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  One


A light spring breeze tugged at Elspeth Robinson’s hair as she stood around the garden fire with her two best female friends and fellow witches, Briar Ashworth and Avery Hamilton. 
It was a bright Tuesday morning with scant clouds covering a pale blue sky, only a couple of weeks away from her Ostara handfasting with Reuben Jackson, another witch in the White Haven Coven. Even though she was looking forward to the event, there was no denying that she was becoming more nervous with every passing day. She gazed into the flames, breathing in the heady smoke, and tried to focus on the ritual. Exasperated, she said, “My mind is all over the place. What is wrong with me?”
Briar and Avery smiled sympathetically, and Briar said, “You know what’s wrong with you. And it isn’t wrong! It’s natural to be nervous.”
“But I can’t focus on anything! This is really unlike me.”
“Which is why,” Avery said, squeezing her hand, “we are here today. This ritual is designed to calm your nerves.”
“It’s not working!”
“We haven’t finished it yet. In fact, we have barely begun.”
“I know!” El’s voice rose with a wail, and she hated the way it made her sound. “The Goddess give me strength! The prospect of marriage is turning me into a noodle head.”
The three witches were in the far corner of Avery’s walled garden, standing around the small bonfire on an area of fallow ground close to the greenhouse. Close by was a stack of dead wood harvested from the garden by Avery after her spring-clean, and the scent of damp wood mixed with herbs filled the air. 
Avery laughed. “You are not a noodle head! You just have a lot going on right now. This ritual is all about calming your mind and embracing the future. It’s spring! It’s the perfect time for new beginnings. Not that you need a new beginning. This is just a change of direction. I’m so excited for you.”
“Me too,” Briar said, eyes bright as if holding back tears.
El reached out and held their hands. “You’re very kind to set time aside to do this. I know you’re both busy.”
“Never too busy for you,” Avery told her. “Either of you, in fact. I’m so excited we’re going to be your bridesmaids!”
El snorted. “I don’t think Shadow was when I asked her. I think she found the whole thing rather perplexing.”
“But she agreed,” Briar reminded her. “It’s just new to her. I gather that handfastings aren’t really a thing in the Otherworld.”
“No. I also think she finds the idea of legally linking myself to someone else is also odd. I think I do, too. That’s probably why I can’t focus. It all feels so big!” Her heart started pounding again.
Briar rolled her eyes in a very uncharacteristic manner. “El, you are letting this get away from you. You and Reuben have been together for years, and you still maintain your independence, your flat, and your job. There is no reason that will change. He’s not old-fashioned, and he’s even said that nothing need change about where you live. This ceremony is a demonstration of love and commitment. It’s wonderful!”
“I know that logically, I really do, but my chest feels tight.” This was nothing new. She had talked about it with Avery and Briar several times, but she couldn’t let the feelings go. “And I do really love him, and he’s worked so hard for the day.”
“Which is why,” Avery said, drawing her focus to the present, “I designed this ritual. It’s about letting go of old patterns of thinking more than anything else.” She gestured to the pots of dried herbs and the large herb bundle Briar had made. “It’s time to cleanse and banish those thoughts. You’re always so confident, El. So self-assured. So strong. You’re always an inspiration to me, especially when I’m at my most scatterbrained.” Avery frowned as she brushed her red hair back from her face, and she looked at El as if peering into her soul. It was one of Avery’s things. She was so incredibly perceptive sometimes that her insights always surprised El. “I think these thoughts are most likely the dregs left over from your experience with the Winter Queen. That bitch really did a number on you. On all of us, actually.” Avery shivered. “I’m horrified that we forgot our magic. It’s the core of who we are!”
“But it didn’t affect you two the same way. I was stuck in her spell for ages.”
“And imprisoned and alone, and close to despair,” Briar added.
“So were you!”
“In a different way. I wasn’t locked in a horrible damp cell, and my magic came back to me quite quickly. Even after Raven told you, you still struggled to recall it. Don’t knock yourself. You found your magic again.”
El fell silent as she mulled over Avery’s words, and just acknowledging them seemed to make a difference. The sharp croak of Raven, Avery’s familiar, drew her attention to where he sat on the top of the stone wall. He cocked his head, his beady eyes seeming to reinforce Avery’s suggestion.
“I think you’re right,” El said as she turned her attention back to her friends. “I’ve pushed what happened aside, and tried to be logical, but I think deep down that doubt about myself has got stuck.”
“So, let’s do something about it,” Avery said, her eyes brightening. “Let’s tweak the ritual and cast a new spell. The Winter Queen cast a long shadow over all of us. Although we celebrated at Yule when we banished her, it’s taken a while for the town to shake it off. I see people looking up at the castle sometimes, still confused, as if they’re trying to reconcile the events with reality. Not everyone has forgotten it or thinks it was one of Stan’s crazy events. It marked the town more than Wyrd did. I feel it’s cast a shadow over us some days.”
“I agree,” Briar said, reaching for the special bundle packed with herbs that she’d brought with her. “I considered doing this after Yule, but then was swept up with Christmas. Like all of us, I just wanted to forget the queen and Jack Frost. I think it was a mistake. Avery is right. Let’s cleanse ourselves of her influence now, and then extend it. We can use the elements to carry the spell across the town, especially using air, Avery.”
El could already feel her spirits lifting, and the knot deep inside her started to loosen. “I need paper. I must write it all down—all the things she did, how it made me feel, everything! Then I’ll burn it.”
“Write them in fire,” Avery suggested, rolling up her sleeves as if going into battle. “It’s your element. It’s a type of curse, really, that she’s left behind. Even the snow that she and Jack brought with them lingered here long after the rest of the country warmed up. We should have done something sooner.”
“Maybe we couldn’t,” El said, still musing on the enormous spell the queen had wrapped around White Haven. “She was a Winter Queen after all, and although you killed her, Avery, maybe we needed spring to arrive for us to see it clearly and be able to banish the residual effects.”
Avery reached into the bag she had brought with her and produced a notebook with a flourish. “Let’s all write a few things down, then we’ll burn the paper and cast a banishing spell, pulling in the power of the Goddess Brigid. I always think of her at this time of year. I know she’s associated more with Imbolc, but her presence lingers.”
“She’s also the Goddess of healing and protection, among other things,” Briar added. “I already have lavender, chamomile, and rosemary in my bundle, perfect for this ritual, but we should add more to the fire. I’ll gather some extra sprigs, Avery, if that’s okay?” 
Avery nodded. “Of course, and I have just the spell. Then we can dance around the fire.” She grinned impishly. “I really like this idea!”
El laughed as Briar set off across the garden to gather more herbs, and Avery ripped a sheet of paper out and passed it to her. “Avery, you never cease to amaze me.”
The next few minutes were quiet as they prepared for the spell and documented the events they wanted to put behind them. El wrote her words in fire, the flickering flames skimming across the surface of the page to leave her list behind—her self-doubt about her magic, the lingering effects of the queen’s evilness and Jack Frost’s actions, her doubts about the handfasting, and her painful union with Bear, her familiar, that had almost killed both of them. That was something else she needed to address. She had only experienced brief contact with him since then. 
The other witches were scribbling just as energetically, but finally they were all done.
“Are we ready?” El asked. When they nodded, she said, “One of you should lead.”
Briar exchanged a glance with Avery and shook her head. “No, you start. Avery can complete it with the banishing spell she has planned. Put every emotion in there, El. Leave nothing out. Then I’ll say my part. I wish Alex and Reu were here, but we can always do this again with them. The queen’s magic was sticky. We might need to reiterate the spell a few times.”
“Agreed,” Avery said.
El nodded and threw her shoulders back with determination as Avery added wood to the fire, stoking it so it blazed, and Briar cast the extra herbs into the flames. “Brigid,” she began, “Goddess of creativity, healing, and protection, offer us your healing and protection now as we banish the effects of the Winter Queen and Jack Frost, who brought so much harm to White Haven and Cornwall. Their shadow lingers, especially deep within me, and yet I have so much to look forward to. We all do. We ask your help to bring peace to the town, and peace to our souls.” Her plea was impassioned, and her voice rose. “I cast aside feelings of inadequacy, of doubt in my magic, doubt for my handfasting, and the knot of fear she sowed within me. I cast aside distrust, confusion, and lack of hope. Let me rekindle my true self so that I no longer fear what is to come, and my role within it.” She held the piece of paper on her outstretched hand and watched it ignite by the power of her own fire, and while it was still burning, she dropped it on to the bonfire. 
Briar followed, speaking aloud her own fears and doubts that she wanted to forget, and then, almost sheepishly, she added, “And let me stop doubting my ability to find lasting love.” Her cheeks flushed, whether from the fire or the confession El wasn’t sure, but she suspected the latter, and her heart ached for her.
Then Avery began, but Avery’s words were as fiery as her red hair and her temper could be. She didn’t plead, she raged against the queen and Jack Frost, fury carrying her words across the garden, and the wind picked them up and carried them further. “She made me forget Helena, and she made us all forget our craft. I ask that we banish her shadow, but beg that we never forget what she achieved, because it is a lesson that our coven is stronger together than apart.” As she threw her list onto the fire, the flames roared, and the smoke spiralled upwards. 
None of them needed to ask what to do next. They worked as one, as they always did. El fed the flames with the fire element, Briar paced around the flames with her smudge bundle, wafting the smoke into the centre, and Avery raised her arms, catching the smoke in a vortex of air and sending it whirling over the stone walls of her garden and across White Haven. 
There was a moment of brooding silence, and then El felt a sweep of wind across her cheek that was like the gentle caress of fingers, and her spirits soared. She shouted, “I am Elspeth Robinson, master of fire and metals, witch of the White Haven Coven, sister-witch to Briar, Avery, Reuben, and Alex, and I vow that I will not forget my strengths again!”
Avery threw her head back and laughed, her voice rising in a whoop, and she grabbed Briar and El’s hand. “Time to dance, witches!”
With a wild tug and stamping feet, she led them in a merry dance around the bonfire, and in seconds El and Briar were giggling and cavorting, too, as Raven wheeled around them, squawking loudly. 
This was life. This was witchcraft and magic. Whatever was to happen over the coming weeks as the handfasting grew closer, El wouldn’t forget it. And if anything or anyone tried to ruin their day, or interfere with the lives of the inhabitants of the town, they would rue whatever brought them to White Haven.






  
  Two


Alex Bonneville poured Reuben Jackson a pint of Skullduggery Ale and placed it in front of him, noting his friend’s pensive expression.  
“Is the pressure finally getting to you?” Alex asked, amused. “Two weeks, mate. Any last-minute doubts? Are you going to reject El forever and break her heart?”
It was a quiet Tuesday afternoon in Alex’s pub, The Wayward Son. Reuben was marrying El at Ostara, and had been planning it for weeks, and although Alex knew he’d never cancel it, he liked to tease him. Frankly, he was counting down until it was over, as he was exhausted by the whole thing. Alex was Reuben’s best man, and it came with far too many responsibilities for his liking. Plus, Reuben phoned him at all hours to consult him on mystifying details. Fortunately, his pub was keeping him busy, so he couldn’t dwell on it. Reuben, however, was hardly ever at work, as he had a manager who ran Greenlane Nurseries, so he had plenty of time to regale Alex with his lists over the bar—as he was doing now. 
“No! Of course not. I’m on top of everything!” Reuben shuffled on his bar stool as if he couldn’t get comfortable. “It’s just very close now, isn’t it? My sleep is patchy. Even though I know I’ve done everything, I still have niggling doubts. Is the cake ordered? Did I book the starters? Have we got enough chairs? Will I remember my vows? Will Stan remember the order of events? Will I mess my suit up? Will El change her mind and leave me at the altar looking moronic?”
Alex took pity on him. Reuben really did look tired. “Of course she won’t abandon you, you dick, and having heard you endlessly tick off your lists for days now, I can confirm that you have not missed anything.”
“And you have the rings safe?”
“No. I flushed them down the toilet. Of course they’re safe!” They were in Avery’s jewellery box, wrapped in spells for safekeeping.
Reuben sipped his pint, face wrinkling with confusion. “I feel I’m forgetting something.”
“Just your marbles. Seriously. You need to cut loose and get drunk.”
Reuben’s eyes widened. “That’s it! My stag night! What are we doing?”
“I’m organising it, obviously—with help—and it’s all in hand.”
Alex had known Reuben for years, but had honestly never expected him to propose to El, or that after having done so, he would then be the one to organise the bulk of the wedding. It was like an alien entity had inhabited his friend’s skin. Although, Reuben still surfed every day, sat at The Wayward Son’s bar for a pint, and teased everyone about anything mercilessly when he had the chance, so some things remained reassuringly the same. 
Reuben leaned forward. “Give me a clue. I don’t want a stripper. It’s tacky.”
“Good, because you’re not getting one. Instead, there will be drinks, a good old pub crawl, and a party on the beach. Unless it’s pissing it down, and then it’s a party up at Zee’s farmhouse. Nothing naff and nothing fancy. Sound okay?” Alex hoped so. Flashy weekends in Prague sounded nightmarish to organise.
Reuben slumped on the bar. “Perfect. And a curry in there somewhere?”
“Yes, curry. The Gods forbid I starve you.”
“And where is Zee on this fine afternoon?”
“He’ll be out in a minute. He’s organising rosters.” Alex grinned at having handed over that particular nightmare. Zee, one of the seven Nephilim who lived in the farmhouse on the hill with Shadow, the fey warrior, was now the bar manager, and was proving brilliant at it. He’d also partly moved into Alex’s old flat above the bar with Kendall, one of DI Newton’s sergeants—a friends-only arrangement. 
“Gabe assures me,” Reuben said, looking hopeful, “that all the Nephilim will be at the wedding, so there better not be any crap between now and then. No vengeful Fallen Angels or destructive Black Cronos soldiers, or anything else!”
“Well, Avery has to go to the Cornwall Coven meeting tonight, which was a bit unexpected, so I’m hoping there are no problems there.”
Avery, his girlfriend and the witch who represented the White Haven Coven at the meetings, had received a phone call the night before from their High Priestess, Genevieve Byrne. The entire coven was attending the wedding, and their Ostara celebrations had been cancelled because of it, so the meeting was unexpected. Gen hadn’t revealed the reason for it, so it was all a little worrying. After the events at Yule when the entire town had been bewitched by a fey queen and Jack Frost, White Haven had been quiet—magically speaking—and the entire coven was hoping it stayed that way. 
Alex looked up as the door to the pub opened, and groaned as two familiar figures entered. “Bloody hell. It’s those hunters from last year. What were their names?”
Reuben looked around, confused. “Oh! Sam and Ruby. Bollocks. This could be trouble.”
The previous year, the hunters had arrived in White Haven to hunt the banshee housed at Stormcrossed Manor. Unfortunately, another three hunters had arrived at the same time, drawn to White Haven’s paranormal activity. Those three were now dead after hunting in Ravens’ Wood and capturing some of the woodland fey creatures, Nephilim, and Shadow. Sam and Ruby, however, had proved themselves allies.
Sam grinned as he arrived at the bar. “It’s good to see you two, although a smile might be more welcoming than those scowls.” He cocked an eyebrow at Ruby. “Have we done something wrong we don’t know about?”
Alex smiled and shook Sam’s hand. “Sorry. Just wondering what kind of crap you’re bringing to White Haven.”
“Who says I’m bringing crap? It could be your crap that’s calling me!” Sam was a forty-something man with a grizzled, scarred face, and a long, grey beard. It didn’t matter what the weather was like, he always wore a heavy coat over a t-shirt and old jeans that were stuffed in his biker boots. His business partner, Ruby, was in her thirties and sported dark crimson hair that had been pink the year before. “Two pints of Doom, please.”
“So, just a social call?” Reuben asked as Alex prepared the drinks.
“Straight to the point, then,” Ruby said, sliding onto the next bar stool. “Yes, we’re great thanks. Lovely journey, booked into a B&B at the top of town.”
Reuben smirked. “Sorry. How are you, Ruby? Killed any creatures lately?”
“We’re fine and dandy. Slayed a couple of vicious vampires in Wales, banished a poltergeist, slaughtered a few hellhounds up north, investigated a very haunted house, a possessed mirror… So many things. You?”
“We wrestled with a mad Winter Queen and Jack Frost. Oh, and Wyrd and a crazy wizard at Samhain. Not much really.”
Alex slid their pints across the bar. “I wish I could say it was great to see you—and it is, of course—but I suspect you’re here because there’s a problem. Sunshine here,” he nodded at Reuben, “is marrying El in two weeks, so we’re hoping for an uneventful time.”
Sam grinned. “Getting married! Congratulations. Didn’t think you two were the type to get married.” 
“Events at Christmas made me all misty-eyed,” Reuben confessed. “Besides, it’s a handfasting in my garden. No churches or vicars.”
“Good for you,” Ruby said, smiling. “Let’s hope our business doesn’t cause you any grief.”
“And your business is?” Alex asked, intrigued.
“Something a little different for us. We’re tracking three missing eggs,” Ruby said. “Very valuable eggs.”
“Is this some weird Easter egg joke?”
“I wish.”
“Rare eggs from a golden hen?” Reuben asked. “Fabergé? Or snake eggs? Something about Ouroboros and life.”
“I think,” Sam said, amused, “you are referring to the Orphic Egg that represents the soul of the philosopher. The serpent symbolises mysteries…or something of the sort. No, nothing so esoteric. Something far more interesting.” Sam’s eyes twinkled before they darkened. “Dragon eggs.”
Alex was momentarily stunned, before he finally said, “Are you kidding?”
“I wish I was.” Sam checked over his shoulder, but the bar area was quiet. “We were hired a couple of weeks ago by an occult collector who lives in Cambridge. A professor who has a very unusual collection, to say the least. He had a break-in—they got through a pretty good alarm system—but the only thing they stole was the dragon eggs. It’s taken us ages to get a lead. A series of convoluted interviews with some very dodgy black-market connections. What we heard led us here.”
Reuben had also been stunned into a very uncharacteristic silence, his mouth gaping open, but now he rallied. “They’re in White Haven?”
“In Cornwall. We came here because we know you. We are yet to narrow it down, but we think it’s south coast.”
Reuben exchanged a puzzled glance with Alex. “For a start, who would steal them, and secondly, why? And more importantly, where the fuck do dragon eggs come from?”
“Well, the last question is easy,” Ruby said. “They are from the Otherworld. The prof has had them for years—he bought them from a dealer in Europe. Paid a fortune for them. He loves mythical creatures. His entire collection is based around them. Apparently, the European dealer said the eggs had crossed from the Otherworld centuries ago, and have changed hands a few times. They are kept cold for safety reasons. But,” she shrugged, “if they’re out of cold storage, that might be hazardous.”
Alex had so many questions, he didn’t know where to start. “Are you suggesting they might hatch? Surely if they’re so old, they won’t be able to, no matter how long you try to incubate them.”
“Well, that’s another reason we’re here,” Sam said after sipping his pint. “We figure your fey madam, Shadow, could tell us more about them than anyone. Is she around?”
Alex nodded. “Yes, up at the farmhouse. They’ve just got back from a big job.”
“Excellent. You have her number?”
Despite the fact that there was a wedding in two weeks, Alex knew this wasn’t something they could just sit out. From his recollection of dragons at Yule, when the Winter Queen had snow dragons patrolling the wall around White Haven, he knew them to be huge, violent, and dangerous creatures. To have even just one egg hatch could be a disaster. Would the thief try to train them? Keep them until full grown? Breed them? Or was there something else you could do with dragon eggs?
“I’ll tell you what,” Alex said, pulling his phone from his pocket, “let me call her. Any objection to us being there? I know the whole coven will want to know what’s happening.”
Sam gave him a cockeyed grin. “Fair enough, but we’re not splitting the money, so don’t even ask.”
“We don’t want your money.” 
As soon as he called Shadow, he’d better call Avery, because she would never forgive him if she didn’t find out soon.

      [image: image-placeholder]Avery ended the call with Alex, and suddenly wasn’t seeing her walled garden full of spring flowers anymore. She was trying to imagine what a clutch of dragon eggs might look like.
Briar and El had left a while ago, and filled with the spirit of spring and invigorated after their spell, Avery couldn’t bear to go inside and work in the shop. Instead, she had decided to work in the garden, continuing to stoke the fire and burn off her garden debris. Now, she leaned on the wooden table, silvery with age, elbows in the compost that had spilled from the pots she’d been planting, and mused on Alex’s message. Would they be large, like ostrich eggs, or even bigger? Plain or pretty? Smooth or rough? Would they be eggs from snow dragons or regular ones? And what the hell were regular dragons like? There were so many representations of them, and yet the ones they saw by the wall around White Haven were as white as the snow they were named after, and the fire they breathed was blue.
With the handfasting only two weeks away, Avery couldn’t bear to think that could all be ruined by a new problem. But that wouldn’t happen. She wouldn’t allow it, especially after their morning spell that had seemed to restore El to her normal, vibrant self. They would help Sam and Ruby deal with this weird situation, and then enjoy the wedding. In fact, with the Cornwall Coven meeting that night, it was perfect timing. She could discuss the issue there and then join her friends. Shadow had already set up a meeting at the farmhouse that evening, too. Avery could chat to Dan, her friend and shop assistant, about the situation, as well. 
Avery turned her attention back to the garden. The pots were now mostly finished, full of spring bulbs and violas that would fill her garden with colour over the coming weeks. It already looked wonderful in the brisk spring sunshine, and Brigid, who they had appealed to in their morning ritual, still felt close by. Green shoots were emerging, and bright green leaves were unfurling. As always at this time of year, she felt full of energy, and itched to get her fingers in the soil. It was a gardening compulsion, and she knew that Briar, the dark-haired earth witch, felt the same. She had spent the past few hours weeding as well, so her beds looked immaculate. 
Later in the week, she would gather herbs and replenish her witchcraft supplies while the moon was waxing. She would also complete her besom broom. She loved to craft the herb bunches that hung in her shop and over the door, but creating a besom broom was new to her. They sold a couple in her shop, but other businesses supplied them. This one, however, was for her, and she would keep it in her attic spell room. Now, however, she quickly cleaned up her gardening supplies, put the compost back in the shed and watered the plants, then picked up the bunch of daffodils and carried them to the small kitchen at the rear of her shop, Happenstance Books. As she’d expected, because it was midafternoon, Dan was already there putting coffee on and rummaging in a cupboard for biscuits. 
“I have an interesting question for you,” Avery said, reaching for a vase under the cupboard. “What do you know about dragon eggs?”
Dan, slim and dark-haired with a scholarly air about him, laughed. “They’re great with bacon on a sandwich. Such a lovely, runny yoke.”
“Idiot. I’m serious.”
He poured milk in his mug before turning to her. “I know you ask me strange questions sometimes, but this is weirder than most. Not much, obviously. Why?”
“Sam and Ruby, the hunters we met last year, are back and looking for three of them.” She quickly updated him on the issue. “That’s about as much as I know until later. I mean, do you think they could really hatch? Surely, they’re just valuable as something completely rare and unusual?”
Dan sniggered. “Honestly, what are you like? Rare and unusual? I would say completely unheard of in this world! Outside of the paranormal world, of course. Therefore, I don’t know much about dragon eggs at all. Before all of the weirdness we’ve experienced, I’d have said they are completely mythical, but that won’t really wash now, will it? Have they any value in witchcraft? As a spell ingredient, I mean?”
“I haven’t seen them listed in modern spells, but that’s not surprising. But in the really old spells?” She considered the vast number of old spells she’d read, not just in Helena’s grimoire, but in other old grimoires that she had bought over the years and added to her small collection. “I might have seen them listed and just dismissed it as an oddity. I’ll look again later. It’s a shame Helena isn’t around right now. She might be able to help.”
Helena was Avery’s ghostly ancestor who’d been burned at the stake. Over the past few months she had occasionally inhabited her grandmother Clea’s body, an arrangement that benefited both of them and that had started at the previous Samhain when they needed Helena’s help. Clea was unfortunately senile and had lived in a residential home for years, but she could still cast spells when guided. Helena had leapt at the chance to be in a real body and perform magic again, and Clea benefited from Helena’s presence and magic. They talked, apparently, after Clea had given her permission for Helena to possess her. Avery wasn’t entirely sure that Clea really understood, but she seemed none the worse for Helena possessing her for a few days, and on a completely selfish front, Avery was able to see her grandmother a lot and speak to Helena, who was a powerful and very knowledgeable witch.
“When is Helena back?” Dan asked.
“About a week’s time. She’ll be around for the wedding. If necessary, I can bring it forward, but I don’t want the residential home to ask awkward questions. Or I can try to communicate with Helena’s ghost, but that’s hard. Her spirit will be around soon, I’m sure.”
Dan shook his head, perplexed. “Let’s hope Sam and Ruby end up only passing through, and that their issue has nothing to do with us. However, I’ll consult a few tales and see if there is anything interesting that can help us. I presume you’ll ask Shadow?”
“We’re meeting her later at the farmhouse.”
“Well, there you go, then! She’ll know lots about them.”
“But not of our myths.”
“Avery, if they’re really dragon eggs, our myths will have little weight. It’s Otherworld knowledge you’ll need. Plus, if someone has stolen them, they must have a buyer already, or else they have a use for them. Perhaps they just want very large eggs to decorate for Easter!”
“You’re so funny!”
“Or, maybe you should be talking to Harlan Becket at the Orphic Guild, too. In fact, I’m wondering why someone has employed Sam and Ruby over someone like Harlan. He’s an occult hunter who hunts objects, not creatures.” His eyes widened as he considered the implications. “Maybe the original owner suspects a paranormal creature has stolen them.”
Avery groaned. “Great. This just gets better and better.”
He lifted the tray laden with coffee and cake. “You need to fortify yourself. Ready for a snack?”
“Always.” 






  
  Three


Briar finished putting the final touches to her spring display in the window of her shop, Charming Balms Apothecary, and stepped back to assess it with a critical eye.  
She had used mossy stones found by the stream that ran through Ravens’ Wood, and dead branches that had fallen from the trees to create her own little woodland grove. Within it she had placed fresh pots of tulips and daffodils, and had placed some of her products, such as candles and soaps, in it. “Yes, that will do,” she murmured to herself.
Eli, her Nephilim friend who worked in her shop, called over from where he sat behind the counter. “Is this to remind you of the Green Man?”
“A little, but it’s also to honour the season. I’ll add some painted eggs for Ostara, too. Next week, perhaps.” She heaved a deep sigh and returned to her seat next to Eli. “I do miss him, though.”
Eli smiled, illuminating his very handsome face, and a shaft of late afternoon sunshine lit his hair, making it glow like honey. “He’s still here.”
“But not here.” She tapped her chest.
At Yule, the Green Man had unfurled from where he had lain in the deepest recesses of her being since Imbolc the previous year, and had fought the Holly King in his alternate ego, the Oak King. He had not returned, and she was acutely aware of his absence. She missed him.
“It’s not like you had long and meaningful conversations,” Eli pointed out, trying to cheer her up. “Although, he was a kick-ass being to have on your side.”
“I know, but still. I thought the feeling of loss would lessen after so many weeks, but I think it’s strengthening because it’s spring.” She shrugged and picked up her cup of tea. “I’m just being silly. I thought I saw the dryads when I was in Ravens’ Wood over the weekend. They seem bolder than usual. Is that your doing?”
“Me? Herne’s balls! No. As if they take any notice of what I do. I think you just know they’re there now, so you spot them more easily. Plus, they know you.”
Briar studied him, but he seemed his usual, relaxed self. However, she knew that Eli and Zee had made a pact of guardianship with the dryads, which comprised of a promise to help take saplings across the country. It was a way of spreading a little of the Otherworld to ancient woodlands and preserving their heritage. Nelaira, the dryad who liaised with Eli, also seemed to have bewitched him. Briar didn’t mean that in a magical, spell-casting way. It seemed that Eli was a little besotted with her Otherworldly beauty. Even now, he had a faraway look in his eye, even though he knew it wasn’t a healthy obsession.
“I take it that you’ll be delivering saplings again soon?”
He nodded. “Half a dozen. Me and Zee will head to Ravens’ Wood later tonight, actually.”
“Into their private domain?”
“Something like that.”
Briar enjoyed spending time in Ravens’ Wood, but at night the place was frighteningly Other. The witches had vowed not to go in there after dark unless they really had to, especially after their experiences at Beltane. “Are you taken to a place where humans can’t reach?”
“Pretty much. We’re led down paths not even I or Zee could find alone, although I guess Shadow could find them.”
There weren’t any customers in the shop, so Briar pressed him for details. “So, what’s it like? I have images of Rivendell in my head, but I’m sure that’s a bit fantastical. That’s The Lord of the Rings, by the way.”
“I’m not completely unaware of pop culture, you know!”
She smiled. “Sorry. Well, is it?”
“No!” Eli sighed, his gaze becoming distant as he considered her question. “It’s like Ravens’ Wood normally is, but magnified. There’s a point where we seem to pass a threshold, and beyond, the trees become much bigger. It’s not a visible line, or even a veil we pass through, it’s subtler than that, but suddenly you’re aware that you’re in sacred space, and the trees are so old and gnarled that I can feel the age of them. Honestly, it feels as if it’s as old as I am—you know, Flood times. The grass beneath the trees is dense and lush, filled with huge mushrooms and strange flowers with overpowering scents. And there’s a glow. A golden light that seems to be everywhere but comes from nowhere.” He shook his head. “I know we’re still in this world, but it contains so much of the Other that it’s mesmerising. That’s where they keep the saplings, in a grove surrounded by ancient trees.”
Briar could almost feel the timelessness of it. She both wished she could see it and was terrified to, as well. “The grove is their guardian.”
“Exactly. The dryads there are ancient, too. I mean, they look young, but they aren’t. Nelaira looks like a teenager in comparison.”
“They treat you well, though?”
“Of course. We’re not in danger, and I’m sure if we had to, we could fight our way out, but I wouldn’t want to. It would feel like a desecration.”
“You’re so lucky to see such a place.”
“I know. I wondered if they would be resentful, after all the Green Man did drag them here from the Otherworld.”
“I don’t think of it like that. He grew the trees from the ancient roots of the forest that once lined the hills around here. The one that Ben and Stan saw when they went back in time. It’s like the ghost of the forest that once straddled worlds.”
“Well, however it came to be, it’s a powerful place. I’m pretty sure Shadow hasn’t found the true centre of it.”
“You have no regrets about your agreement, then?” 
“No. If we can restore a little wonder to old woodlands, that’s a good thing. I feel it gives me a purpose.”
Briar regarded him over the rim of her mug. “You don’t think you have one here?”
He shrugged. “Yes and no. I help you, which is great, but it’s good to do something more. It’s not like I chase after occult objects, like my brothers and Shadow.”
“I love that you work here. You’ve taught me about combining herbs I wouldn’t have considered before, and have shared old knowledge that isn’t written down. That’s been invaluable. I couldn’t run this place without you now! And of course, the charms you offer your harem.” She smirked, teasing him.
“Well, when you have multiple skill sets, Briar, it’s rude not to share them.”
“And Nelaira?” He’d confided in her about his fear of being bewitched.
He gave a dry laugh. “She’s a dryad. We are very different. Too different.”
Briar nodded, relieved, but Eli had an expression that suggested that his feelings did not truly echo his words. She wasn’t prone to fits of fancy, nor had startling insights into the future like her grandmother, Tamsyn, and second-cousin, Beth, but she had a feeling that should Eli try to pursue anything with the dryad, things would unravel very quickly. 
“Where are you taking the saplings?”
“Tregargus Wood. We’ve narrowed down an area that should work.”
“That place is already magical with all the ruined buildings!”
Tregargus Wood was a woodland filled valley by the Barn River, and the wood had grown around old industrial buildings.
Eli laughed. “I know. That’s why we’re planting there.”
“What made you choose there? It’s a fairly popular place for visitors.”
“It’s a decent size, and is close to here. Nelaira approved it. We’ll be careful where we plant.”
A twinge of misgiving filled Briar. “Are you sure it’s wise to plant dryad-filled saplings further afield? I would hate for the place to become dangerous.”
“They’re not axe-wielding maniacs!”
“But even a little of the Otherworld could be hazardous for humans.”
“We’ll plant well off the main track. We have wings!”
“Okay. Sorry for doubting you.”
“Ha!” he sniggered. “I know how tits-up things can go here, but we don’t want repercussions for not keeping up our end of the agreement, either. Are you coming tonight?” he asked, changing the subject.
“The meeting at your place? I guess so.” Gabe had phoned Eli with the news, seeming keen to help the witches. Briar reasoned it was because they were resting after their fight with Belial, the Fallen Angel. It seemed Gabe couldn’t stay quiet for long, and was rallying everyone to help. “I can’t ignore the hunt for dragon eggs. I’d rather we be infested with dryads than dragons.”
“At least there isn’t a parade for Ostara that will be disrupted.” 
White Haven was famous for its pagan seasonal celebrations, but not all of them involved a parade. It would be far too much to organise. Beltane would be the next one. However, the town was still decorating the shops to get ready for the day, and Stan had organised a huge Easter egg hunt that would take place over the days surrounding Ostara.
“That’s a relief,” Briar acknowledged. “Stan couldn’t cope, anyway, with all his wedding celebrant plans.” She teased Eli. “Will you bring a girlfriend with you as your plus one?”
“No. That would only give one of them ideas. They know the rules. I know enough people there, anyway.”
“Our large, White Haven family?”
“Exactly.” He leaned on the counter, watching her speculatively. “Has Newton asked you to go with him?”
“No! We’re just friends, and I’ll see him there, anyway.”
“Just wondered.”
“Well, just stop it!”
“You seem very flustered about a simple question.”
Her eyes narrowed at his teasing. “I resent your implications behind it.”
“It was just a question. You obviously have a very vivid imagination.”
“Eli!”
He smirked, holding his hands up as if surrendering. “Don’t hex me, Briar! But you must see how he watches you.”
“He does not watch me!”
“He does—subtly, of course. Not like a crazy stalker. Just saying.”
Briar had noticed it, but was trying to forget it, or what it might mean, or whether she was even still interested in Newton. She stood, trying to maintain her dignity, and decided to retreat to her herb room. “I shall see you later. I have herbs to pack.”
Eli’s smile broadened. “Of course you have.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Caspian Faversham arrived at Oswald Prenderghast’s house, Crag’s End, on Tuesday evening. He was a few minutes earlier than needed so that he wouldn’t be late for the Cornwall Coven Council Meeting. As usual, he had used witch-flight and landed in Oswald’s extensive garden. The sun had just set, but a soft twilight infused the grounds, enhancing the fresh scent of spring. 
Oswald was one of the older witches in the coven, and the head of the small Mevagissey Coven of two. The other member was Ulysses, the half-mermaid witch who was a huge, hulking, but gentle man. In comparison, Oswald, although tall, was half his size. He lived in the large house that was more castle, but certainly wasn’t officially called one. It was private, set off the road with a long drive, and mature trees dotted the boundary. Oswald was a gardener, and was particularly fond of roses, but only a variety of spring flowers currently lined the driveway around the entrance.
Already, several cars were parked at the edge of the circular space at the top of the drive, and Caspian crossed to the front door, wondering what the meeting could be about, when a sweep of lights illuminated the deep-set porch, and a car parked in the remaining space. It wasn’t one he recognised, and he watched a woman emerge, wrapped in a wool coat and scarf.
It was hard to see her features in the darkness, and her coat masked her build, but she was of average height, and already he could feel her magic. She was another witch; one he didn’t know. Instinctively, his power rose, even though there was no reason to fear her approach. She took a moment to survey the house, and then hurried to the front door. Caspian realised he was outside the circle of light cast by the porch, and he stepped forward, not wanting to alarm her. Even so, she drew a sharp intake of breath, and paused.
“Sorry,” he said quickly, “I didn’t mean to shock you. I’ve only just arrived, too.” He extended his hand. “I’m Caspian Faversham. I presume you’re here for the meeting?”
“Yes, I am. I think I am the reason for the meeting, actually.” She smiled as she shook his hand, her touch cool and dry, and slightly calloused as if she worked outside. “I’m the newest member of the coven. I’m Morwenna Benjamin.”
Morwenna was an attractive woman who looked to be in her late thirties, with bright blue eyes that seemed to fix on him with a peculiar intensity, a heart-shaped face that still held a faint tan, and dark hair. Beneath the harsh electric light, though, she looked tired, almost preoccupied, as if she had much on her mind, but he felt an undeniable spark between them from a connection he couldn’t explain, and he had an urge to smooth his hair down and brush non-existent dust off his jacket.
“Welcome to the Cornwall Coven. Are you here to be introduced to everyone?”
“Something like that.”
Before he could respond to that enigmatic line, the door swung open behind him, and Oswald, white hair blooming like a halo around his head, said, “Ah! Good. The final two members. We’re all upstairs. Come in, out of the cold. I thought I’d heard a car. Good to see you, Caspian. Morwenna, my dear, welcome to Crag’s End, my whimsically named home.”
As usual, Oswald looked eccentrically dapper. He wore a velvet smoking jacket in a rich purple over a light pink shirt, paired with a deep green cravat and black trousers. If he had stood in the garden, he’d have blended in with a summer border. The large hall behind him framed him as if in a portrait, but oblivious to Caspian’s thoughts, he helped Morwenna out of her coat, hung it next to the others in a discreetly placed cupboard, and ushered the new coven member up the stairs. After shutting the front door, Caspian followed them.
When they arrived in Oswald’s elegant first floor drawing room, the fire was blazing, and the conversation was loud, an air of excitement filling the room. It seemed Morwenna’s arrival was already known to the other nine witches who comprised the coven leaders. He fixed himself a glass of gin and tonic—Oswald had an extensive gin collection that he kept in the corner of the room—and joined Jasper and Rasmus. Jasper was the head of the Penzance Coven and a good friend who loved researching more than Avery did. Rasmus was older than everyone, and was the gruff-voiced High Priest of the Newquay Coven. 
Rasmus nodded. “Caspian. I see you’ve arrived with Morwenna.”
“Barely. I met her at the door. I seem to be the last to find out about our new member.”
“Not at all,” Jasper reassured him. “We found out only moments before you. Genevieve mentioned it to Claudia, and it spread in seconds. It’s quite sudden, from what I can gather.”
All three men barely looked at each other, instead studying Morwenna across the room as Oswald circulated and made the introductions. She was already clutching a glass of red wine, but she smiled and chatted, although Caspian couldn’t hear about what. She seemed oddly out of place in the richly decorated room, like a caged animal longing to break free. Her dress was a simple but elegant woollen shift-dress in black, and it served to enhance her bright blue eyes and dark hair.
“What do we know about her?” Caspian asked.
“That she’ll be in Oswald’s coven,” Jasper answered. “She’s living close to Mevagissey. And that, I’m afraid, is the extent of my knowledge.”
“Mine too,” Rasmus said, rubbing his fingers through his long, luxurious beard. “Genevieve seems to be keeping things close to her chest, as if,” he cocked a bushy eyebrow, “there will be a big reveal.”
Caspian smiled. Rasmus was not known for drama. “I’m sure it’s nothing ominous.”
But even as he said it, he doubted his words. She was closer now, being introduced to Avery and Eve, the dreadlocked witch from St Ives, and within moments, she was in front of him again. Oswald gallantly introduced her. “Although, you have already met Caspian?”
“Very briefly,” she said, shaking his hand again. “I think I was a little overwhelmed when Caspian emerged from the darkness.” 
He was flooded with guilt for startling her and had an overwhelming urge to hold her hand for longer than he should. Close to her again, he sensed a wildness in her that he had missed earlier. “I’m so sorry. I’d just arrived. I’m an air witch, so I always travel here using witch-flight.”
“I’ve always thought that mastering air would be a wonderful skill, but I’m an earth witch, and I can’t imagine anything better than working with the land.”
“I think we shall need your help, actually,” Oswald said to Caspian. “Well, everyone’s really.”
“You will? Why?”
Morwenna’s eyes darkened, but Oswald said, “All will become clear. We don’t want to endlessly repeat ourselves. Genevieve is waiting, so let’s join her.”
A few minutes later, they were all settled around the table in Oswald’s grand meeting room in no particular order, except for Genevieve, the High Priestess, who sat at the head of the table. Avery sat on Caspian’s right, and keeping her voice low, said, “Hey Caspian, how are you?”
“Good, thanks. Just intrigued. What about you?” 
As usual, Avery’s long hair was loose, and her green eyes sparkled in the light, her focus on Morwenna. “Good, I suppose, although I need to catch you up on something later. But yes, this is all very intriguing.”
“She looks haunted.”
“That’s exactly the word. I wonder what’s happened.”
Before he could comment further, Genevieve started the meeting, her Irish accent cutting through the chat. “Thank you everyone for joining us at such short notice. I won’t bother with our normal agenda, seeing as this meeting has been called for a specific reason. As you can see, we have a new witch in Cornwall, who approached me only a few days ago with an official request to join our coven.” She nodded at Morwenna, who sat on her left. “Welcome, Morwenna. It’s wonderful to have a new member, and Oswald, thank you for welcoming Morwenna into your own coven.”
Oswald shrugged. “It’s my pleasure, and Ulysses was happy to expand our small group, too.”
Genevieve pushed on. “Morwenna, as you can probably guess from her name, was born in Cornwall, but left many years ago. She’s returned here with a problem, and she needs our help. Would you like to explain, or should I?”
Morwenna gave her a brief smile. “I can, thank you.” She sipped her glass of wine and took a moment to compose herself. “I’ll keep things brief, but of course you are welcome to ask questions. I was born in St Mawes, but moved away as a child. My mother is Cornish, but my father is from Nottingham. They moved there when I was barely ten. Neither of my parents are witches, although rumours suggest my maternal great-grandmother was one. She was also from St Mawes. Anyway, I discovered my magical abilities young, and have developed my skills on my own. I’m an earth witch. I’ve had my own landscaping business over the years, but that’s been hard for the last ten years for reasons I’ll come to. I’ve recently accepted a job at Trevarren House, just outside of Mevagissey. You’ve all probably heard of it. The owners live abroad mainly, and I’m caretaking the gardens. They offered me the cottage in the grounds, so I moved in only a few days ago.” She paused and sipped her wine again, her hand trembling. “I have a twelve-year old daughter called Ysella, but she’s living with her father at the moment. We’re separated, and have been for some time. I want her to live with me, but circumstances are hard right now.” She paused again. “I’m sorry, I find it hard to admit this, even though this issue has dogged me for years, but I can’t struggle alone anymore. I’m cursed, and I need help to break it.”
A murmur of surprise ran around the room, and Caspian realised why Oswald had said they would need his help. Caspian’s family history of witchcraft was rich with curses, although it was something he was keen to keep in their past. However, his grimoires might provide some help.
Before he could ask, Jasper beat him to it. “I’m so sorry, Morwenna. What sort of curse?”
“It sounds so innocuous, but it’s ruining my life. I am unable to settle anywhere for more than twelve months, which means I have to move—job, house, county. For my daughter, it means new schools, and that just isn’t fair. That’s why she’s with her father now. For me, it ruined my business, so that’s why I pick up short-term work now. I’m exhausted, physically and emotionally. The stress of moving, of finding new work, of trying to build a life on nothing! I can’t keep doing it, and the older I get, the harder it becomes.”
“It’s not innocuous at all,” Avery said, voice raising with outrage. “It’s awful, and cruel! Who did this?”
Morwenna gave a short, dry laugh. “I don’t know! That’s the awfulness of it. I suspect it was a man I had a short-lived affair with about eight years ago, a few months after my marriage dissolved, but he didn’t seem the vindictive type, and he denies it. He was a witch, too. Then I wondered if I had triggered something in one of the old spell books I found. However it happened, the parameters of it have become clear to me over the years.”
Caspian leaned forward, eyes narrowed. “What happens if you do stay somewhere?”
“I become ill. Very sick. I can’t sleep, I can’t eat. I have symptoms of anxiety that haunt my every hour, every minute of my life. But once I move, that all settles again for twelve months.”
“How did you know that moving solved it the first time?”
“It was a compulsion. Something deep within me made me move. I tried to resist it a few times because I enjoyed my work, and hated to give up my business that first year, but I had to! The compulsion haunted my dreams in the few hours’ sleep that I was able to snatch. I did my own research, have tried many things, but nothing works!” She covered her face with her hands and took a deep, shuddering breath before letting it out slowly. When she finally looked at the group again, her expression was bleak. “I’ve never been in a coven before. I wasn’t sure it was for me. In fact, I worried that my curse would somehow infect other witches, but I’m at my wit’s end. I need help, or I think it will kill me.”
“Have you checked for cursed objects? Your jewellery? A family heirloom? An object you bought?”
She nodded, her eyes meeting his. “Yes, but I can’t identify anything.”
Genevieve squeezed her arm reassuringly. “We’ll help you break the curse, Morwenna, I promise. But you have another fear, don’t you?”
Morwenna nodded. “My daughter will be thirteen this year, and I’m worried that she might inherit the same curse. I don’t know why I think that, but again, the fear just came to me. It’s probably paranoia, but strange things happen to witches in puberty—if she even is a witch. Our powers start to manifest, and she has a quiet power about her already that suggests she is one. I can’t bear for her to be affected, too!”
“Caspian,” Gen said, “can you help? Can anyone help? I will of course offer what resources I can, but curses are not something I am an expert with.”
“Of course I can,” Caspian reassured them both, but his eyes were on Morwenna. “But this could take time, and lots of research. You will need to share a lot of information with me. Timelines, activities, everything that happened in the year you think your curse began. Is that okay?”
“Of course. I already have lots of notes to share.”
“Excellent.” He nodded, pleased at having an excuse to spend time with the enigmatic woman, curse or not. “I can meet you tomorrow, if that suits. The sooner the better.”
She smiled, and it transformed her features, igniting a desire in Caspian he hadn’t felt since he fell in love with Avery. “Thank you. That will be perfect.”
“Excellent,” Genevieve said, interrupting his chain of thought. “However, there is something else that I would like to do tonight, if everyone has the time to spare?” When everyone nodded, clearly curious, she said, “I would like to try and draw the curse out, to attempt to ascertain the shape of it.”
Morwenna turned to her in shock. “You didn’t mention that earlier!”
“No, I know, but we have a lot of skilled witches here, and after discussing the situation with Oswald, we think it will be a good idea.”
Rasmus, never one to hold his opinion back, said, “I don’t understand what you’re trying to achieve, Genevieve, especially seeing as you confess to being no expert in curses.”
“I’m not suggesting that we try to break it, obviously, but we do need to get an idea of what we’re dealing with.”
Caspian nodded, thinking he understood. “You want to give it shape by illuminating it. Sorry
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