone was clearly trying to manifest something, but what? She and Alex had talked late into the night, trying to figure out what the sigil was. It looked nothing like the ones they had seen for demon summoning, but then again, it may not be complete yet. Reuben had talked about other worlds, but she presumed he was just spit-balling as usual. But he was right in one sense. Samhain was known for the fact that the veils between worlds became thin and beings could pass between them, especially the world of the dead, when spirits walked abroad. She had a horrible feeling Helena, her ghostly relative, would be more active during Samhain. But old tales also talked about Faeries—the worlds of the Other—when the Fey and other strange beings
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