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Please note that to enhance the reader’s experience of Amanda's world, this British-set story, by a British author, uses British English spelling, vocabulary, grammar and usage, and includes local and foreign accents, dialects and a magical language that vary from different versions of English as it is written and spoken in other parts of our wonderful, diverse world.

For your reading pleasure, there is a glossary of British English usage and vocabulary at the end of the book, followed by a note about accents and the magical language, Wicc’yeth.
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​Chapter 1 


Crypt and Cellar
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Amanda found her lying on the floor of the crypt. Her head was up against a medieval stone coffin where it must have struck. One arm was hidden beneath the long raised form of the sarcophagus.

She hurried down the stone steps, her soft soles silent as the grave.

‘Please, no, not another body, oh please no,’ she murmured, gazing in dismay at the sight of her friend’s black cassock-clad body.

Amanda knelt beside the fallen rector of Sunken Madley church. There was no blood in the dark brown bobbed hair. Perhaps there was still life. Amanda laid a hand on her shoulder.

‘Rector!’

The body convulsed. The head turned. The alarmed face of the shepherd of St Ursula-without-Barnet looked up with alarm.

‘Good heavens, Amanda! You gave me the shock of my life. You really mustn’t creep up on people like that.’

‘Oh Rector, I am sorry, I just saw you lying there, and I thought ...’

‘Of course, dear, after that dreadful affair at ... aha!’

The Reverend Jane Waygood withdrew her arm from beneath the sarcophagus and knelt up, looking at Amanda’s feet.

‘Yes. Trainers. I see why you apparently stealthed up. Well, you’re just the person I wanted to see, and even more so at this moment. I believe your arms are slightly longer, not to mention slimmer, than mine or, at least, those craftsperson’s fingers of yours may be more agile.’

‘You were trying to get something out from under there?’ asked Amanda, leaning down.

‘It’s the keys to the church hall. They slipped out of my fingers and slid away into inaccessibility, and I wanted to have them ready to take you down there. I’m hoping that you’ll be involved in my plot,’ said Jane, in mysterious but hopeful accents.

Amanda was mindful that 5th November, Guy Fawkes Night, was soon to be upon them, celebrating the attempt, or possibly failure, of a group of 15th-century activists to put paid to the Houses of Parliament by the use of then state-of-the-art explosives.

‘If you’re planning to blow it up, don’t you think we should visit it under cover of night?’ suggested Jane’s parishioner helpfully.

‘Oh, if only we could,’ sighed the rector wistfully. ‘Claim on the insurance and rebuild the wretched thing from scratch. Unfortunately, my calling prevents me from engaging in such deception even if it wasn’t a listed building. Meanwhile, do you think you could be a dear and get those keys out from under there?’

Amanda looked at the floor with concern.

‘It’s as clean as a whistle in here,’ Jane assured her. ‘You don’t need to worry about dust setting off your asthma. Mrs Scripps cleans down here regularly. You could eat your dinner off those flagstones. Not that anyone else comes down here but there’s always hope of a rare visitor.’

‘Then of course,’ Amanda replied cheerfully and lowered herself onto her stomach. She reached between the coffin’s carved bears’ feet.

‘Here,’ said Jane holding her phone with the torch app on shining a light into the narrow space.

‘I see them! Thank you, Rector.’ Amanda slid her arm in the direction of the glint. ‘Yes ... oh, there’s something else ... it’s small ... I can reach both ... ah! ... got them!’

Amanda pulled out her arm and stood up. She opened her hand, passed the keys to the rector and frowned down at the remaining item sitting on her palm. ‘Whatever do you suppose ...?’

‘Bless my soul. It looks like a tiny little gold ... cup or something. It’s quite thick, and look at all of these close-set wavy marks. Do you think it’s something to do with the sea? A fitting on an instrument that maybe was used on one of the old ships? An ornamental screw cover on a ... sextant or something?’

‘Well, whatever it is, it’s the property of the church,’ said Amanda holding it out.

‘No,’ Jane replied thoughtfully. ‘No ... you keep it. I have a feeling .... I think it’s an apport.’ 

‘A what?’

‘An apport. Hmmm. Ask your Aunt Amelia. She’ll tell you about them.’

‘Oh. Ok. Well, thank you, Rector.’

‘And now to business. You got word through the grapevine, yes?’

‘Sylvia said you wanted to see me about something.’

‘Well, thank you for popping in, dear. Got your car with you?’ asked Jane, leading the way up out of the artificially lit crypt into the daylight in a corner of the west end of the church.

‘Yes, as it happens.’

‘Good. Go and fetch a dust mask.’

‘Oh?’

‘I'm taking you down into the bowels!’

With the mask secured, they took the path between the mellow stones of the higgledy-piggledy graveyard to the hall at the boundary of the church property. The rector used one of the newly retrieved ornate keys to open the side door.

‘I had no idea that this door existed,’ commented Amanda.

‘I know, we always herd people through the front. But here we are now. Come inside so I can push the door to, and get to this.’ There, at right angles to it, was another one, also locked. The rector opened it, switched on a light and led the way down some wooden stairs into the space below.

With difficult progress and in insufficient light, they passed between old rolls of carpet and backdrops, cardboard and wooden installations, trunks, suitcases, boxes, crates, a basket of stage swords, a golf  bag of spears, and a large vase of Japanese parasols, as well as all manner of paraphernalia that it was hard to identify.

It was unexpectedly high-ceilinged for a cellar, and roomier than the hall because there was no stage or anterooms as there were above. Eventually, they came to an area that was even more challenging to traverse. A group of upright posts of wood were set at intervals, piled around with crates and cases that barred the way.

‘Right,’ Jane began briskly, ‘look up there. See those joists?’

‘Yes.’

‘They’re rotten. Not too bad for most of it, but along this section here, they’re as weak as water. That’s why the hall has been closed for as long as it has. It’s all a bit unsolid, but here it was dangerous.’

‘I see,’ said Amanda.

‘Well, I’ve been wanting to repair and reopen this hall for years, but, of course, the church roof had to come first, and now it has ... and, well, I didn’t want to ask the kind benefactors to put their hands in their pockets again, especially so soon, without some effort on my own part and contributions from the community, towards restoring this lovely old hall. Except ... no one was interested.’

‘I suppose the church with its medieval pedigree and the famous St Ursula stained glass window —'

'— and the bell tower, yes,' concurred Jane. 'That was comparatively easy to attract donations to. Well, I said, “If you want this church to still be here for your enjoyment in 100 years, or even 50, you have to be willing to support it,” and so they were. But this hall. You see, it’s only late 1800s or even later and that’s no great shakes, is it?’

‘Not really,' agreed Amanda.

‘So, what would make people realise the worth of the hall?’

‘Using it?’

‘Yes, but what’s the most exciting thing people can do on a floor?’ asked the rector blithely.

‘Erm.’ Amanda was unprepared for the question, and her mind boggled.

‘Dance!’ uttered Jane enthusiastically.

‘Ah.’

‘But no one could dance on a dangerous floor. So ... I had it repaired! See, these wooden posts are supporting that group of floorboards above? Taking over from where the joists are rotten.’

Amanda squinted into the gloom. 'I think I need a better light. Let me go up to the car and get a torch.’

‘No, no, you stay there,' Jane insisted. 'I’ll get one.’

The rector hurriedly picked her way across the stored goods and up the stairs. Amanda stood alone in the dusty silence, her breath contained and amplified by her mask. She felt a little dizzy, her vision fuzzed. Suddenly it was as if something shot down through the ceiling of floorboards above and would have hit her if she had not dodged back, tripping over a wooden case and stack of props. She got to her feet. But there was nothing there. Nothing above or below that had not been there before.

But now there was the faint sound of music. Maybe someone had a car radio on loudly nearby. And yet ... there was singing too .... It was a waltz ... an old song ... Grandpa used to sing it ... yes, to Granny ... ‘Roses are shining in Picardy ... in the hush of the silver dew’, and there was thumping above — no, not thumping exactly — feet ... walking — no, they must be dancing ... waltzing across the boards above her head, and people singing their hearts out. It wasn’t frightening ... there was something wonderful and free and heartbreaking about it all at once. She wanted to be up there with them ....

‘Here we are, dear!’ came the rector's voice, and, at once, it stopped. The music, the singing, the waltzing feet. As if it had never been.
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Chapter 2


The Rector’s Plot
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‘Rector, did you hear that?’ Amanda asked urgently.

‘The ambulance? Must be coming from the residential home. They do very occasionally come through the village if the A1000’s blocked up.’

‘No, the ... the ....’ Amanda suddenly thought better of saying any more about her strange experience moments before. ‘Oh, yes, of course, that must have been it.’

‘Here’s the torch,’ said Jane. It flashed briefly over Amanda’s face. ‘You shine it where you want. Are you all right? Have you been away with the fairies while I was gone?’

Amanda gave an unsteady laugh. ‘Yes, I’m afraid so. Never mind. Let me have a look at this woodwork.’ She directed the beam along and up.

‘Er ....’ Amanda took a closer look at the supports. Each was made up of apparently random lengths of wood bracketed together to make a long post, tall enough to reach the floorboards above them. Amanda tested the stability, and they were wedged in tightly between the floor and ceiling of the cellar.

‘Rector, I don’t know much about building, but I’m pretty sure that this isn’t quite ...’

‘Oh Amanda, I got all sorts of quotes, and they were all far more than I felt the church could afford. And then someone recommended these two lovely gentlemen, and they were so understanding and so affordable!’

‘Really?’

‘Yes, and they were all done in no time at all, and they only charged £40!’

‘What were the names of these “lovely gentlemen”, Rector?’ asked Amanda suspiciously.

‘Let me see, one was Ronald and the other was er ... Philip.’

‘Ron and Phil?’

‘I suppose so.’

‘Ronald Recket, by any chance?’ asked Amanda, fearing the worst.

‘Yes, I think so.’

‘Recket and Bogia? Rector, you didn’t!’ implored Amanda.

‘Why whatever’s wrong?’ asked Jane, anxiously.

‘I may not know much about building, but I know most of the builders around here. And those two are notorious scoundrels. This is almost certainly not the way to support a floor, and these bits of wood and the brackets were almost certainly not honestly come by.’

‘What! But ... but, oh my, whatever will the bishop say?’

‘It’s all right,’ soothed Amanda. ‘These seem sturdy and tight enough to do the job. It’s only temporary, and, once there’s enough money, the floor will be done properly, and no one need know.’

‘Oh, but I feel dreadful deceiving —’

‘You’re not deceiving anyone. If I thought for a moment that it wasn’t safe, I’d say so, but these are tight and will certainly hold, although you should ask Mr Branscombe to look at them because he is a builder and will know.’

‘Thank you, Amanda. Oh dear,’ Jane said mournfully.

‘So tell me your plan,’ she urged to give the rector’s thoughts a happier direction.

‘Well, I thought: dancing! Dancing classes and dances. The hall will cost nothing, and we just have to find a teacher who’ll be willing to charge a low rate, and then the extra will go the fund, and the dances will bring in a good bit. It may take a while, but we’ll, at least, be on our way to a brand new floor; a proper sprung floor, new joists and, new boards. Perhaps parquet flooring. And then we can hire it out for classes of all sorts.’

‘I think it’s a wonderful idea, Rector. But why have you honoured me with your confidence? To check the er ...?’

‘Well, partly, but mainly because you’re the only dancer I know of.’

‘I’m not a dancer, Rector.’

‘I mean, you like to dance. You do go dancing.’

Amanda frowned. That was something she did with her friend and next-door neighbour, Claire, and they did it well away from the village.

‘May I ask how you know?’

‘Everyone knows,’ replied Jane, as though stating the obvious.

‘How?’

‘Um ... let me see ... I heard it from Irma Uberhausfest who said she heard it from ... ah yes, Penny.’

‘The doctor’s receptionist?’

‘Yes, she said she bumped into you with her fiancé one night in a bar in Camden. The Blood Bath?’

‘The Bubble Bath. Ok. Well, I suppose it only took that one person and that one time,’ remarked Amanda resignedly.

‘Anyway, will you help?’

‘Of course,’ answered Amanda willingly, ‘but how?’

‘Whip up enthusiasm, spread the word.’

‘I think the grapevine will do that,’ said Amanda knowingly.

‘And you will come along to the classes and the dances, won't you?’

‘Of course I shall, Rector, and yes, I’ll encourage everyone I know to join.’

‘Thank you, dear. Now let’s get out of this dusty place.’

‘What’s the story behind this hall? What is all this stuff?’ Amanda enquired casually.

‘Now, you’d have to ask Mrs Pagely because I’m not really up on all of this, but it was built at the turn of the century, I believe. Funded by someone who was very fond of theatricals. They wanted lots of space for storing props, and, over the years, they accumulated through one production after another. And then, I think, other things collected in here.’

‘What about during the war?’

‘Which one?’ asked Jane.

‘The first.’

‘Probably used as a hospital. A lot of halls were. But I think the floor here has never been right. It’s been repaired over the years, until things got too bad and the hall had to be closed.’

They reached the comparative safety of the stairs.

‘You go up first dear, and I’ll lock up behind you,’ said Jane. She secured the door at the bottom of the flight, then the one at the top and finally the side entrance. ‘Would you like a cup of tea? And then I must get on with some paperwork.’

‘Thank you, Rector, but I need to get home too.’

‘Perhaps later in the week I can show you the space above?’ asked Jane with renewed excitement.

‘Yes, of course. I’m on site tomorrow with a couple of builders. I’ll mention the floor to them and bring them over to check it.’

‘Wonderful. You are a dear,’ said Jane giving her a hug.

‘I’ll be in touch tomorrow,’ promised Amanda.

But tomorrow had other plans.
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Chapter 3


Training Amanda
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Former Chief Inspector Hogarth, lately of the Devon and Cornwall Police, leaned on the wooden handrail of his sister and brother-in-law’s luxurious Spanish villa and looked out with pleasure. The sun was rising over the orange flushing vista of the Balearic Sea.

‘Tea up,’ called Vera, his older sibling. He moved towards the cream-padded cane furniture around the table, where she was setting out the pot and cups. As he sat down, she pushed a tin of pre-breakfast Hobnobs towards him and remarked casually,

‘You haven’t told me how the youngsters are getting along.’

‘They’re well enough. Amanda’s asthma still troubles her, but she manages, you know. Thomas, he’s as fit as a fiddle, and still enjoys his work.’

‘That’s not what I meant, and you know it, Mikey. How are they getting along with each other?

‘Cautiously.’

‘Are they friends yet?

‘I’d say friendship is a component in their complex relationship of detective-witness, covert wi— well you know what she is — playing against his rampant scepticism and deep-seated unease with all things supernatural. Mutual suspicion is, I think, being very slowly eroded.’

‘Hmm. Is it too soon to hope?’

‘It is never too soon to hope, my dear.’ 

***
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AMANDA, SOME 700 MILES to the north, was likewise up betimes. She had magical training to start before she began her day’s furniture restoration work. Granny and Grandpa, Senara and Perran Cadabra, were sure to be found in the workshop this morning, although they had been nowhere to be seen when Amanda had got home the day before. However, Amanda was used to that. Since their transition to whatever dimension they now inhabited, commonly known by the word ‘death’, and the details of which they were vague about, they came and went apparently at random.

Unless, that was, Amanda called on them. As Granny had often pointed out: the dead cannot harm the living, and they cannot help them either unless they are asked.

Today they would begin helping in a specific way. Amanda had resolved to begin a new stage in her spell-casting development. Only days before, her levitation skills had been tested to the limit and, if she had not had help, Amanda would not have survived. It was time to get serious.

Tempest, her familiar, had been served breakfast, and Amanda assumed that he was out irritating the local wildlife in typical cat style. But she was in error. Having traversed the garden between the spent fruit trees and entered her work domain, her gaze was drawn to the seat of a Sheraton shield back that was waiting to be dispatched to the upholsterers.

On the chair, reposed a bundle of fur in a selection of greys. It opened one baleful yellow eye at Amanda’s entrance. ‘Hello, Sweetikins,’ she addressed him lovingly. The one cat to which she was not allergic, he had been an important part of her life since she was a frustrated 15-year-old struggling with the physical limitations of her asthma. Granny and Grandpa, deciding that the moment had come, had closeted themselves one night in the workshop and conjured the irascible feline that was none too pleased about being reincarnated. Within moments of meeting, Tempest and Amanda had established a unique bond, the magical nature of which, in the past year, had become more important than she had ever imagined.

Tempest surveyed his witch impassively and, tacitly but successfully, communicated, ‘Where have you been? Where is my workshop treat?’ He released an audible sigh expressive of, ‘You can’t get the staff these days.’

She came over to kiss his fluffy head and give him a cuddle, which he endured as the inescapable lot of the glamorous and adored.

‘Mrowwl,’ he uttered shortly.

‘Your wish is my command, oh Fuzziness,’ said Amanda and went to a drawer under the work surface by the window. She was delivering a Magnificent Morcel for The Discerning Feline when Senara and Perran Cadabra appeared and solidified.

‘Good morning, Ammy dear,’ Granny said affectionately.

‘Mornin’ bian,’ said Grandpa in his gentle Cornish accent. He had called her his bian, his baby, ever since she could remember.

‘Granny, Grandpa, glad to see you. Yesterday —’

‘— Yes, we know, dear. You did well,’ Senara commended her.

‘Oh, you know?’

‘Well, we popped by while you were in the church hall. You were right not to say anything to the rector.’

‘And you made a nice recovery,' added Perran. 'Lucky about the ambulance going past.’

‘Yes, well, I do realise that not everything I can see is visible to the Normals,’ said Amanda.

‘We trained you well.’

'You did,' she agreed whole-heartedly.

'Speaking of which, shall we start, bian?'

‘First, aren't you going to tell me what all that was about? That thing falling in front of me and then the music and singing and dancing?’

‘You’ll work it out,' said her grandfather reassuringly. ‘This one is going to be more complicated than the last one. Possibly ... probably. Definitely.’

'The last one? The last one what?'

'But you’ll be fine. And you do need to remember more about your childhood. But you’ll have help.’

'What?'

'Now time for your training. You only have half an hour,’ Grandpa pointed out.

'Well, I think that’ll be enough,’ replied Amanda. ‘I don’t want to go to work exhausted. And doing the banister won’t be so easy as I won't be alone in the house today to use spells to help me.’

'Yes, you’ll have to be circumspect,’ Grandpa agreed. ‘But that’s always good practice.’

'So you’re not going to tell me anything about anything?’ asked his frustrated granddaughter.

'You won’t need us to. You did so well last time.’

'And the time before that,’ Granny added.

'Now your levitation. We’ll build up slowly. No house-lifting to start with!’ joked Grandpa. 'That chest of drawers, let’s start with that.’

'With or without the wand?’

'Let’s start with.’

Amanda put her hand in her left-hand pocket and withdrew an apparently normal IKEA pencil. But this was no ordinary writing implement, and she was not about to make notes. With a flick of her thumbnail, she opened the top of the pencil. The light caught a yellow stone set in a recess. She pulled it out, revealing that it was attached to a slender length of orange-red wood. For this was one of Dr Bertil Bergstrom’s patent Pocket-wands, presented to Amanda by the doctor himself. Bertil and Kerstin Bergstrom were the Swedish inventors of magical assists that were known to all magical folk. As it happened, this couple also made up fifty per cent of all the other magical folk that Amanda knew, apart from her grandparents.

The wand looked like it would barely assist a fly, but Amanda had learned the power of petite, and this was her most potent tool.

She pointed it at the heavy oak three-drawer chest and pronounced in the magical language, Wicc’yeth, ‘Aereval.’ It raised gently off the floor.

'Now, how about the small workbench?’ suggested Grandpa.

Holding the chest of drawers in position with her mind, Amanda directed the wand at the workbench and repeated the spellword. As it rose, the chest wavered slightly, but she kept it level.

Perran commended her. ‘Now raise them both another six inches ... Excellent. Now go over and turn on the hob.’

Amanda kept her eyes darting between the two objects as she crossed the room and felt for the switch in the socket on the wall.

'Just look at the switch,’ said Grandpa.

She turned her gaze away and felt the bench waver. Amanda looked back to see both items of furniture tilting.

'That’s natural. Don't worry about it’' Perran encouraged her.

She corrected the angle, turned back to the hob and switched it on.

'Now set the glue pot stirring.’

'Mecsge,’ Amanda uttered.

'Now look back,’ said Perran.

The chest had sunk, and the workbench was upending like the Titanic. The chisels on it were sliding to the edge ready for the fall into the blue of the vinyl below.

'Ahh!’ cried Amanda, hurriedly correcting them.

The gluepot brush had given up and was leaning once more against the rim.

'Oh no!’

Thud! The chest landed. Clang! The workbench had leaned forward and tipped its unattached vice to the floor.

'Good grief! How am I ever to get the hang of this?’ Amanda exclaimed despairingly.

'Patience,’ replied Perran. ‘You’re getting too intense about it all. This is not an exam. It’s just Day One.’

'Yes, Grandpa,’ she sighed, ‘you're right.’

'Now let’s try it again. And this time, calmly. Set your intention, not your force of will.’

Twenty-five minutes later, Amanda emerged with Tempest from the workshop, moderately pleased with her progress. It wasn’t great. But it was progress.

Amanda locked up the house as they went, and boarded Grandpa’s legacy Vauxhaul Astra in racing green, bearing the legend in gold down the sides: Cadabra Restoration and Repairs.

They drove up Orchard Lane, turned left into Hog Lane, past the library on the left, and opposite the Sunken Madley school next door to it, turned right into Priory Lane, past the medical centre on the right and parked in the driveway of the Reiser’s House. Tempest went about his own affairs, and Amanda rang the bell. Ruth, Amanda’s favourite teenager, whom she occasionally helped with her homework, had already left for school, but her mother opened the door.

'Oh good. Thank you, Amanda, for being on time. You don’t mind if I rush off now, do you? I’m sure you can find your way around the kitchen, and you know where the bathroom is. I’ll be right next door if you need me.’

'Of course, that’s fine, Esta.’

'See you later. In case you want to ask me anything in person, I'll be popping back this afternoon.’

Which, as it turned out, was very fortunate indeed.
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Chapter 4


Horace Bottle
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The banister ran from converted attic to the ground floor, with newel posts at the top and bottom of each flight. When the Reisers had moved in, it was already painted, and, with the expense of the upgraded house and cost of the move, they had merely added fresh coats of gloss, matt and eggshell over the years. Now, thanks to a bequest from Mrs Reiser’s mother’s cousin, they had the means to make some long-overdue repairs and refurbishments, including finally revealing the wood beneath the layers on the handrail and newel posts.

The improvements to the house included a new basement, which needed heating, lighting, storage units, shelves and carpet. Horace Bottle was seeing to that ably assisted by Bryan Branscombe, who was dark, short and slightly portly but agile and light on his feet.

On Amanda’s arrival, Horace lifted his narrow face, under thinning strawberry blond hair, and called up a cheery flirtatious welcome. Branscombe mounted the stairs to greet her pleasantly and to assure her they would not get in her way. However, occasionally Bottle and Branscombe did pass Amanda on the stairs when going up and down to the water tank in the loft.

It wasn’t until the afternoon that it happened. Trying to get paint free from a particularly persistent crevice, Amanda went to fetch her multi-tool to help deftly dig out the residue. However, it was nowhere to be seen. Not in her toolbox, not in the boot of the car, not on the stairs. She had definitely packed it the night before. Or had she?

Amanda was standing in the hall, wondering if she should go home and check, when Branscombe came up from the basement. He was holding her multi-tool in his hand. Or was it his? No, there was the burn on the handle where she’d left it too close to the soldering iron and a ‘C’ at the end, which Grandpa had put on all of his tools.

‘Erm ... Mr Branscombe,’ Amanda said hesitantly, ‘Ah, I think you have my multi-tool there.’

‘Oh sorry,’ he replied anxiously. ‘Horace lent it to me, said it was his.’

‘Really?’ asked Amanda in surprise.

‘Yes. I said, “That’s a handy gadget,” and he said he paid a pretty penny for it. Didn’t realise he’d erm ....’ Branscombe, blushing, handed it over.

‘You’re welcome to use it when I’ve finished with it,’ said Amanda amicably. ‘Don’t worry. It’s not your fault. I’ll have a word with him.’

Amanda descended to the basement with only slightly raised pulse. After all, Bottle had been friendly, almost to the point of over-familiarity, in the past. He straightened up from his task at her approach.

‘’Allo, lovely. Come for a visit?’

She took a deep breath. ‘Actually, I’d like to make a request,’ she said, in the most diplomatic tone she could muster.

‘Yes, darlin’, what can I do for you?’

‘Well, next time you’d like to borrow one of my tools, I’d appreciate it if you’d ask me first. It did give Mr Branscombe an embarrassing moment when I noticed that he had my multi-tool, thinking it belonged to you, as you had claimed.’

At once Bottle’s hackles rose, the corners of his thin mouth pulled down and his eyes shrunk into a menacing glare.

‘Wot you sayin’?’ he asked, jutting his head forward. ‘That I stole it?’

Amanda leaned back. ‘Well, it did rather look —’

‘I was just jokin’! It’s people like you that take orl the fun outta the trade. We’re all sposed to be in this together, aren’t we? It’s people like you,’ he repeated, stabbing the air in front of her with his forefinger, ‘goin’ on about ownership that spoil it fer everyone. Comin’ round ‘ere, tryin’ to do a man’s work, taking someone’s job an’ lookin’ so innocent. Well, someone’s onto you. Got their eye on you, so just you watch out. Now look wot you done! You’ve upset me, look at me ’ands. I can’t work around people like you!’

‘Well really, Mr Bottle, I didn’t intend to upset you, but you did —’

‘I’m goin’!’ he shouted, throwing down his spanner and stamping his feet one after the other so loudly that the sound of Esta Reiser’s key in the door was drowned out.

‘Whatever‘s going on?’ she called down the stairs.

Bottle went stomping up, bellowing, ‘It’s ‘er. I’m goin’, and I’m not comin’ back till she’s outta here. It’s ’er or me. See?’

With that, he pushed past Mrs Reiser and flounced out of the front door. He slammed it behind him, making the panes of stained glass rattle in their leads.

Amanda, white-faced, emerged from below, and turned to the startled lady before her.

‘Esta,’ she began, but Mr Branscombe intervened.

‘I’m sorry about the hullabaloo, Mrs Reiser —’

But it was not over yet. A yell sounded from the road outside. The three hurried to open the front door and peer out. Bottle’s van was parked right opposite the gate. He was standing with the driver door open, looking down at the seat, roaring, and his complexion reddening.

The cause was not far to seek. A bundle of grey fur, set at one end with livid yellow eyes and a tail at the other, was sitting smugly on the roof of the vehicle while the owner was hit by the reek of feline micturition and the sight of a large moist patch on the seat.

The shiny paint on the offside of the van was indented with sets of three parallel lines of scratches. Horace leapt, clawing at Tempest. But Amanda’s familiar sprang nimbly to the opposite corner of the roof, out of the man’s reach.

The air turned blue with expletives, before the man thrust himself into his seat, banged his door shut, started the engine, grated into gear and stamped on the accelerator. Tempest had jumped to the ground long before Bottle’s sole connected with the pedal and stared after the retreating vehicle with the air of a job well done.

Amanda bit her lip. Her familiar gave her a saucy glance over his shoulder and sashayed off, tail waving like a plume.

‘Naughty kitty,’ said Amanda unsteadily. ‘He’s —’

‘Mrs Reiser,’ said Mr Branscombe, ‘the truth is that Bottle stole one of Miss Cadabra’s tools and that’s the long and short of it. She was very nice about, but he didn’t like being caught out red-handed, so to speak, and started shouting at her. I don’t know as he’ll be back.’

‘I wouldn’t have him back!’ replied Esta with spirit. ‘I’m not having any of that sort of conduct in my house. Mr Branscombe, can you take over?’

‘Yes, of course, I can,’ Bryan answered eagerly. ‘I’ll do the best I can for you.’

‘That will be quite satisfactory. Amanda dear, I deeply regret that someone behaved toward you in such a manner on my premises. Come and have a cup of tea and a gingernut biscuit. Would you like one too, Mr Branscombe?’

‘No, thank you, I’m good. I’ll go and see about the work.’

‘Well, perhaps later. Come into the kitchen, dear.’ She settled Amanda down with refreshments. ‘I’m just going to water the pansies while I remember. You’ll be alright if I leave you for a few minutes?’

‘Oh yes, I’ll be fine.’

In fact, Amanda was glad to have a quiet period of reflection. Bottle’s behaviour had undoubtedly taken her by surprise, even alarmed her. But amongst his sound and fury, had been, at the bottom of the storm in a teacup, a nugget of gold. A piece of information. Someone was watching her. Uncle Mike —no, it wasn’t him, it was the inspector — had asked her if she’d ever felt under surveillance and she’d waved the suggestion away. And, years ago, she’d asked Amelia if someone had her in their sights, and her aunt had thought not at the time. But now ... Amanda knew for certain. Someone did.

The first thing to do was tell Uncle Mike. She checked the time. It was 3.30.

‘How are you feeling, dear?’ asked Esta solicitously, coming back in from the garden.

‘Much better, thank you. Would you mind if I popped home?’

‘Why not call it a day? The light's pretty much gone, and I can see you’re getting on well.’

'Thank you, Esta, I think I shall.’

‘And don’t you give that horrid little man a second thought. I believed he was so nice, but, well, he’s shown his true colours, and I shall make sure all of my friends and neighbours know about it, you can be sure! I doubt you’ll ever be working around him again, mark my words!’

Amanda went to thank Mr Branscombe for his support.

‘That was very kind of you,’ she said sincerely.

‘My pleasure. To be honest, I had the feeling he was a bit of a scrounger, always wanting something for nothing and not paying me as I should be. But he had a way of backfootin’ me, so to speak. Didn’t think he was an outright thief. Now I know, and now I’ve got this job, and I know Mrs Reiser will recommend me, ‘ope I won't be workin’ with him no more.’

‘I think we’ll get on fine without him,’ replied Amanda. ‘If you want to borrow any of my tools you just have to ask.’

‘Likewise, if you need a paintbrush, I’m your man,’ answered Branscombe with a grin.

Amanda collected her lunch bag and joined Tempest at the Astra. As she got in and settled herself, her mood began to change. The more Amanda thought about it, the more indignant she became.

‘They’re right!’ she exclaimed. ‘How dare he speak to me like that! I can’t believe I apologised to him.’ Her indignation was heating to rage. ‘He made me feel like I was in the wrong. When he was the one who stole! And lied.’ Amanda banged her hands onto the steering-wheel. ‘And he’s done this to other people. And he gets away with it.’ The flame of her anger was morphing from hot red to cold blue. ‘Well, not this time ...’ Her energy was darkening as she started the car. ‘Someone has to stop him.’

Tempest’s interest was aroused. He licked his lips and flexed his claws, his eyes glittering like yellow diamonds as he savoured the delicious anticipation of just such mischief as he relished.

‘And today ...’ said Amanda, ‘it’s going to be me who stops him.’ She pulled out in to the road. ‘Just a little visit to where he lives. An innocent stroll past his van to pop the lid on every tin of paint and varnish, they’ll be solid by tomorrow, and ... yes ... open the locks on the doors. The local thieves can help themselves. I might as well jam the starter motor in place while I’m at it. Oh, I’m sure there’s a few things under the bonnet that I can move around. And then ... there are other things I can do ....’ Amanda’s breathing became more deliberate as her intent focused, and she flexed her fingers. ‘Sooo easy, Tempest, sooo easy.’ She turned right onto the High Street heading for chez Bottle. The ire was bubbling within her ... so much that it was heating the car, and she lowered the windows. That’s when it struck her, the silence in the village. Suddenly it was broken by the sounds of the children in the playground behind the houses ....
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Chapter 5


Anger
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Amanda was seven years old. Her magical gifts had manifested in a very small way the previous year, and she had been in training with Granny and Grandpa since then. It was a fine day. They had taken her to the park behind the High Street and Trotters Bottom. She liked to play on the swings. It wasn’t too energetic and so didn’t set off her asthma, as greater exertion could so easily do. However, little Amanda was uncomfortable around her peers. They attended Sunken Madley School, unlike her who was home-educated. To them, she was a rara avis of strange and possibly dangerous plumage. Amanda walked between her grandparents holding a hand of each of them. It made her feel safe.

And she was safe physically, but Amanda was not proof against words. As eight-year-old Gavin Whittle ran past them towards the gate, he shouted,

‘Look at that baby, holding gruesome Granny’s hands! Weirdy weirdy, Mad Mandy!’ Her lips tightened. She pulled her hands from her grandparents, spun on her heel, glared towards him and uttered with furious intensity:

'Understeppith!'

At once the boy tripped and fell. Amanda turned back quickly to see, to her horror, that her grandparents were steadying each other as though against a blast of wind. Both five-a-side football teams on the grass to the left were on their bottoms, three mothers in the playground found themselves on the ground, and two ducks by the pond were looking about in dismay at finding themselves abruptly sitting down. Fortunately, all of the children in the playground had been seated on the swings, slide or jungle gym and had remained unaffected.

As luck would have it, between Amanda and those affected by the spell, there was a large old horse chestnut tree. It was right in the path of the Cadabras, and, quick-thinking, Perran told her to go to it. He and Senara appeared on the other side, and joined together arm in arm as though taking a stroll by themselves. Those affected by the blast radius were picking themselves up, brushing themselves down and looking about in dismay, trying to identify the freak gust that had blown them all clean off their feet.

Amanda kept herself flat against the tree, waiting for her grandparents to reverse course. They went to sit on a bench. Perran pointed out a perfectly ordinary pigeon flying overhead, which distracted some of the onlookers. After a few minutes, they rose and made their progress back to the chestnut. As they neared it, Perran bade her get in front of them quickly. Amanda did so, and they managed to progress unseen to the gate, the car, and home to 26 Orchard Row.

Once home, the unwelcome surprise of what she had done began to tell. Her breathing became shorter and more laboured. Knowing she could go into shock, with a subsequent asthma attack, Perran bundled her up in blankets, lit the fire and cuddled her while Senara made her a hot drink.

‘It’s all right, bian,’ he soothed her. ‘You’ve got quite some power under your hat, haven’t you?’

‘Plenty of power, no control,’ called Senara. ‘And your eyes, remember what a giveaway they are?’

Amanda looked up anxiously at Grandpa, who said gently, ‘They’ve gone completely brown, love.’ It was an unfortunate side-effect of using magic that caused the tiny chestnut islands in the sea of her blue irises to expand.

‘Fortunately we were in the open-air so the smell soon wafted away,’ he added optimistically. The smell of magic: the odour of sandalwood and the taste of tin. Grandpa had safeguards in the workshop to account for it: solder and incense.

‘And where did you find that spell? I didn’t think it was in Wicc’huldol Galdorwrd Nha Koomwrtdreno Aon.’

Witchcraft: Spells and Potions: 1 was an hereditary grimoire of the Cardiubarns, Senara’s unsavoury family. It was written in Wycc’yeth, a magical language, which Amanda was quickly grasping. It had only been weeks since Granny had unearthed it from a secret hiding place in the attic, and, with reservations and certain pages hidden by Perran, introduced it to their little granddaughter.

‘It was on a piece of notepaper between the pages. One of Great-great-great-great-great-grandmother Jowanet’s,’ answered Amanda informatively.

Grandpa tutted. ‘We told you never to use spells against humans anyway, but we didn’t think that one was in there. I should have guessed something like that would have been, after that nasty lizard spell we found. I’ll wager that Jowanet was no more ‘n nine when she wrote it out, by the hand-writing.’

‘But no harm done. Fortunately, no one was hurt,’ said Senara, coming in from the kitchen, with hot chocolate made with coconut milk. ‘This time.’

‘Sorry, Granny and Grandpa,’ said Amanda in distress, ‘I never meant to, not all of those people, just that boy. It’s just that I got so ... so ...’

‘Angry,’ finished Granny.

Amanda nodded mutely.

‘I understand. I understand all too well. And I saw the Cardiubarn Darkside come out in you, and there’s a side of them, believe me, that you don’t want.’

‘But,’ mitigated Grandpa, ‘anger isn’t always a bad thing. There’s things that happen or go on that we should feel angry about, so that we do good things to put them right.’

‘So I did a good thing?’ asked Amanda, looking at them more hopefully. ‘That boy did such a bad thing; he called you a bad name, Granny, and he said a very mean thing, so I made him fall over, and he stopped shouting. And maybe it’ll stop him being mean to someone else,’ she added reasonably.

Grandpa chuckled, and helped her take a sip of her hot chocolate, but said, ‘While I can’t fault your logic, that’s not quite what we mean. Why do you think that boy said those things, bian?’

‘Because he’s a bad person?’

‘Because he’s afraid.’

‘Of what?’

‘Of us, the way we live. It’s different you see.’

‘You mean I don’t have parent parents, and I don’t go to school?’

‘That’s the sort of thing.’

‘So what he was doing was like a sort of spell? To protect himself from me? From us?’

‘Kind of.’

‘But,’ said Granny, ‘did you think he could do a real spell with those words of his?’

Amanda shook her head.

‘But you knew that you could do a real spell.’

‘Yes,’ said Amanda confidently.

‘So you used your magic against someone who could not retaliate or defend themselves. And any of those other innocent people could have got hurt falling down, into the bargain. So was it a good thing to do?’

Little Amanda, much struck by this, widened her eyes and shook her head solemnly.

‘That’s awful. I didn't think, Granny. I just got so... so ... angry!’

Senara nodded. Amanda’s eyes were filling with tears of remorse.

‘Now, now, there’s no need to get all emotional and worked up about it. Just take from it this lesson about spell-casting. Are you listening?’

Amanda sniffed and looked earnestly at her grandmother.

‘Yes, Granny.’

'Remember this: a witch does not cast in anger. What is the lesson, Ammy?’

Amanda repeated, ‘A witch does not cast in anger.’ 

***
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AMANDA MURMURED, ‘A witch does not cast in anger.’ Suddenly she turned the steering-wheel to the right, and, instead of heading
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